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Abstract 
  

 

         This study aimed to examine to what extent issues related to gender, class, as well as 

race have influenced the structure and the evolution of the welfare state in the United States of 

America by focusing on the Bill Clinton presidency. Simply put, I have attempted to explore 

implications of racist, classist, and sexist prejudices in Bill Clinton’s decision to sign the 

Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), known as 

“welfare reform”, in 1996. That law was passed by the 104th Congress and it was the key 

domestic policy achievement of the Bill Clinton Administration. Throughout my analysis, I 

have drawn upon primary sources, written documents, or records such as President Bill 

Clinton’s autobiographical memoir My Life, his speeches, radio, or press releases using 

archives from the Clinton Presidential Library. Besides, I have used passages from his 

memoir My Life and Putting People First (with his co-author Al Gore). I  have attempted to 

explain Bill Clinton’s approach towards the poor and investigate his arguments, as a “New 

Democrat”, to sign welfare reform by paying particular attention to biased statements or 

arguments, if any. This dissertation is divided into two main parts. Part one deals with the 

historical development of “welfare” and the welfare state before the 1990s: from the colonial 

times to the late 1980s. The second part deals with the development of welfare during the 

1990s and throws particular light (in the last chapter, which is the key one) on Bill Clinton’s 

motivations for signing the welfare reform. In sum, this dissertation represents an attempt to 

problematise the existing academic narratives on welfare policy-making in the United States 

and provides some nuanced depiction of the ways in which policies are discussed and 

implemented by state authorities. My contribution to knowledge appears in Chapter Five. 

Key Words: Bill Clinton’s Administration; classism; document analysis; New Democratic 

Party; racism, sexism, U.S. welfare state; welfare reform.  
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 ملخص         
 
 

هيكل وتطور  ىلة بنوع الجنس والطبقة والعرق علهدفنا في هذه الدراسة هو معرفة مدى تأثير المسائل المتص

 مدى تأثير،نشرح نحاول   بعبارة أخرى،.لينتونفي الولايات المتحدة الأمريكية بالتركيز على رئاسة بيل ك يةدولة الرفاه

كلينتون  القرار الذي اتخذه بيل علىبين الرجل والمرأة التمييز و التعص ب أوالطبقية أو العرقيةأو زات العنصريةالتحي  

إصلاح الرعاية "، المعروف باسم  (PRWORA) بالتوقيع على قانون التوفيق بين المسؤولية الشخصية وفرص العمل

أقر الكونغرس الرابع بعد المائة هذا القانون الذي كان بمثابة الإنجاز الرئيسي الذي حققته . 6991في عام " الاجتماعية

على المصادر الرئيسية والوثائق الخطية في دراستنا التحليلية المدققة نعتمد . حليةإدارة بيل كلينتون في مجال السياسة الم

نشرات الإذاعية أو الصحفية ال فيخطاباته  كذاوالسجلات مثل مذكرات الرئيس بيل كلينتون الذاتية عن سيرته الذاتية  و

وضع الناس "و "حياتي"وص من مذكراته نستخدم نص حيث. الإلكترونية باستخدام محفوظات من مكتبة كلينتون الرئاسية

النهج الذي يتبعه بيل كلينتون في التعامل مع الفقراء ونشرح حججه  نوضحنحاول أن (. مع مؤلفه المشارك آل غور" )أولاا 

للتوقيع على إصلاح الرعاية الاجتماعية وإيلاء اهتمام خاص للتصريحات أو الحجج المتحيزة " ديمقراطياا جديداا "باعتباره 

و اللذي يشير )"Welfare"يتناول الجزء الأول التطور التاريخي . تنقسم هذه الأطروحة إلى جزأين رئيسيين. ، إن وجدت

ودولة الرفاهية الاجتماعية قبل  (المحتاجين إلى برامج عامة مدعمة من طرف هياكل مؤسسات الحكومة لمساعدة

يتناول الجزء الثاني تنمية الرفاهية الاجتماعية أثناء . نياتمن العصور الاستعمارية إلى أواخر الثماني: التسعينيات

على دوافع بيل كلينتون للتوقيع على إصلاح ( وهو الفصل الرئيسي في الفصل الأخير،)الضوء الخاص  التسعينيات ويلقي

الأكاديمية القائمة بشأن وضع سياسات للبحوث  لاضافةوخلاصة القول،  هذه الأطروحة محاولة . الرفاهية الاجتماعية

تقدم بعض الصور الدقيقة للطرق التي تناقش بها سلطات الدولة السياسات كما الرعاية الاجتماعية في الولايات المتحدة 

 .ترد مساهمتنا في المعرفة في الفصل الخامس. وتنفذها

 

، التحيز الجنسي، الحزب الديمقراطي الجديد، العنصرية ، تحليل الوثائق،التحيز الطبقي، بيل كلينتون: المفتاحيةالكلمات 

 .، إصلاح الرعاية الاجتماعيةالاجتماعية في الولايات المتحدة دولة الرفاهية
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General Introduction 

 

 

          In 1996, President Bill Clinton, a Democrat and a son of a widowed mother
1
 signed 

the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) into 

law
2
 which ended the sixty-year-old Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC).  

AFDC was replaced by Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), which dictated 

time limits, work requirements, and block grants for the states.
3
 Hence, government 

assistance to the poor through cash assistance, housing, healthcare, and food stamps was 

brought to an end and the poor were obliged to work. In other words, President Bill Clinton 

ended Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) a small programme that provided cash assistance 

for needy families and their children and had been in effect since passage of the Social 

Security Act of 1935 during the New Deal, the cornerstone of the American welfare state.
4
 

 

          The American welfare state is “exceptional” and many scholars believe that its 

architecture is  unique.
5
 The most distinguished American social scientist Harold Wilensky 

                                                           
1
 Bill Clinton, My Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2004), 1: 4. 

2
 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, Public Law 104–193.  

3
 See “Remarks by the President at the Signing of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 

Reconciliation Act,” Public Papers of the Presidents, William J. Clinton , 1996 (Washington, CD: U.S. 

Government Printing Office, 1997), 2:1328.  See also Bill Clinton, “The New Covenant: Address to Students 

at Georgetown University,” (October 23, 1991), www.dlcppi.org/speeches/91newcov.htm.  
4
 On the historical origins of the American welfare state since the Colonial Period, see Walter I. Trattner, 

From Poor Law to Welfare State: A History of Social Welfare in America, 6th ed. (New York: The Free 

Press, 1999). See also, Michael Katz, Improving Poor People: The Welfare State, the “Underclass”, and 

Urban Schools as History (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1995), 23.  
5
 For a detailed examination of the architecture of the American welfare state, see for example Michael B. 

Katz, The Price of Citizenship: Redefining the American Welfare State (New York: Metropolitan Books, 

Henry Holt and Company, 2001). 

http://www.dlcppi.org/speeches/91newcov.htm


2 
 

declared in 1965 that, unlike its Western counterparts,
6
 the American welfare state is a 

“reluctant welfare state.”
7
 It has been described as follows: an “incomplete welfare state”, 

a “semi-welfare state”, a “welfare state laggard”, a “residual welfare state”, and a 

“truncated” welfare state.
8
 The United States of America is exceptional because it lacks 

national health insurance and universal family allowances or paid parental leave.
9
 Besides, 

it “resembles a massive watch that fails to keep very accurate time. Some of its 

components are rusty and outmoded; others were poorly designed; some work very well. 

They were fabricated by different craftsmen who usually did not consult with one another; 

they interact imperfectly; and at times they work at cross-purposes.”
10

 Furthermore, the 

American welfare state is best described as a “liberal welfare hybrid”.
11

 

 

        There is a large body of literature on the implications of social divisions such as race, 

gender, and class in the structure and the evolution of the U.S. welfare state. Many scholars 

believe that race, gender, and class have shaped the formal structure, as well as the 

development of the American welfare state since the Progressive Era
12

 and during the New 

                                                           
6
 For more details about the European welfare states, see, for instance, Mel Cousins, European Welfare 

States: Comparative Perspectives (London: Sage Publications, 2005).  
7
 See Christopher Howard, The Welfare State Nobody Knows: Debunking Myths about U.S. Social Policy 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 13.  
8
 Michael Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse: A Social History of Welfare in America. 2nd ed. (New 

York: BasicBooks, 1996), x. In his works Christopher Howard challenges the idea that the U.S. welfare state 

is “unusually small” see Christopher Howard, “Is the American Welfare State Unusually Small?” Political 

Science and Politics 36, no.3 (2003): 411–16; Christopher Howard, The Welfare State Nobody Knows, 13. 

For more details see for example Bruce S. Jansson, The Reluctant Welfare State , 4th ed. (Belmont, 

Wadsworth, 2001);  Diane Sainsbury, Gender Equality and Welfare States (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 1996); Robert T.  Kudrle and Theodore R. Marmor, “The Development of Welfare States in 

North America,” in Development of Welfare States in Europe and America, eds. Peter Flora and Arnold J. 

Heiden-heimer (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 1981); and see also Charles Lockhart, Gaining Ground: 

Tailoring Social Programs to American Values (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989); Charles 

Noble, Welfare as we Knew it: A Political History of the American welfare State (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1997).  
9
 Noble, Welfare as we knew it, x.; Jill Quadagno, The Color of Welfare: How Racism Undermined the War 

on Poverty (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 4.  
10

 Katz, The Price of Citizenship, 10.  
11

Anne Daguerre, Obama’s Welfare Legacy: An Assessment of US Anti-Poverty Policies (Bristol: Policy 

Press, 2017), loc. 453.  
12

 See Linda Gordon, Pitied but not Entitled:  Single Mothers and the History of Welfare, 1890–1935 (Ithaca, 

New York: Cornell University Press, 1994), 37; see also Deborah E. Ward, The White Welfare State: the 

Racialization of U.S. Welfare Policy (University of Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 2005), 2. 



3 
 

Deal
13

. They also mattered during the legislation of welfare reform in 1996.
14

    

          

       The attack against welfare and the social welfare state has a long story in the United 

States of America.
15

 According to traditional political theorists such as Roy Lubove, 

Gaston Remlinger, and Seymour Martin Lipset, Americans oppose all kinds of government 

interventionism as they tend to hold a “liberal” culture and because they are firm believers 

in individual rights and private property.
16

 Thus, early reformers’ attempts to create an 

American welfare state before the 1930s failed because of such obstacles as “liberal 

values” or “business power.”
17

 American early reformers attacked the intervention of the 

government to provide social welfare assistance to the poor. Hence, the American welfare 

state developed, as Daniel Levine puts it, “(its) own version of the capitalist welfare state,” 

during the New Deal.
18

 

                                                           

        In the mid–1970s, the assault against welfare had become more and more intense and 

both conservatives and liberals attacked it.
19

 The American welfare state has been 

                                                           
13

 Throughout this dissertation, I will use the following terms interchangeably: the “welfare state”, the “social 

welfare state”, and the “social welfare system”.  
14

 See Mimi Abramovitz, “Welfare Reform in the United States: Gender, Race, and Class Matter,” Critical 

Social Policy 26, no.2 (May 2006): 336. 
15

 See Mimi Abramovitz, Regulating the Lives of Women: Social Welfare Policy from Colonial Times to the 

Present, 3rd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2018), Abramovitz, “Welfare Reform in the United States,”; see also 

Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse. For a more detailed study of the role of gender in welfare policy see 

Felicia Kornbluh and Gwendolyn Mink, Ensuring Poverty: Welfare Reform in Feminist Perspective 

(Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania University Press, 2019).  
16

 Quadagno, The Color of Welfare, 5 ; for the political theorists who defend this  liberal view, see for 

instance, the work of Roy Lubove, The Struggle for Social Security, 1900–1935 (Pittsburgh: University of 

Pittsburgh Press, 1986), 2 ; see also Gaston Rimlinger, Welfare Policy and Industrialization  in Europe , 
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Comparison (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1988), 283.  
19

 A kind of competition took place between the Republican Party and the Democratic Party over women’s 

issues and women’s votes (over gender in general). See Anne N. Costain, “After Reagan: New Party 
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criticised by conservative, liberal, as well as radical theorists.
20

 For conservatives, 

generous welfare benefits during the 1960s encouraged crime, drug addiction, school 

dropout, out-of-wedlock births, and laxness among adult men and led to the emergence of 

the “urban underclass”.
21

 Thus, the welfare state contributed to poverty and moral decay: 

laziness, dependence, corruption, illegitimacy, and divorce. Charles Murray, an American 

political scientist, sociologist, and conservative commentator pointed out: “We tried to 

provide more for the poor and produced more poor instead.” He also claimed: “We tried to 

remove the barriers to escape from poverty, and inadvertently built a trap.” From Charles 

Murray’s perspective, welfare or AFDC enables “the poor to behave in the short term in 

ways that . . . [are] destructive in the long term.”
22

  

 

           On the other hand, liberals believe that the government must provide equal 

opportunities for all citizens to access free education, healthcare, employment, as well as 

income; besides, the state must not intervene in poor peoples’ private lives.
23

 Put it in the 

simplest of words, liberals ask the government to treat all citizens as “equals” and preserve 

the “human dignity” of poor people.
24

 Radicals, unlike conservatives and liberals, argue 

that the fiscal policies of a capitalist welfare state contradict their own purposes.
25

 For 

them, capitalism and welfare are a “socially unsavory” and also an “economically 

unstable” combination.
26

  

 

  Bill Clinton was born and raised in the South, in Arkansas. His five years of 

political experience as the governor of Arkansas—in a period during which the Jim Crow 

system of racial segregation was banned—equipped him with the essential strategies to 
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prepare the groundwork for the presidency.
27

As a “New Democrat”, he strongly advocated 

the idea of welfare reform. He also played a central role in the design of this legislation; 

therefore, he is recognised as the principal architect of welfare reform.
28

 Bill Clinton 

succeeded to tackle the issue of welfare which had been attacked for centuries by 

Republicans by signing PROWORA. Hence, he made a turning point in the American 

social welfare policy.    

       

         Many scholars have tried to explain Bill Clinton’s objectives in his support and 

focus on welfare reform. For instance, Martin Carcasson reveals that there were three main 

interpretations concerning his welfare rhetoric against welfare: the institutional weakness 

of his presidency because of congressional opposition; his opportunist strategy to win the 

elections in 1992 and 1996; and finally his law which transformed the “anti-welfare 

culture” by pushing people on welfare to work.
29

 The latter strongly attacked the welfare 

system, partially supported its clients, and emphasised the importance of work and 

opportunity strategies.
30

 Mimi Abramovitz demonstrates that race, gender, and class issues 

mattered in welfare reform during the 1990s. For her, welfare reform legislation was not 

accidental but a part of the neo-liberal attack against the state.
31

  

 

          Michael Nelson draws upon oral history records to explain President Bill Clinton’s 

objectives behind reforming welfare. Oral history interviews of administration alumni 

organised by the University of Virginia’s Miller Center as part of the Willam J. Clinton 

Presidential History Project provide, to some extent, a clearer idea about Clinton’s 

administration and his contribution to welfare reform.
32

 Two main advantages of oral 

history, written materials or documents lack: scholars can ask questions of interviewees, 
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 Patrick J. Maney, Bill Clinton: New Gilded Age President (Lawrence, Kansas: University Press of Kansas, 
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31

 Abramovitz, “Welfare Reform in the United States,” 336.   
32

 See Michael Nelson, “Bill Clinton and Welfare Reform: A Perspective from Oral History,”Congress & the 

Presidency 42, no.3 (2015): 243. 
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seeking explanations, clarifications, and comments on contradictions with the written 

records or the accounts of others; fewer written materials concerning sensitive matters 

exist—such as the issue of welfare reform.
33

 Nelson believes that President Bill Clinton did 

not sign welfare reform legislation in 1996 for immediate political considerations but for 

long-term ones.
34

 For the latter, there were two important facts about his concern vis-à-vis 

welfare policy: first, welfare reform had deep roots in his life and career; second, his 

political considerations were long-term and not immediate ones merely because he wanted 

to restore the Democratic Party competitiveness in presidential elections by getting rid of 

the long-damaging issue of welfare from the national political agenda.
35

  

     

         From ancient times to modern times, political leaders have managed to leave some 

record of their deeds called resgestae and that would make future generations remember 

their names and accomplishments.
36

 Written records are important in interpreting events 

and important matters which took place in the past. Political memoirs, in which history and 

politics are narrated in a personalised version have attracted historians across many 

centuries.
37

 Initially, historians viewed post–World War II American Presidents’ memoirs 

as “mediocre”.
38

 However, this claim was challenged after the establishment of 

presidential libraries. Presidential libraries provide historians with the necessary tools to 

deeply analyse, explain, as well as interpret what is declared in political memoirs.
39

  

 

         This study investigates different written records and throws more light on President 

Bill Clinton’s memoir My Life. In 1994, he published that autobiographical memoir in 

which he tells the story of his life from childhood to his presidential days. This written 

record is useful because it provides me with interesting details, data, facts and pieces of 

                                                           
33
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36
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37
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38

 William C. Berman, “Reading Bill Clinton's “My Life”,” Reviews in American History 33, no. 1 
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information that I cannot find in other written or oral records. His memoir may serve me in 

my inquiry, seeking answers to questions related to the issue of welfare reform.   

    

My work sheds particular light on Bill Clinton’s rationale for defending welfare 

reform. It endeavours to demonstrate to what extent racist, classist, as well as sexist 

prejudices influenced his attack against welfare and welfare recipients. The main questions 

that I try to answer in this paper are the following: 

 

-  Did President Bill Clinton lack compassion for the poor? Does his decision put 

into question the following expressions employed by the Founding Fathers in the 

Declaration of Independence: “ . . . all men are created equal”?  

- How far were such issues as race, gender, and class implicated in Bill Clinton’s 

attitude in tackling welfare reform? In other words, were his arguments to 

substitute AFDC—namely welfare, whose main clients were considered as single 

“mothers of colour”
40

 and their dependent children—by the tough TANF 

programme influenced by racist, classist, sexist ideas or opinions?   

- How can we prove his sexist, classist, or racist biases using documents? 

 

I initially need to give definitions of what I think are key terms in my dissertation.  

The first term that I need to define is “politics.” The modern word “political” derives from 

the Greek politicos, which means “of, or pertaining to the polis,” and the word polis is 

translated as “city-state.”
41

 According to Aristotle, a politician is a “law giver” 

(nomothetês) to frame the suitable constitution of the city-state (polis), which includes 

stable laws, customs, as well as constitutions, including a system of moral education for 

citizens.
42

 Besides, the politician takes necessary measures to preserve the constitution and 

introduces necessary reforms.
43

 For Isabela Fairclough and Norman Fairclough, politics is 

“most fundamentally about making choices about how to act in response to circumstances 

                                                           
40

 I consider such terms as “black”, “white” , “mothers of colour”, “women of colour”, “males of colour” as 
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41
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42
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43

 Ibid. 
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and goals, it is about choosing policies, and such choices and the actions which follow 

from them are based upon argumentation.”
44

 In Aristotle’s words, argumentation is 

“deliberation”.
45

 According to him, most political systems agree on the importance of 

distributive justice and equality and emphasise on the fact that distribution should be equal 

to “worth”; however, they disagree on the nature of “worth”, which may be relevant in fair 

distribution of powers.
46

 

          

The term “welfare state” is controversial, ambiguous and it has no precise definition 

in economics.
47

 The term welfare state first appeared in Germany, and its German version 

Wohlfahrstaat in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century.
48

 When scholars use it, they 

refer generally to a comprehensive system whereby the state undertakes to protect the 

health and well-being of its citizens, by providing pensions, hospitals, sickness, and 

unemployment benefits.
49

 Scholars define the American welfare state as the set of direct 

expenditure programmes such as Social Security and AFDC.
50

 For others, the American 

welfare state is a combination of direct and indirect spending such as loans, loans 

guarantees, as well as tax expenditures (indirect spending forms the so-called “hidden 

welfare state”).
51

 Some scholars refer to the experience of the welfare state in the United 

States of America as the evolution of “the New Deal Order” namely “liberalism”.
52

 

 

 

                                                           
44
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(New York: Routledge, 2012), 1.  
45

 See for instance Terence  Irwin, Aristotle and the Nicomachean Ethics (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1999).  
46
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48

 Mel Cousins, European Welfare States: Comparative Perspectives (London: Sage Publications, 2005), 4.  
49

  Katz, The Price of Citizenship, 2.   
50
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Struggle for Social Security, 1900–1935 ( Cambridge, Mass., : Harvard University Press, 1968); James T. 
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51
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Social Policy in the United States (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), 5.  
52
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The term “welfare” generally means “well-being”
53

 and it appeared in the U.S. 

Constitution: “the general welfare” and it referred to providing well-being by the 

government (national or local) for all citizens, “The Congress shall have Power to lay and 

collect Taxes, Duties, Imposts and Excises, to pay the Debts and provide for the common 

Defence and general Welfare of the United States.”
54

 The meaning of “welfare” has 

changed drastically in the contemporary United States. Michael Wiseman defines welfare 

as follows: “By convention, “welfare” is applied to all programs of public assistance that 

give aid to individuals or families on the basis of need and means.”
55

 Noam Chomsky 

provides a deep explanation of the notion of welfare in the U.S.: “What is called “welfare” 

is public programs that provide funds for poor people . . . Public programs that provide 

funds for rich people are not called “welfare”, but in fact, that is what most of the public 

funds are.”
56

 For Premilla Nadasen and her co-authors, welfare is “virtually synonymous 

with federal cash aid to poor single mothers and their children: Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children (AFDC) before 1996 . . . ”
57

 Linda Gordon points out that:  

In two generations, the meaning of “welfare” has reversed itself. What once meant 

prosperity, good health, and good spirits now implies poverty, bad health, and fatalism. A 

word that once evoked images of pastoral contentment now connotes slums, depressed 

single mothers, and neglected children, and even crime. Today “welfare” means grudging 

aid to the poor, when once it referred to a vision of a good life.
58

  

 

 Michael Katz affirms that “Welfare had lost (its) inclusive and positive meaning . . .  

now it signif (ies) only public assistance programs—which to most people meant Aid to 

Dependent Children.”
59

 According to Anne Daguerre, welfare has two meanings in the 

U.S.: “it can refer to Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), a cash assistance 

program for single-parent families; or it can refer to other means-tested programs such as 

housing assistance, health care (Medicaid), food stamps (ie the Supplementary Nutrition 

                                                           
53

 Katz, The Price of Citizenship, 2.  See also Gordon, Pitied but not Entitled, 1. 
54

 U.S. Constitution, art .I , sec.8, cl.I. 
55

 Michael Wiseman, “Welfare Reform in the United States: A Background Paper,” Housing Policy Debate 

7, no. 4 (1996): 598.  
56

  Noam Chomsky, “Welfare,” Free Will,  December 13, 1993, Convert Action Quarterly (Anniversary 
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57

 Premilla Nadasen, Jennifer Mittelstadt, and Marisa Chappell, introduction to Welfare in the United States: 

A History with Documents, 1935–1996 (New York: Routledge, 2009), 1.  
58
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59
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Assistance Program [SNAP]) and social assistance for people with disabilities (Social 

Security Income [SSI]).”
60

  

In the present dissertation, when I use the term “welfare”, I refer to the public 

assistance programme AFDC. Even though there are many assistance programmes for the 

poor, when people refer to “welfare,” they mean Aid to Families with Dependent Children 

(AFDC)—the programme designed for single mothers and their dependent children.
61

 

Welfare reform is the name given to 1996 changes made in the U.S. public assistance 

programme designed to provide cash benefits to single mothers.
62

  

I define welfare as follows in this research paper: welfare is the set of public 

programmes that were designed for the white deserving poor. Those programmes, 

unfortunately, have acquired a pejorative meaning through time in the U.S. A stigma is 

attached to their recipients—namely “non-white”, unmarried women and their young, 

dependent children. Welfare equals AFDC, the most disliked programme in the U.S. by the 

poor themselves (who believe that it is degrading), as well as right-wing politicians or 

commentators (at the beginning) and then left-wing ones.  

“Race”
63

 is a political construct that has been used to classify humans into ethnic 

groups based on socially significant, as well as identifiable characteristics.
64

 For Jennifer 

Hochschild, “People identify themselves and others as ‘white’ or ‘black’ and they hold 

views and take actions as a consequence of these identifications. Races may not be 

biologically distinct; what matters here is that, to a greater or lesser degree, people perceive 

                                                           
60

 Daguerre, introduction to Obama’s Welfare Legacy,loc. 183–86. 
61
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62
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63
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64
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The Cambridge Dictionary of Sociology, ed. Bryan S. Turner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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“blacks” and “whites” as different and act accordingly.”
65

 The word “race” originally 

referred to humankind because mankind consists of one “race”, i.e., Homo Sapiens; 

however, in the present time, the use of the term “race” has changed as it carries with it 

separation, stigma, stereotype, separateness, and division.
66

 Traditionally race has been 

considered the most important variable for determining the lives and experiences of 

“black”: blacks at all levels have been subjected to racism and discrimination.
67

     

“Racism” is the “enduring, salient aspect of social and global structures. It is based 

on demonstrably false theories of racial differences appropriated by a culture to deny or 

unjustly distribute social privileges, economic opportunities, and political rights to the 

racially stigmatised groups.”
68

 Racism is, “the system of ignorance, exploitation, and 

power used to oppress African Americans, Latinos, Asians, Pacific Americans, Native 

Americans, and other people on the basis of ethnicity, culture, mannerisms, and color.”
69

 

“Stereotype” is an activator of racism. For Manning Marable stereotype is “the 

device at the heart of every form of racism today.”
70

 He also states that, “Stereotypes are at 

work when people are not viewed as individuals with unique cultural and social 

backgrounds, with different religious traditions and ethnic identities, but as two-

dimensional characters bred from the preconceived attitudes, half-truths, ignorance, and 

fear of closed minds.”
71

  

There are different meanings and definitions of “Class”. Broadly speaking class 

indicates the economic stratification created by wealth and privilege. As an analytical 

device class is “. . . a way of making sense of a person’s economic position and the 

                                                           
65
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inequalities that this may generate.”
72

 Class divisions “refer to people’s socioeconomic 

circumstances, whether in labour market or in the production process.”
73

 Class, is believed 

to be both “central and marginal to social policy” in the U.S.
74

                         

Sociological explanations of “class” take their starting point from either Karl Marx 

or Max Weber. The two theorists’ approaches share the same belief that classes are real 

and have a significant impact on people’s life chances.
75

 “Classism” refers to the number 

of attitudes, beliefs, behaviour, assumptions, and institutional practices that maintain class-

based power differences, favour the upper and middle classes, and neglect the poor and 

working classes.
76

   

Unlike the concepts of race and class, the history of the concept “gender” can be 

traced back to the mid–1960s. Thanks to second-wave feminism the idea of gender 

emerged.
77

 Feminists succeeded in making a difference between sex and gender in 

sociology during the 1970s. For instance, the sociologist Ann Oakley stated that the 

biological differences between males and females in a given society do not contribute to 

the definition of masculinity and femininity; however, what makes the difference is the 

social construction of masculinity and femininity in that society. Gender is “the cultural 

definition of behaviour defined as appropriate to the sexes in a given society at a given 

time. Gender is a set of cultural roles. It is a costume, a mask, a straitjacket in which men 

and women dance their unequal dance.”
78

 Gender is a key factor in figuring out poverty, 
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employment, and social welfare in a given society.
79

 Another term that I will deal with in 

this dissertation is “intersectionality”. In chapter two, in part two, I have tried to explain 

this concept (see Chapter Two, Part Two) and its role in shaping social welfare policy in 

the U.S throughout its historical development, structure, and function.    

In general terms, sexism is a “form of oppression that results in the subordination of 

women and girls on the basis of their biology or gender.”
80

 The term “sexism”—which 

replaced the term “male chauvinism”—refers to the “inferiorization (attitudinal and actual) 

of one sex by another. A society divided, divisively, along sex lines.”
81

 Sexism also refers 

to the belief that a person’s ability, intelligence, as well as character are shaped by biology 

and not external forces. Therefore, males are naturally superior to women because they 

possess certain desired traits that make women inferior; hence, they are legitimately denied 

equal rights and opportunities.
82

 “Patriarchy” is another term that I will encounter in my 

study of the American welfare state. Kate Millett develops in her book Sexual Politics a 

theory of “patriarchy” and according to her work, the term patriarchy is “the rule of men” 

rather than the rule of the father. 
83

 For her, the notion of “patriarchy” is a “universal 

(geographical and historical) mode of power relationships” and domination. 
84

 She defines 

patriarchy as the sexual politics whereby men establish their power and main control.”
85

 In 

her book The Creation of Patriarchy, Gerda Lerner provides the following definition of 

patriarchy:  

Patriarchy in its wider definition means the manifestation and institutionalization of male 

dominance over women and children in the family and the extension of male dominance in 

society on general. It implies that men hold power in all the important institutions of society 
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and that women are deprived of access to such power. It does not imply that women are 

either totally powerless of totally deprived of rights, influence, and resources.
86

 

 

 

This study aims to demonstrate to what extent issues related to gender, class, and 

race have influenced Bill Clinton’s attitude towards welfare and the welfare state.  Simply 

put, I attempt to explore implications of racism, classism, or sexism, if any, in Bill 

Clinton’s arguments and motivations for substituting AFDC by TANF. I will examine Bill 

Clinton’s remarks and statements concerning the issue of welfare and his arguments—as a 

New Democrat candidate—to support welfare reform. Furthermore, I will attempt to 

explain the intersectional implications of race, gender, and class in his arguments against 

welfare by dealing with a defined set of documents and archives.  

I will analyse different bodies of texts from his speeches, public remarks, and press 

releases using archives from the Clinton Presidential Library. I draw upon texts from his 

memoir My Life. I endeavour to interpret the messages he conveyed concerning welfare 

and welfare recipients, and seek arguments that carried biased statements or opinions. I try 

to see if he was influenced by the ideas of other people in the political or private 

environment: by other candidates from the Republican Party such as Al Gore (his co-

author of Putting People First) and the previous U.S. Presidents such as Ronald Reagan, 

and his wife Hillary Diane Clinton—a potential Democratic candidate for the presidency—

or conservative commentators, if any.       

Document analysis is a social research method, an important tool per se, and a very 

useful part of all schemes of triangulation, the combination of different methodologies in 

the study of the same phenomenon.
87

 Documents are invaluable
88

 because they can provide 

supplementary data and background information; contain data that cannot be observed,  

provide details that informants have forgotten; provide a means of tracking change and 

development; can be analysed as a way to verify findings from other data sources.
89

 This 

study helps us understand Bill Clinton’s rationale for welfare reform and the extent to 
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which his arguments were impacted by race, gender, or class issues through analysing 

primary sources.       

It should be noted, however, that this work is not concerned with the architecture of 

the American welfare state and its function, as well as its historical development. By and 

large, this study is focused on the main arguments advanced by the New Democratic 

President Bill Clinton for welfare reform and implications of race, gender and class issues 

in his decision to sign PRWORA. Moreover, this paper does not provide a complete 

analysis of Bill Clinton’s speeches and books. It does not include an exhaustive list of his 

speeches, books, and radio talks. My choice of the written material is based on the 

relevance of the latter to the subject matter of my research paper.  Each research paper has 

limitations and my limitations are as follows: by trying to provide an analysis of Bill 

Clinton's approach to welfare, I might conflate sociological explanations with an 

explanation of individuals’ intentions. This is why I have based my analysis upon written 

and oral records.   

My present dissertation is divided into two main parts entitled, respectively: “The 

Historical Development of Welfare and the Welfare State in the U.S. before the 1990s”and 

“The End of Welfare in 1996: Implications of Race, Gender, and Class Issues in Welfare 

Reform Legislation during the Bill Clinton Administration”.  

Part one consists of three chapters. It opens with an exploration of the historical 

origins of welfare and the welfare state by going back to the Colonial Period and then to 

the Progressive Era. Chapter one focuses attention on the historical development of a 

programme that would become known later on in the U.S. as “welfare”: Outdoor Relief 

during the Colonial Period, Mothers’ Pensions in the Progressive Era, ADC (Aid to 

Dependent Children) in the 1930s, AFDC in the 1960s, and TANF in 1996.  Since colonial 

times, work and family ethics had played a central role in determining poor women’s 

eligibility for Outdoor Relief. In the Progressive Era, mothers’ pensions were created and 

they were exclusively designed for white widows and their children. During the 

Progressive Era, issues related to gender, class, and race had shaped the formal structure as 

well as the evolution of the American welfare state.  
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Chapter two throws light on how the Social Security Act of 1935 paved the way to 

the creation of a “stratified” American welfare system during the New Deal era. I try to  

investigate the evolution of Aid to Dependent Children (ADC)—formerly known as 

“mothers’ aid” or “mothers’ pensions” in the Progressive Era—so that to understand how 

its clients had become more and more stigmatised.   

In chapter three, I will shed light on the evolution of the attack against welfare—

previously known as “Outdoor Relief”—from the 1820s up to the late 1980s. This chapter 

highlights the main factors which contributed to the assault against welfare and which 

made it a hot-bottom issue in U.S. politics.   

Part two includes three chapters. Chapter four deals with the perception of the 

Democratic Party of welfare and the welfare state, and the way and the manner this 

perception evolved and shifted through time, from the 1930s to the late 1990s.  

Chapter five tackles Bill Clinton’s rationale for welfare and implications of race, 

gender, as well as class issues in his attack against welfare. It demonstrates whether 

racism, classism, and sexism influenced Bill Clinton’s ideas about welfare. The first 

section of this chapter is an attempt to explain how the issue of welfare reform developed 

within the Democratic Party in the U.S. before the signing of the welfare reform bill in 

1996. I will try to explore the way and the manner political parties viewed the welfare 

state, “welfare”, and the poor in the United States of America. Moreover, I will attempt to 

explain how that vision shifted through time and the main factors which contributed to 

changes in their perception of the welfare state and poverty. Section two focuses attention 

on the main reasons behind President Bill Clinton’s decision to terminate “welfare” in 

1996. My main objective is to demostrate to what extent racism, sexism, and classism have 

influenced his attack against welfare  and the welfare state. Meanwhile, I try to examine 

how far his  decision influenced the political development of the Democratic Party in the 

U.S. as well as its vision vis-à-vis welfare. 

In the last chapter of this thesis, I endeavour to see if Bill Clinton succeeded to 

accomplish his promise to “honor and reward people who work hard and play by the 
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rules.” I will deal with the evaluation of welfare reform by shedding light on scholarly 

literature  during the pre–PRWORA (i.e., after 1996). I will study the impact of welfare 

reform on the structure, the composition of the Democratic Party, on its adherents. Besides, 

I will be focusing on the shift in its political ideologies and mainly its ambitions in relation 

to the welfare state and to policies which target the poor. Finally, I will investigate the 

development of the American welfare state during the administrations which followed Bill 

Clinton’s—namely, the Bush Administration, the Obama Administration, as well as the 

Trump Administration.  
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The Congress shall have Power to lay and collect Taxes, Duties, Imposts 

and Excises, to pay the Debts and provide for the common Defence and 

general Welfare of the United States.    

                 — U.S. Constitution. 

 

A decent provision for the poor is the true test of civilization.  

    — Samuel Johnson  

 
 
 
I am for doing good to the poor, but...I think the best way of doing good to 
the poor, is not making them easy in poverty, but leading or driving them 
out of it. I observed...that the more public provisions were made for the 
poor, the less they provided for themselves, and of course became poorer. 
And, on the contrary, the less was done for them, the more they did for 
themselves, and became richer.      
                — Benjamin Franklin 
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Chapter One 
 

The Historical Development of Welfare in the 

U.S.: from the Colonial Period to the 

Progressive Era 
 

The origins of the American welfare state can be traced back to the English poor 

laws of 1601 brought by colonists to the New World during the early seventeenth century. 

“Outdoor relief” is one of the oldest traditions in the U.S. During the early 1900s, the 

Mothers’ pension law (or Mothers’ aid) was passed and it aimed at assisting 

“husbandless”
90

 mothers and their young children, widows, and orphans in particular.
91

  

 

Mothers’ pensions formed the basic elements of what would be known later on as 

Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) in 1935 and what would become later on known as 

“welfare”. Issues related to race, gender, and class had mattered on the way and the manner 

through which the welfare state and “welfare” had developed in the United States since the 

colonial period. In this chapter, we will go back in history to see how the American welfare 

state and “welfare” had evolved before the 1930s—from the colonial times up to the 

Progressive Era by shedding light on implications of race, gender as well as class issues. 

   

                                                           
90

 This term refers to women who have no husband. It is employed by such scholars as Mimi Abramovitz, 

Louis Kriesberg, Herbert L. Wasserman. See, for instance, Louis Kriesberg, Mothers in Poverty: A Study of 

Fatherless Families (London: Routledge, Taylors & Francis Group, 2017). See also, Herbert L. Wasserman, 

“A Comparative Study of School Performance among Boys from Broken and Intact Black Families,” The 

Journal of Negro Education 41, no.2 (1972): 137–41.  
91

 See Amy Gutmann, ed., Introduction to Democracy and the Welfare State (New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press, 1988), 3. See also Nadasen, Mittelstadt, and Chappell, Welfare in the United States, 1. 

Ward, The White Welfare State, 1. See also Gwendolyn Mink, “Welfare Reform in Historical Perspective,” 

Social Justice 21, no.1 (1994):114. 
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1) The Colonial Poor Laws, Women, Work and Family Ethics 

1.1) Relief Policies during Colonial Times 

 

         The historical origins of the American welfare state can be traced back to the colonial 

period. When the pioneer colonists arrived in the New World during the early seventeenth 

century, they brought with them their culture, their language as well as their traditions 

among which the English poor laws.
92

 That is, “Early Americans did not invent poor relief; 

they borrowed it from England.”
93

  

         It should be noted that, the Statute of Laborers enacted in 1349 in England during the 

reign of Edward III is recognised as the first legislation on welfare by historians.
94

 That 

legislation sought to banish begging and compel tramps to work. The main section of the 

statute reads: “Because that many valiant beggars, as long as they may live of begging, do 

refuse to labour, giving themselves to idleness and vice, and sometimes to theft and other 

abominations; none upon said pain of imprisonment, shall under the color of pity or alms, 

give anything to such, which may labor, or presume to favor them towards their desires, so 

that thereby they may be compelled to labor for their necessary living.”
95

 Since the early 

sixteenth century, many Western governments succeeded to provide provisions for the 

destitute.
96

 Western relief systems were the result of the transformation at the heart of the 

Western societies: from feudalism to capitalism.
97

   

         Many colonists were destitute because of the harsh conditions they had faced during 

and after their voyage from the Old World. Such conditions in the New World made them 

                                                           
92

 Jill Quadagno, The Transformation of Old Age Security: Class and Politics in the American Welfare State 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 24. See also Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse, 

Abramovitz, Regulating the Lives of Women; Waltrer Trattner, From Poor Law to Welfare State: A History of 

Social Welfare in America, 6th ed. ( New York: The Free Press, 1999). 
93

 Greg M, Shaw,  Historical Guides  to Controversial Issues in America: The Welfare Debate (Westport, 

Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 2007), 1.  
94

 Karl de Schweinitz, England’s Road to Social Security, 1349–1947 (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 1947).  
95

 Quoted in Joel F. Handler, The Poverty of Welfare Reform (Yale University: Yale University Press, 1995), 

10. 
96

 Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, introduction to Regulating the Poor: The Functions of Public 

Welfare, 2nd ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 1993), 3. 
97

 Ibid., 8.  
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poorer and poorer as natural catastrophes, warfare, epidemics, and others related to daily 

life, like illness and old age.
98

 Poverty became a widespread phenomenon in the colonial 

communities; hence, each colony had to deal with the problem of caring for the destitute of 

all kinds: widows with young children, orphans, the sick, the lazy, the aged, the lame, the 

mentally ill and so forth.
99

 Mutual aid and neighborly kindness had become insufficient to 

regulate the growing number of the poor.
100

 Therefore, colonial authorities were obliged to 

use English traditions of relief to assist the poor through raising taxes: “[B]y taxation of 

every inhabitant, parson, vicar, and other, and of every occupier of lands, houses, tithes 

impropriate, proportions of tithes, coal-mines, or saleable underwoods in the said parish, in 

such component sum and sums of money as they shall think fit.”
101

  

 The main relief policies that existed in the colonies were the Elizabethan Statute of 

Artificers (1562), and the Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601 (also known as the Act for the 

Relief of the Poor). These policies operated initially in Plymouth Colony in 1642, in 

Virginia in 1646, in Connecticut in 1673, and Massachusetts in 1692.
102

 The English Poor 

laws maintained the work ethic and encouraged people to work rather than to live on relief: 

“If any would not work, neither should he eat.”
103

 Captain John Smith, the Governor of 

Virginia Colony based at Jamestown, made it clear that the one who would not work must 

not eat.   

The Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601distinguished between two types of the poor: the 

unworthy or undeserving poor (the able-bodied poor, the lazy, the drunk); and the worthy 

or deserving poor (the disabled, the aged, widows, and their children).   

                                                           
98

 Trattner, From Poor Law to Welfare State, 15–16 ;  Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse, 219.  
99

 Trattner, From Poor Law to Welfare State, 16.  
100

 Ibid. 
101

 “An Act of the Relief of the Poor 43 Elisabeth, 1601,” in Social Welfare: A History of the American 

Response to Need, June Axinn and Mark J. Stern , 7th ed.  (Boston: Pearson Education Inc., 2008), 9–13; see 

the complete version of the document in Appendix I. 
102

 Trattner, From Poor Law to Welfare State, 18.  
103

  James T.  Patterson, America’s Struggle against Poverty in the Twentieth Century, 3rd ed. (Boston: 

Harvard University Press, 2003), 339.  



23 
 

The poor laws made the community responsible for helping those who were poor 

through no fault of their own and punished those who were not.
104

   

The number of impoverished women in urban areas was significant. For instance, in 

Boston in 1751, from 1000 to 1200 widows were poor and needed relief.
105

 Relief policies 

sought to regulate poor women (who were almost of the time widows) and their young 

children, the public relief’s principal clientele.
106

 Therefore, the “feminization of 

poverty”
107

, “povertization of women”, or more accurately the “impoverishment of 

women” dates back to the colonial period. It should be noted that one-third to one-half of a 

town’s paupers were females and most of them were husbandless women and their 

dependent children.
108

 Settlement laws denied irregular residents in a town the right to 

receive relief to restrict the number of paupers and to oblige residents (“white” or “black”) 

to stay in their original areas of residency.
109

 Disqualified and undesirable relief applicants 

were forced to leave the town and return to their original parishes, towns, or counties.
110

 

Settlement laws denied also non-resident poor women the right of residency and the 

reception of relief as well. But unlike stranger poor men, stranger poor women faced 

serious problems to prove their self-sufficiency, as well as moral character to local 

                                                           
104

 Jill S. Quadagno, “From Poor Laws to Pensions: The Evolution of Economic Support for the Aged in 

England and America,” The Milbank Memorial Fund Quarterly. Health and Society 62, no. 3 (1984): 418. 
105

 Gary B. Nash, The Urban Crucible: Social Change, Political Consciousness, and the Emergence of the 

American Revolution (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979), 172.  
106

 Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse; Trattner,  From Poor Law to Welfare State; Abramovitz, 

Regulating the Lives of Women. See also Axinn and Stern, Social Welfare, 16.  See also William Quigley, 

“Work or Starve: Regulation of the Poor in Colonial America,” University of San Francisco Law Review 31, 

no.1 (1996). 
107

 The term “feminization of poverty” was first coined by Diana Pearce in 1978, in an article in which she 

revealed that the number of female-headed families living in poverty was significant. This term was criticised 

by scholars like Linda Burnham, because it does not give a clear idea about the poor people, and about who is 

likely to become and remain poor. See Nightingale, “Gender Discrimination in the Labor Market,” 333.  
108

 See Alice Kessler-Harris, Out to Work: A History of Wage Earning Women in the United States (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 16–19. See also Mimi Abramovitz, “The Family Ethic: The Female 

Pauper and Public Aid, Pre–1900, ” Social Service Review 59, no. 1 (1985):124–25. See also Abramovitz, 

Regulating the Lives of Women, 2277.  
109

 Quadagno, The Transformation of Old Age Security, 25. The Act of Settlement  of 1662 added settlement 

requirements and local responsibilities to regulate the poor see for instance Jill S. Quadagno “From Poor 

Laws to Pensions: The Evolution of Economic Support for the Aged in England and America,” The Milbank 

Memorial Fund Quarterly. Health and Society 62, no. 3 (1984): 419–20. 
110

  Michael Katz, Improving Poor People: The Welfare State, the “Underclass”, and Urban Schools as 

History (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1995), 32. 
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authorities.
111

 Put it in the simplest of words, the local authorities used gendered attitudes 

against the poor during colonial times, especially against single mothers.                        

 

1.2) The Colonial Poor Laws and the “Family Ethic” 

 

           Before dealing with the poor laws during the colonial period, we need first to 

define the term “family ethic”. This term was first coined by Mimi Abramovitz in her 

article “The Family Ethic,” and it refers to social norms that maintain the belief that the 

home is the women’s best place, where women stay and should care of their family 

members.
112

 

It is generally assumed that the main defining feature of the “welfare state” is the 

correlation between social provision and the family.
113

 Since colonial times, the woman’s 

ideal place was seen in the home. Settlers brought with them conceptions about 

masculinity and femininity from Europe and based on these conceptions, they founded 

their families.
114

                 

 The main objective of young women was marriage, it was their “raison d’être”.
115

 

Thus, colonial authorities honoured a woman who maintained her traditional work and 

family roles and dishonored the one who chose singleness and idleness. America’s society 

was agricultural at the time, and since the labour force was limited, women were expected 

                                                           
111

 Abramovitz, “The Family Ethic,” 126–27. Some colonies like Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Rhode 

Island allowed stranger poor single women to settle down, but they warned up that they would not receive aid 

; see  Alice Kessler-Harris, Out to Work, 17.  
112

 I will be using this term in my work to mean that women who chose to marry realise domestic work, raise, 

and bear children were seen as correct women. Abramovitz, “The Family Ethic,”122.    
113

 Alice Kessler-Harris and Maurizio Vaudagna, Democracy and the Welfare State: The Two Wests in the 

Age of Austerity, eds. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), 227.  
114

 Barbara Easton, “Industrialization and Femininity: A Case Study of Nineteenth Century New 

England,” Social Problems 23, no.4 (1976): 389. 
115

 Richard Middleton, Colonial America: A History, 1585-1776, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 

1996), 266. 
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to work inside and outside the home. Simply put, they were supposed to be “productive” 

and “reproductive” at the same time, during this period.
116

 

In their work entitled Women, Work, and Family, the social historians Louise A. 

Tilly and Joan W. Scott place the family at the heart of their attempt to understand 

women’s work merely because the family is “the unit of decision making for the activities 

of its members,” and its decisions “implicitly assign economic value to all household 

tasks.”
117

 According to them, the concept of “labour” is divided into three main categories: 

“productive labour” which occurs inside or outside the home where individuals deliver 

services to earn money; “domestic labor”, which maintains household; and finally 

“reproductive labor”, which maintains the bearing and the rearing of children.
118

 

 

          Hence, during the colonial period, women were obliged to work for wages when 

they needed financial support and to take care of their family members: husband, children, 

and so forth. Meanwhile, because relief for needy people was given either in their own 

home or in the neighbour’s, women were expected to promote assistance outside the home 

(helping poor people, the aged, the sick, the injured, etc.) In other words, a “true woman” 

was expected to work and acquire a family as well.  

 

          Husbandless women who did not comply with family norms were conceived as a 

threat to the social and economic stability of the colonial community.
119

 Therefore, relief 

policies existed to reward women who maintained their marital status (or labour) and 

punish those who did not. The following statement clarifies the point:  

 

 (T)he family ethic stresses marriage, motherhood, and nonpaid work in the home as the 

centerpiece of a woman’s role. Because unattached women (were) seen as too sexually 

active and therefore improper guardians of family and community morality, relief clients 

face(d) government regulation of their sexual and social lives—a role traditionally assigned 

to a woman’s husband or father.
120

 

 

                                                           
116

  Abramovitz, “The Family Ethic,” 124.  
117

 Louise A. Tilly and Joan W. Scott, Women, Work, and Family (New York: Routledge, 1989), 6.  
118

  Ibid., 172–75. 
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           The colonial officials made distinctions between two types of impoverished women: 

deserving and undeserving poor women. Deserving women were those who deserved 

assistance, who were involuntarily jobless, and who conformed to family norms (widows; 

the wives of the sick, the disabled, and the temporarily jobless men; or women who are 

conceived as involuntarily husbandless). Undeserving poor women were those who 

preferred idleness and non-compliance with work and family ethics (divorced, deserted, 

never-married women, young, and single mothers).
121

   

         Combined with Puritan beliefs, the colonial poor laws fought idleness, shiftlessness, 

as well as singleness and encouraged hard work.
122

 They also sought to regulate the poor to 

maintain social and economic stability by assisting “the deserving poor”; that is, people 

who are poor with no fault of their own (such as the sick, the aged, the disabled, widows, 

and young children). Moreover, they aimed at punishing the “undeserving poor”, i.e., able-

bodied poor who favoured idleness (such as the lazy and the shiftless, etc.) by putting them 

in jail or institutions (almshouses or the house of correction) so that to help them improve 

their behaviour.
123

 Therefore, the colonial poor laws supported the formation of white, 

stable, productive, and male-headed families. The patriarchal type of family was believed 

to be important for the economic and social survival of the colonial communities.
124

 

Besides, they encouraged women to be economically productive and to take care of their 

family members.  

          Women’s degradation in the United States and their marginalisation as compared to 

men over centuries can be explained by the emphasis of the Christian faith on the idea of 

“sexual virtue”.
125

  Bertrand Russell, a philosopher, explains the point and he states that:  

The Christian ethics inevitably, through the emphasis laid upon sexual virtue, did a great to 

degrade the position of a woman. Since the moralists were men, the woman appeared as the 

temptress; if they had been women, men would have had this role. Since the woman was 

the temptress, it was desirable to curtail her opportunities for leading men into temptation; 

consequently, respectable women were more and more hedged about with restrictions, 

                                                           
121

  Abramovitz, Regulating the Lives of Women, 2816.  
122
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while the women who were not respectable, being regarded as sinful, were treated with the 

utmost contumely.
126

 

To conclude, the colonial poor laws made a distinction between male and female 

paupers. They forced able-bodied men to work and encouraged women to stay in the home 

or to work when they needed financial help, instead of begging or asking for support from 

their local towns. Moreover, colonial poor laws also made a distinction between deserving 

and undeserving female paupers. Women, who were poor for no fault of their own, were 

not as badly treated as those who favoured idleness over working or staying at home to 

manage their homes and take care of their children.     

2) Class Issues during the Colonial Period: The “White Trash”   

          The main purpose of the pioneer European migrants, who fled the Old World to 

settle down in the New World, was to create a classless (class-free) nation and to banish all 

sorts of aristocracy and monarchy. The question that arises is, did their dream come true? 

Class divisions mattered in America since the colonial period. When colonists arrived in 

the New World, they brought the ideas that existed in England. Authorities believed that 

less fortunate people are responsible for their poverty because they are lazy and dependent. 

Thus, poor people, whose complexion was “white”, were marginalised and treated with 

cruelty.  

Nancy Isenberg supports that hypothesis and she unveils the bitter reality that the 

“white” poor had been stigmatised as well because of their lower social status in the New 

World since the early settlement period.  In her book White Trash, she reveals that the 

British colonists promoted a “dual agenda” in the New World: they reduced poverty in 

England; besides, they called for transporting the idle and unproductive to the New 

World.
127

 That stigmatisation of “white” people with lower social status (indentured 

servants, slaves, and children) in the newly created society led to the emergence of a 

“taxonomy of waste people”: “trash”, “unwanted”, “unsalvageable”, “human waste”, 

                                                           
126
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incurable, irreparable “breeds”, “lubbers”, “rubbish”, “clay-eaters”, and “crackers”.
128

 It 

follows that class had its “singular and powerful dynamic apart from its intersection with 

race” in America during the colonial period.
129

  

 

3) America’s Founding Fathers’ Approach to Welfare and Poverty 

  

In the previous sections, I tackled how Americans addressed poverty in early 

America. In this section, I try to shed light on the Founding Fathers’ perception of welfare 

and how they addressed poverty. Were there any writing records in which they mentioned 

how they dealt with the poor? In order to provide answers to this question, I will gather 

some of the Founding Fathers’ written records related to this subject. I will be focusing in 

this section on Jefferson’s and Franklin’s perspectives. 

 

By digging deeply into this topic, I have discovered that historians do not agree about 

the fact that social welfare programmes existed or not before the emergence of the modern 

welfare state in America, during the twentieth century. One of the academics who provided 

answers to the question that I have raised above is Thomas G.West, a professor of politics 

and an author, in his book Vindicating the Founders. He drives our attention to the fact that 

most high school and college textbooks in the U.S.—such as James McGregor Burn’s 

Government by the People and Larry Berman and Bruce Murphy’s Approaching 

Democracy, which are both college textbooks—give the impression that Americans treated 

the poor with indifference and cruelty before the twentieth century, and that charities were 

the only financial source that was used to support them.
130

 In other words, those writers 

state that no government assistance to the disadvantaged and improvished populations 

existed before the New Deal; and Thomas West argues that their statements are both untrue 

and misleading.
131

 Other scholars had reinforced that hypothesis by saying that the 
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Founding Fathers did little to address poverty and treated badly the poor in the early 

created society in the New World. For instance, the pioneer historians in the field of social 

welfare Edith Abbott (an American economist, educator, and author) and Sophonisba 

Breckinridge (a social activist, feminist, Progressive Era social reformer, and social scientist) 

traced the history of poor laws in different states in the 1920s and the 1930s; and they 

revealed that the disadvantaged were treated by meanness and cruelty in the poorhouses.
132

 

The historian Michael Katz describes the poorhouses in his book, In the Shadow of the 

Poorhouse as follows: “Miserable, poorly managed, underfunded institutions, trapped by 

their own contradictions, poorhouses failed to meet any of the goals so confidently 

predicted sponsors.”
133

 Walter Trattner, a historian describes how the poor were perceived 

by early American observers, he says:  

 

[Early American observers] concluded that no one ought to be poor, and there was little 

tolerance for the able-bodied pauper. The only cause of such poverty, it was assumed, was 

individual weakness. . . . [B]y the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, Americans 

began to believe that poverty could, and should, be obliterated—in part, by allowing the 

poor to perish. . . . Stereotypes rather than individuals in need dominated the public 

mind.
134

 

 

 Thomas West firmly believes that assistance to the poor; i.e., “welfare”, dates back 

to the early years of the colonial period, and not to the modern era. He states that the 

Founding Fathers, such as Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin, cared about the poor, 

and their intention and goodwill appeared in some of their rare statements in which they 

provided responses to foreigners concerning welfare. For instance, Thomas Jefferson 

tackled the topic of “poor relief” in his Notes on the State of Virginia—written as an 

answer to a Frenchman question—in which he explained the Virginia poor laws during the 

Revolution: 
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 See, for instance, Grace Abbott, Public Assistance (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1940); 
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The poor, unable to support themselves, are maintained by an assessment on the tithable 

persons in their parish. This assessment is levied and administered by twelve persons in 

each parish, called vestrymen, originally chosen by the housekeepers of the parish. . . . 

These are usually the most discreet farmers, so distributed through their parish, that every 

part of it may be under the immediate eye of some one of them. They are well acquainted 

with the details and economy of private life, and they find sufficient inducements to 

execute their charge well, in their philanthropy, in the approbation of their neighbors, and 

the distinction which that gives them. The poor who have neither property, friends, nor 

strength to labor, are boarded in the houses of good farmers, to whom a stipulated sum is 

annually paid. To those who are able to help themselves a little, or have friends from 

whom they derive some succors, inadequate however to their full maintenance, 

supplementary aids are given, which enable them to live comfortably in their own houses, 

or in the houses of their friends. Vagabonds, without visible property or vocation, are 

placed in workhouses, where they are well clothed, fed, lodged, and made to labor. Nearly 

the same method of providing for the poor prevails through all our states; and from 

Savannah to Portsmouth you will seldom meet a beggar.
135

 

 

Jefferson provided details about how poor people had been treated in early America and 

the various solutions that were used to address poverty. He also confirmed that the number 

of “beggar” persons was very limited. Thus, according to his statement, one can understand 

that the Founders did not neglect the disadvantaged people.   

Such terms as “tithable”, “vestrymen”, and “parish”, which appear in the passage 

above, are related to the pre–Revolutionary Southern assistance provided for the poor— 

which were collected by the local Anglican Church.
136

 In order to maintain the separation 

of the state and church, one of the main principles of the Revolution, Virginia answered to 

Jefferson’s proposal by transferring the responsibility to assist the poor from the church to 

the county government, in 1785.
137

   

 Hence, from Jefferson’s perspective we can easily understand how welfare policies 

functioned in Early America:  

- The government of the community assumed responsibility for its poor;  

- Welfare was kept local in order to enable the administrators of the programme to 

know the real situation of need people so as to provide better assistance and to 

avoid fraud issues;  
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- Providing a clear distinction between “deserving” and “undeserving poor”: Able-

bodied vagabonds were assisted, in return they had to work in institutions which 

obliged them to be disciplined. However, vulnerable people, such as the disabled, 

children, the sick, and the elderly, received assistance without stigma. The beggars 

and the homelessness were assisted only if they showed their will to improve 

themselves by working.  

- Self-reliance is “family reliance”: husbands and wives share income. Besides, 

husbands are supposed to be the principal breadwinners and the wives were not 

obliged to work. Husbands, who refused to support their families, were punished 

severely and they were sent to the poorhouses.  

- Poor laws benefits were limited and insufficient. Therefore, marriage and labour 

(work) were viewed as the best remedies to poverty.  

Jefferson was against the idea to take money from the taxpayers and give it to the idle. He 

states:  

To take from one, because it is thought his own industry and that of his fathers has 

acquired too much, in order to spare to others, who, or whose fathers, have not 

exercised equal industry and skull, is to violate arbitrarily the first principle of 

association, the guarantee to everyone the free exercise of his industry and the fruits 

acquired by it.
138

 

 

 When Benjamin Franklin lived in England during the 1760s, he observed that the 

problem of poverty was more complicated in England than in America. In an article, he 

criticised the British welfare system for the British press. He wrote:  

I am for doing good to the poor, but I differ in opinion of the means. I think the best way of 

doing good to the poor, is not making them easy in poverty, but leading or driving them out 

of it. In my youth I travelled much, and I observed in different countries, that the more 

public provisions were made for the poor, the less they provided for themselves, and of 

course became poorer. And, on the contrary, the less was done for them, the more they did 

for themselves, and became richer. There is no country in the world where so many 

provisions are established for them [as in England] . . . with a solemn general law made by 

the rich to subject their estates to a heavy tax for the support of the poor. . . . [Yet] there is 

no country in the world in which the poor are more idle, dissolute, drunken, and insolent. 

The day you [Englishmen] passed that act, you took away from before their eyes the 

greatest of all inducements to industry, frugality, and sobriety, by giving them a 

dependence on somewhat else than a careful accumulation during youth and health, for 
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support in age and sickness. In short, you offered a premium for the encouragement of 

idleness, and you should not now wonder that it has had its effect in the increase of 

poverty.139 

 

From Franklin’s perspective, providing money for the poor with no follow-up 

supervision to improve their actual situation contributed to poverty—which is considered 

as the mother of all social woes. His aim was to avoid unefficient relief practices that were 

brought from the Old World on the American soil. As an American politician, he aimed to 

ban the arachaic policies, especially those that were conceived for the poor. Everything 

that seemed British is “un-American”. 

   

For him, Britain did not manage the problem of poverty correctly and carefully. 

Instead of helping the poor to become economically independent, authorities pushed them 

to idleness. That is to say, the way and the manner English authorities managed to address 

the issue of poverty encouraged the poor to become poorer and pooer. Thus, this blind 

strategy led to the increase in the number of paupers in England, at the time. In other 

words, Franklin is against promoting public provision by cutting taxes from the rich to 

support the poor people without controlling the behaviour of the latter. In early America, 

however, the Founders thought about the best way to tackle the issue of poverty and they 

firmly believed that poor relief policies exist to assist the poor with no encouragement of 

bad behaviour or violation of the rights of taxpayers.
140

  

 

In sum, historians disagree about the way and manner through which the Founders 

addressed the issue of poverty, and whether assistance to the poor existed before the New 

Deal era. Some assume that no government assistance existed before the New Deal and 

that Americans in general neglected the less fortunate categories in the American society. 

This view is negative and misleading. Others, on the other hand, believe that local 

governments helped the poor and that the Founding Fathers encouraged the type of aid that 

would have a positive long-term impact on the poor, as well as their behaviour. That is, the 
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Founders were not against assisting the poor and their approach to providing help was 

pragmatic and realistic (during the Age of Realism): avoiding providing public provision 

with generosity, and at the same time, caring about those who had fallen on hard times 

through any no fault of their own. Simply put, they both emphasised the importance of the 

correctness of the poor’s behaviour. This view has been hitherto maintained by almost 

American governors after the Founding Fathers’ era.  

 

4) The Industrial Family Ethic 

 

          The industrial family ethic emerged by the 1790s, institutionalised in the 1830s, and 

reformed after 1865 (after the Civil War).
141

 By the early 1800s, industrialisation led to the 

transformation of work as well as family patterns within the American society. The growth 

of the market economy shifted the role of women in the emerging industrial capitalist 

American society.
142

            

 

           Since the nineteenth century, women were expected to stay at home, raise their 

children and submit themselves to their husbands’ authority.
143

 That belief had been 

considered as a social norm, known also as “the feminine mystique,” or the “cult of 

domesticity” or the “family ethic”.
144

 Simply put, the relationship between the welfare state 

and women was shaped by the “family ethic”; however, the relationship between males and 

the welfare state had been shaped by “work ethic”.
145

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
141

 Abramovitz, Regulating the Lives of Women, 3576.  
142

 Ibid., 3574. 
143

 Barbara Easton, “Industrialization and Femininity: A Case Study of Nineteenth Century New 

England,” Social Problems 23, no. 4 (1976): 389. 
144

 Ibid., 389. Barbara Welter, “ The Cult of True Womanhood,”  in The American Family in Social 

Historical Perspective, ed. Michael Gordon ( New York: ST. Martin’s Press, 1983), 372–392.  Betty Freidan, 

The Feminine Mystique (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1997).  Mimi Abramovitz, “The Family 

Ethic, ” 122.  
145

 See Abramovitz, “The Family Ethic,”123–24. 



34 
 

 A new conception about gender roles had developed throughout this period as well. 

The emerging economic system led to “gender division” within the labour market: the 

market became the men’s principal place; however, the home became women’s ideal 

place.
146

 The belief that “A woman’s place is in the home,” was maintained; therefore, the 

home became the “women’s sphere”.
147

 Mimi Abramovitz clarifies the point:  

 

The modern gender division of labor appeared in the early 1800s, as the Industrial 

Revolution gradually separated production for the household from production of the 

market. The developing factory system drew men out of the home. At the same time, family 

life , once intimately linked to economic activity, became a distinct and specific arena, with 

women in charge of parenting, homemaking, and caretaking. The shift to a market 

economy, and the allocation of waged work to men and domestic work to women, 

eventually devaluated women’s work in the home (as it was unwaged), and left women 

economically dependent on men.
148

  

 

          The family ethic or norm in the Industrial Revolution era resembled that of  Colonial 

America; however, the only difference is that women were denied their productive 

economic role and it was replaced by the “lady of leisure model”.
149

 The belief behind 

keeping women in the home was seen as the best solution to preserve family ties which 

maintain social stability and order. In other words, the home became “the one institution 

that prevented society from flying apart.”
150

 The industrial family ethic sought to protect 

women from the evils of the outside world.
151

 It should be borne in mind that the industrial 

family ethic reflected the white, native-born, middle-class women and neglected 

completely other women from other classes or races such as immigrants.
152

 Women of 

colour could not comply easily with the prescribed family and mother roles.
153
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The rate of poverty was high among husbandless women who lost their breadwinners 

in wars, industrial accidents, or because of desertion and so forth. 
154

 Such factors as 

immigration and industrialisation by 1800 made many women jobless and potential 

paupers. Thus, some husbandless women became prostitutes and others depended on 

public relief, their neighbours, or their families for financial help.
155

 

 

During the post–Civil War era, a new class of women emerged and it was composed 

of vagrants, prostitutes, minor thieves because they lost their breadwinners. 
156

  Women 

who were expected to live on relief were exposed to severe inspection and supervision by 

authorities. Their eligibility to relief was measured by their compliance with family and 

work disciplines or norms.  

 

5)  The Historical Origins of Welfare (ADC) during  Progressive Era:  

The 1900s 

5.1) The Problem of “Single Motherhood” 

 

The Progressive Era is considered a key historical period during which the American 

welfare state developed significantly. Deborah Ward points out:  

 
The Progressive Era retains a distinctive place in the state-building story of the United 

States. This era ushered in a new relationship between the U.S. state and its citizens. 

National and state governments instituted an unparalleled number of legislative and 

administrative actions aimed at protecting the social and economic rights of women, 

children, and workers.
157
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         Single motherhood
158

 had become a major social problem facing the U.S. during the 

late and early twentieth centuries, and deserted wives represented the majority of single 

mothers and they symbolised widespread poverty in the country.
159

 Many people, 

particularly women, from different backgrounds tend to view single motherhood as a 

dangerous social phenomenon: immigrants, African Americans, working-class, middle-

class as well white people.
160

 “Dependent motherhood” or women’s poverty during the 

early twentieth century drew the attention of charity institutions, women’s organisations, 

and child welfare advocates.
161

          

 

Middle-class reformers’ ideas and perception of single motherhood, particularly 

those of Jane Addams, Sophonisba Breckinridge, Julia Lathrop, and the sisters  Edith and 

Grace Abbott who were residents of social settlements at Hull House in the immigrant 

slums of Chicago in the 1890s;
162

 formed what historians call the “maternalist 

movement”.
163

 They also played a central role in shaping mothers’ aid laws and their 

development from this period to the New Deal. Premilla Nadasen and her co-authors state 

that: 

Women took the greatest interest: working-class women in labor unions affirmed  solidarity 

with single mothers; middle-class African American women claimed responsibility for 

uplifting them as well as  “the  race” as a whole;  and middle-class white reformers claimed 

a special “maternalist” responsibility” for single mothers, who they felt  needed the 

guidance of their “betters.” These differently situated women sought to ease the burdens of 
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single mothers with a variety of proposals . . . (which) shaped the laws that would 

eventually evolve into the Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) program. 
164

 

 

 

5.2) Mothers’ Pensions (Mothers’ Aid): The Role of Women in 

Developing the U.S. Welfare System 

         In this section, we attempt to explain the prominent role played by women, known as 

“maternalists”
165

 in the development of the welfare state during the Progressive Era. Those 

women’s efforts led to creating mothers’ pension programme laid the groundwork for the 

creation of the American welfare state.
166

 To do this, we need first to have a look at the 

conditions in the U.S. society during that era that facilitated for women the task to change 

their situation and later the path of a whole welfare system. According to scholars, gender 

bias is the main factor that pushed women activists to ask reform welfare policy during the 

Progressive Era, she writes “The roots of women’s inequality the welfare state can be 

found in maternalist social policy”.
167

    

By the early nineteenth century, and as industrial capitalism transformed the 

American society, the gap between the rich and the poor had become more and more 

widened: the power and wealth became in the hands of the few; however, the many 

suffered from poverty.
168

 Thus, progressivism, a social reform movement emerged to deal 

with issues caused by capitalism.
169
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 Another issue that characterised the Progressive Era was “male desertion”.
170

 In the 

early 1890s, activists in charities and social settlements made efforts to deal effectively 

with the problem of desertion by using existing methods, but their efforts and thoughts had 

evolved through time.
171

 Throughout that era, progressive social reformers considered 

desertion as a threat as well as a “critical problem” to family and society as well.
172

  

During this period, poverty was no longer conceived as a personal failure. Many 

factors contributed to the shift in the definition of poverty among which are the following: 

irregular unemployment during the recession of 1893, poor housing and low wages, the 

information provided by scientific charity workers, the negative ideas about the rich, and 

the advance in medicine.
173

   

By the 1900s, 20 per cent of all women in the United States were working for 

wages outside the home.
174

 The idea of mother’s aid appeared during the Progressive Era 

(1896-1914), a time when middle-class reformers asked the government to promote well-

being for needy husbandless women and their children, and particularly widows whose 

proportion was 77 per cent of all mother-headed families.
175

 A contemporary social worker 

described the hard life of a single-mother family from New York City’s Lower East Side in 

1909: 

You live in three rooms in Essex Street . . . There is a boarder who helps out with the rent. . 

. . You only have one bed. The broader must have it. The three older children slept on a 

mattress on the floor after she brought them in from the street at eleven o’clock. The baby 

who is only eight months old, slept with you on the fire escape, and you stayed awake half 

the night for fear you might lose your hold on him and he might fall. While has a running 

nose and they tell you at the day nursery that if it is not better to-day- you will have to keep 

him home. . . . That means that Nellie will have to stay away from school and take care of 

him. You are only thirty-six years old, but you look forty-nine.
176
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The best role of women, for reformers, was staying at home, and not in the 

workplace to take care of their children.
177

 This is what historians called the “maternalist” 

vision and which stressed the importance of “mothering”.
178

 In other words, maternalists 

stressed the importance of the maternal role to sustain the continuity and the stability of the 

whole society.
179

  

From a maternalist perspective, caring for the welfare of mothers and children is 

important for the construction of a successful state, as Theodore Roosevelt declared in 

1909: 

Each of these (dependent) children represents either a potential addition to the productive 

capacity and the enlightened citizenship of the nation, or, if allowed to suffer from neglect, 

a potential addition to the destructive forces of the community. The ranks of criminals and 

other enemies of society are recruited in an altogether undue proportion from children 

bereft of their natural homes and left without sufficient care. The interests of the nation are 

involved in the welfare of this army of children no less than in our great material affairs . . . 

Home life is the highest and finest product of civilization. Children should not be deprived 

of it except of urgent and compelling reasons. Surely poverty alone should not disrupt the 

home. Parents of good character suffering from temporary misfortune, and above all, 

deserving mothers fairly well able to work but deprived of support of the normal 

breadwinner, should be given such aid as may be necessary to enable them to maintain 

suitable homes for the rearing of their children. The widowed or deserted mother, if a good 

woman, willing to work and do her best, should ordinarily be helped in such fashion as will 

enable her to bring up her children herself in their natural home. Children from unfit 

homes, and children who have no homes, who much be cared for charitable agencies, 

should, so far as practicable, be cared for in families.
180

 (Italics in the original text.) 

 

Mothers’ aid was conceived by reformers as “a recognition of mothers’ service to the 

state.”
181

 The designers of the mothers’ aid programme were women and namely feminist 

activists. Their main principle was to establish a programme which would enable mothers 

to stay at home and take care of their young children because for them mothering is an 

occupation as such rather than simply a role at home.
182
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The first state mothers’ pension law was enacted in 1911.
183

 “White” and middle-

class women, mostly from the General Federation of Women’s Clubs, the National 

Congress of Mothers, and the Parent-Teacher Association
184

  and whose number was about 

one million women, played a key role in the legislation of these laws.
185

 Those women, 

who were single mothers themselves, were aware of the dilemmas that working women 

were facing, especially single mothers, and they tried to come up with solutions.
186

 Hence, 

they asked the government to provide poor women with pensions to take care of their 

children in their homes, namely widows.
187

    

During the Progressive Era, reformers believed that the causes of poverty are related 

to industrialisation and not to personal failure and they firmly believed in the importance of 

“family preservation” to maintain a healthy society.
188

 Mothers’ pension programme made 

clear that the government (whether local, state, or federal) should assume responsibility to 

assist the most vulnerable category of people in the American society: poor mothers and 

their young children.
189

 Progressive reformers demonstrated a contemporary view of 

womanhood, mothering, and childhood and stressed the importance of these key elements 

in the future and the development of social welfare policy in the United States.
190
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The main objective of mothers’ pensions was to enable single women to raise their 

children inside their homes. Premilla Nadasen and her co-authors explain the role of 

mothers’ pensions in U.S. society, they state that:  

. . . (M)others’  pensions sought to pull mothers out of the labor market and reinstall them 

in what was viewed as their proper place—the home. By providing mothers a pension— 

essentially small cash payments from the government—the program would enable single 

mothers to forgo paid work and attend to children in their own home . . .  mothers would no 

longer suffer the fear of leaving children with strangers, the strain of working all day in a 

factory, or the pain of having their families separated. A mothers’ pension would restore the 

proper—even sacred—domestic role to those women who struggled alone without a male 

breadwinner to make ends meet.
191

 

Mothers’ pensions were very limited and restrictive as they targeted widows and 

neglected other women such as divorced women who were ineligible.
192

 The colonial poor 

laws and mothers’ pensions shared in common some criteria in that they both took into 

account the behaviour of women and aimed at preserving the family as well as the work 

ethic. Women who did not comply with the family and the work standards were exposed to 

supervision and harsh punishment. Simply put, the mothers’ pensions reinforced the family 

ties, encouraged the formation of the patriarchal type of American families, and rewarded 

women whose behaviour was compatible with the prescribed mother and work norms. 

Michael Katz states that:  

. . . (M)others’ pensions helped families stay together, and they offered many women 

modest independence they otherwise would have lacked. For once certified as eligible, 

women received a regular income without repeated investigations. They remained at liberty 

to supplement their pensions with work and to conduct their lives without the regular 

intrusion of friendly visitors. Even more, mothers’ pensions were a small, halting, but a 

consequential step away from charity and toward entitlement.
193

 

 

The following table shows the year in which the first mothers’ law was passed in 

different states in the United States, the number of families which benefited from mother’s 

aid. The data illustrated in this table are provided by the Children’s Bureau. The 

“Department of Labor’s Children’s Bureau” was established in 1912 and it marked the 
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beginning of the institutional development of mothers’ pensions. 
194

 The main mission of 

the Children’s Bureau was to gather data on child health, welfare and to conduct surveys on 

child labour, child health, nutrition, education, and juvenile delinquency.
195

 

TABLE 1.  Mothers’ Aid 1931 

 

           

Division and 

State 

 

 

Date of 

passage of 

the first 

mothers’ aid 

law 

 

 

Number of administrative 

units in states having 

county jurisdiction 

 

 

Number of families receiving  

aid - 

 

 

Number of children receiving aid on a 

specified date 

 

                                                          

                                                                                      1921                   June 30,            During 1921       On a specified  

                                 1933                  or 1922           date in 1931      

 

Total                 2,723 1,049 1,490               45,825            93,620        253,298 

New England  

Maine                    1917             638     608     1,763 

New Hampshire       1913                                    144     175        516 

Vermont                  1917                                     43      90        239 

Massachusetts          1913                                                                      3,391                2,817     7,235 

Rhode Island            1923                                          388     1,253 

Connecticut               1919                                  603     959     2,679 

Middle Atlantic 

New York 1915  58 48 49   12,542  18,423  48,686 

New Jersey 1913  21 21 21               2,472    7,000  19,361 

Pennsylvania  1913  67 50 57              *2,494    6,066  18,674 

East North Central:  

Ohio                           1913 88 86                            88  5763 7708 21262 

Indiana  1919 92 21     70  114 1083 3387 

Illinois 1911 102 54      91 2500 6087 17004 

Michigan 1913 83 70      75 2072 6555 18030 

Wisconsin 1913 71 70      71 3284 7052 18188 
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West North Central: 

Minnesota 1913 87 78 85 2265 3455 9990 

Iowa 1913 99                                64 98 1299 3242 7829 

Missouri  1913 115        32 11   277   307            1134 

North Dakota 1915 53        43 44   608   978 2644 

South Dakota 1913 69        44 963   423 1290            3324 

Nebraska 1913 93        56  82   349 1453 4141 

Kansas 1915 105        41  32   430  342               954 

South Atlantic: 

 

Delaware 1917             3        3 3 167 314             818 

Maryland 1916           24 7 121             450 

District of Columbia 1926 1  1  161             595 

Virginia                         1918          124 3 110             309 

West Virginia  1915 55      19 17 162 334             876 

South Carolina       No mothers’ aid 

 law on June 30, 1931 

  No mothers’ aid law on  

 June 30, 1931 

Georgia  

Florida 1919 67 5 41 168 2298          5241  

 

Source: U.S.  Children’s Bureau Studies (1931–1933) 
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6) Implications of Race, Class, and Gender in the U.S. Welfare System 

during the Progressive Era 

6.1) The Creation of the “Two-Channel Welfare State”: Gender 

Inequality 

 Welfare policies that preceded the New Deal era played an important role in shaping 

the formal structure as well as the development of the U.S. welfare state, and they were 

influenced by issues related to race, class, and gender.
196

 Before the emergence of the 

American welfare state during the 1930s, public policies existed in the U.S. and they 

contributed to assist the most vulnerable persons in society, who had been considered as 

deserving poor.    

There were two main successful benefits programmes in the U.S. during the 

Progressive Era: Mothers’ Pensions and Workmen’s Compensation. These two 

programmes were different in terms of their ideologies, principles of entitlements as well 

as administrative approaches, and they prepared the groundwork for the Social Security 

Act of 1935 which strengthened race, class, and gender divisions within the welfare 

system.
197

 The differences between these two programmes led to the establishment of “the 

two-channel welfare state”: a channel which provided generous entitlements for “white” 

industrial males and another for poor, “white”, working-class widows, and their dependent 

children.
198

  

In other words, Workmen’s Compensation created the first channel of the welfare 

state which was male, judicial, public and “routinized” in origin.
199

 Nevertheless, mothers’ 

pensions made the basis for a second channel of the welfare state which was female, 

administrative, private, and “nonroutinized” in origin, and which targeted widows of white 
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workers.
200

 The benefits that were devoted to “white” male workers were linked to welfare 

capitalism, whereas those delivered to poor women (“white” widows and their young 

children) were connected to the poor laws and the administrative practices of the Charity 

Organisation Society movement.
201

     

 The early welfare programmes in the United States were designed to assist the most 

integrated groups which represented the industrial working class category; i.e., Northern 

“white” males working in the domains of mining, transportation as well as heavy 

manufacturing (and their widows if any).
202

 Male workers’ behaviour was not submitted to 

regular control whereas the mothers’ pensions clients’ was highly supervised by the local 

authorities.
203

   

In addition to workingmen’s benefits, another programme was constructed around 

males’ roles and it was called the Civil War pensions programme. Theda Skocpol states 

that: 

. . .  (C)ertain major phases and sectors of U.S. social provision, such as Civil War pensions 

and Workingmen’s benefits, have been constructed around male roles––including the 

noneconomic role of wage-earning family breadwinner––while others have been focused 

on the female roles of mother and working woman understood as a potential mother. 
204

  

 

  

Civil War pensions programme was one of the largest social welfare programmes 

that the United States of America had been developing during the early twentieth 

century.
205

 Civil War pensions provided generous old-age benefits to many “native-born 

white men outside the Confederate South” and their widows.
206

 In 1912, it had 860,000 

beneficiaries and cost $153.
207

 This programme did not succeed to launch a welfare state 

during the nineteenth century, because of corruption and the underdevelopment of the 
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American administration during the period. Indeed, the Civil War Pension system was a 

product of patronage-based parties.
208

   

Congress could not convert Civil War pensions into a universal old-age pension 

system.
209

 Simply put, although the United States had a military pension system, it failed to 

establish a universal welfare state during the early twentieth century for all working and 

elderly Americans. It was not until the 1930s, during the Roosevelt Administration that the 

United States could establish a welfare state through the legislation of the Social Security 

Act of 1935.
210

      

6.2) Race and Class Implications during the Progressive Era: A Brief 

Overview  

 

Before the Civil War, enslaved African American women performed harsh work in 

the fields and the houses of slaveholders. After slavery, racial discrimination and economic 

exploitation limited African American men’s work opportunities. Hence, their wives and 

partners- who were already excluded from the industrial domain- worked as agricultural 

labourers or as domestic workers in white homes.  

 

          Throughout the Progressive Era, the United States witnessed a considerable number 

of legislative and administrative measures which sought to protect the social and economic 

rights of women, children as well as workers. But African Americans (and non-northern 

immigrants) were excluded from the era’s political, economic, and social development.
211

  

It should be noted that “Black” workers, men and women, were excluded from industrial 
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work and state social welfare assistance, in the North and South until World War I.
212

  

During the Progressive Era, most African Americans lived in the South and they were 

denied political and social rights under the repressive Jim Crow laws. Therefore, they were 

excluded from state-level Progressive social policies (including mothers’ pensions).
213

 In 

other words, racism was “institutionalized” within the American welfare system during the 

Progressive Era.
214

   

 

          The proportion of African American women (both middle-class and poor) who 

worked outside the home was higher than that of white women.
215

 The mothers’ aid 

fostered discrimination against working African American mothers, who had been seen as 

“unfit mothers”.
216

 The U.S. Children’s Bureau undertook national research on state-level 

mothers’ pensions programme in 1931 and published its results in 1933 for Frances 

Perkins, the Secretary of Labor.
217

 According to data provided U.S. Children’s Bureau, 

African American women received 3 per cent of mothers’ aid only, and 80 per cent the 

recipients of mothers’ pensions were white widows (see table 1). The welfare programmes 

which targeted husbandless women were dependent on “race-specific conceptualisation of 

gender roles.”
218

  

 

          Another dilemma that challenged the management of the mothers’ pension 

programme and its early development was the arrival of a new wave of immigrants who 

came from different countries, who did not share the same cultural background and 

religion. These new immigrants arrived in the United States at the turn of the twentieth 

century and they came essentially from southern and eastern Europe and they were 
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Catholics, Jews, and Eastern Orthodox Christians. They were considered racially distinct 

and inferior by native white American citizens during this period.
219

  

 

         Mothers’ aid agents feared that birth rates for poor immigrant mothers were higher 

than of native mothers.
220

 According to a report realised at the beginning of the twentieth 

century in Massachusetts, immigrant women's birth rates (who were almost deserted or 

single mothers) were 50 per cent higher than native ones’.
221

   

 

          During the Progressive Era, several reports signaled this problem. For instance, a 

report realised in 1904 on desertion concluded that “with all our . . . Catholics, the wide-

open door of our immense institutional system makes it easy for a man to lay down his 

obligations . . . Despite the dogged perseverance of the Hebrew race [there is] no more 

flagrant offender than the Jew. If the rent is over-due he disappears.”
222

 

 

Theodore Roosevelt tackled the subject of white women’s infertility and blamed 

working “white” women for the low birthrates of native whites, which she called “race 

suicide”.
223

 Thus, the mothers’ pensions programme targeted essentially working “white” 

women (“white” widows more specifically) to help them stay at home and take care of their 

children. Besides, Roosevelt affirmed her support of scientific theories which asserted the 

inherent inferiority of non-native immigrants and especially African Americans.
224

 

 

In 1913, eligibility requirements to mother’s pensions changed among which 

requirements related to citizenship; hence, many immigrants lost their benefits.
225

 These 

changes at the level of the administration of mothers’ pensions took place because of the 

impact of County Agent Meyer’s anti-immigration sentiments.
226
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However, Jewish, Italian, German, Polish, Irish, and other minorities, who were 

disproportionately single mothers or deserted wives, worked their way up progressively and 

succeeded to overcome prejudice and stigma and they proved that they can change their 

miserable situation without depending heavily on welfare.
227

 In other words, unlike 

“mothers of colour” (who were mainly African Americans), those minorities were less 

dependent on the government for survival.  

 

Between 1904 and 1920, the poor relief office recorded twenty-seven national and 

racial groups that received assistance. The following table (3) shows the percentage of 

families who received relief among the general population by taking into account their race 

and their origins (natives or non-native born). This table demonstrates that native-born 

whites formed the largest group of poor relief programme’s recipients before World War II. 

That is to say, according to data illustrated in the table, African American poor families 

were also beneficiaries of relief programmes in the United States during the early twentieth 

century and other immigrants.  
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TABLE 2. Percentage of Families in the General Population and among Poor Relief Families by 

Race and Nativity, 1910-1930  

 

  

 

 

   Pop. Relief                                 Pop. Relief          Pop. Relief  

European American  

African American  

Total native-born 

Germans 

Irish  

Italian  

Polish  

Other 

Total foreign- born  

Total 

    62         20                                     66      24             67       30  

 

     2             6                                       4        8            7       31 

 

 

     64          26                                     70       32            74     61 

 

      7            11                                     4         8               3       4            

 

 

      3            10                                     2          5             2       2  

      2              8                                     2          11           2       8 

      6             19                                    5           19          4      11 

      18           26                                   17          25          15     14 

      36           74                                 30          68           26     39 

      100        100                                100        100       100    100 

 

Source: Chicago Population figures from Thirteenth Census, 1910: Population; Fourteenth Census, 

1920 : Population ; Fifteenth Census, 1930: Population. 
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The working class in the United States played a very passive role in the development 

of social welfare provision in the United States.  Jill Quadagno states that: “. . . a weak 

working class, or, more specifically, the absence of a labour-based political party, has 

impeded the formation of a more generous welfare state.”
228

 Indeed, the American “labor 

movement” did not succeed to launch a welfare state in the United States of America and 

its role had been weakened by racial divisions in the workplace and the community.
229

 The 

American welfare state, unlike the other states in the Western World, lacked a successful 

labour movement and this point may explain American exceptionalism.
230

 The social 

scientist Gosta Esping-Anderson’s comparative work of political development in Norway, 

Denmark, and Sweden demonstrates that “labour” was politically fundamental in the three 

latter countries.
231

 Esping-Anderson explains that the political efforts of the working class, 

especially skilled craft workers (including unskilled industrial workers), played a central 

role in setting up the basis of the welfare state in those nations.
232

  

 

 All in all, throughout this chapter we were made to know that since the colonial 

period relief practices to aid the poor existed to maintain social order and stability. 

Husbandless women had become the public relief’s main recipients. Colonial authorities 

had not treated poor people in the same way and manner. They provided aid to the poor in 

general, and impoverished women more particularly, by paying attention to two main 

criteria: family and work ethics.   

 

During the Progressive Era, in 1911 mothers’ pension law was passed. The main 

intention behind its legislation was to enable single mothers, widowed ones, in particular, to 

take care of their children inside the home.  But social welfare programmes were influenced 

by racist and gendered attitudes during the Progressive Era. Unlike programmes that 

targeted women, males’ programmes were superior, and this led to the creation of the two-

channel welfare state. Moreover, “women of colour” and their children were marginalised 
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by the Mothers’ Aid programme. Even though the United States had a military pension 

system, it failed to establish a welfare state during this period. It was not until the 1930s, 

during the Roosevelt Administration that the U.S. could establish a modern version of the 

welfare state through the legislation of the Social Security Act of 1935. 

 

In the following chapter, I will try to demostrate how the Social Security Act of 1935 

of the New Deal paved the way to the creation of a stratified and non-comprehensive 

welfare state in the United States of America, which reinforced race, gender, and class 

inequities within the American society. I will deal with ADC (Aid to Dependent Children), 

a federal assistance programme—a substitution of mothers’ pensions—which had become 

very stigmatised because its main clientele had become “exclusively” single mothers of 

“colour” and their out-of-wedlock, dependent children.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



53 
 

 

Chapter Two 

The New Deal, the Social Security Act of 1935, 

and the Rise of the Stratified Welfare State in 

the United States 

 

         The United States of America forged its welfare state
233

  during the New Deal era. Its 

cornerstone was the Social Security Act of 1935. It is generally assumed that this landmark 

legislation created the “modern welfare state” in the United States. However, the Social 

Security Act set the bedrock of a “stratified” welfare system because of implications of 

class, gender, and race.  

Hence, this chapter demonstrates to what extent issues related to gender, class, and 

race have shaped the formal structure as well as the historical development of the U.S. 

welfare state during the New Deal. Light will be shed on Title IV of the Social Security 

Act, the programme which targeted impoverished women, and which was an extension of 

mothers’ pensions created during the Progressive Era. We will see that ADC’s clients had 

been marginalised due to race as well as gender-based issues.  
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1) The Great Depression of 1929,  the  New Deal, and the Rise of the U.S. 

Modern Welfare State 

1.1) The Great Depression of 1929: A Brief Overview  

          The United States of America witnessed the worst and unprecedented economic 

crisis when the Wall Street Market crashed in October 1929, and that crisis marked the 

abrupt end of the Roaring Twenties. The 1929 economic recession was the deepest and 

longest economic collapse in American history; it lasted for eleven years. It caused mass 

unemployment and widespread destitution in the American society. It contributed to 

massive unemployment, business failures, and social disturbances.  Peter Temin states that: 

. . . Industrial production declined by 37 percent, prices by 33 percent, and real GNP by 30 

percent. Nominal GNP, therefore fell by over half. Unemployment rose to a peak of 25 

percent and stayed above 15 percent for the rest of the 1930s. There were many idle 

economic resources in America for a full decade. Only with the advent of the Second 

World War did unemployment rise to absorb the full labor force.
234

 

Murray Rothbard also states that:  

In addition to its great duration, the 1929 depression stamped itself on the American mind 

by its heavy and continuing unemployment. While the intensity of falling prices and 

monetary contraction was not at all unprecedented, the intensity and duration of 

unemployment was new and shocking. The proportion of the American labor force that was 

unemployed had rarely reached 10 percent at the deepest trough of previous depressions; 

yet it surpassed 20 percent in 1931, and remained above 15 percent until the advent of 

World War II.
235

 

 

The most prominent cause was, as Grace Abbott puts it, “The uncontrolled and 

undirected free enterprise on which our economic system is based.”
236

 The depression had 

deeply-rooted causes and scholars are divided into two groups when dealing with the main 

factors which contributed to the economic recession of 1929. The traditional scholarship 

studied the events in the United States in isolation. This type of scholarship focused on the 

structural weaknesses of the American economy in the 1920s. Badger states that:  
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Because of the misdistribution of income and the flaws of the banking system and the 

operation of the stock market, there was insufficient demand in the American economy to 

sustain the great gains made in productivity by American industry and agriculture. This 

lack of demand was not offset in the early years of the Depression by any compensatory 

government spending . . . analysis of this of demand was refined to focus first on the 

downturn in construction and automobiles, then on the decline in agricultural income and 

the loss of wealth caused by the stock market crash.
237

 

 

Likewise, Robert McElvaine states, “From the late 19th century onward, the ways in which 

people live have been fundamentally transformed by the development of mass production 

industries. Mass production requires mass consumption, if demand is to match supply and 

the economy kept on an even keel.”
238

 The 1920s was an era of change marked by 

materialism and a “consumption ethic” which replaced “thrift and community” values.
239

 

New devices were introduced to the market such as radios, automobiles, washing machines 

and they were rolling off the assembly lines in huge quantities and Americans became 

obsessed with purchasing the newest items.
240

 Thus, they focused on consumption and 

their day-to-day enjoyment instead of saving for the future.
241

  

 

On the other hand, recent scholarship studies tackled the depression from an 

international perspective by focusing on the impact of the First World War.
242

 The Great 

War had a strong impact on policy decisions inside the nation and also on the world 

economy.
243

 The main effects of the Great War on the American economy were: “the 

changed pattern of international debts and lending, the expansion and collapse of 

agriculture, and the end of mass immigration.”
244
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Private charity could not address the needs of the growing number of poor 

people.
245

 The Republican President Herbert Hoover could not find effective and quick 

solutions to stop the economic recession, and he believed that the depression was a 

temporary economic phenomenon that would disappear without government 

intervention.
246

 David Cronon states that:  

The Story of the Hoover Administration is almost entirely a tale of frustration and 

unrelieved woe, of groping uncertainty for a solution to the ever-deepening world-wide 

depression within the limits of a philosophy of individualism that considered centralized 

authority as more dangerous even than economic collapse. Hoover’s unquestioning 

commitment to what he called rugged individualism led him to assume until too late that 

the county could weather this depression, like others in the past, without any 

comprehensive planning or intervention by the federal government.
247

 

 

 

            President Herbert Hoover maintained the conservative approach by letting the 

markets right themselves.
248

 The prices continued rising and the Federal Reserve could not 

control the situation.
249

 Hence, the economic crisis of 1929 produced marches of the 

unemployed and movement protests in each corner of the United States and which blamed 

“unbridled” capitalism for causing poverty and misery.     

 

Before being elected president of the United States in 1933, Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt was the Governor of New York. He changed his opinion about relief. In fact, 

formerly he was an advocate of local responsibility for relief. In 1931, he argued: 

Our Government is not the master but the creature of the people. The duty of the State 

toward the citizens is the duty of the servant to its master . . .  One of these duties of the 

State is that of caring for those of its citizens who find themselves the victims of such 

adverse circumstance as makes the aid of others . . . To these unfortunate citizens aid must 

be extended by Government, not as a matter of charity, but as a matter of social duty.
250
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1.2) Women during the Great Depression  
 

Long before the depression of the 1930s, married women worked outside of the 

home in factories, fields, the homes of other women, in clerical and services occupation.
251

 

Between the 1930s and the 1940s, the number of married women in the working force 

increased by nearly 50 per cent, yet their number in the population increased by 15 per 

cent.
252

 By the 1940s,  married women formed 35 per cent of the labour force.
253

    

The depression resulted in increasing unemployment and low wages. Besides, the 

responsibilities of women towards their families increased remarkably during that 

period.
254

 Working-class women had developed “ingenious” strategies to cope with the 

emerging harsh circumstances and their actions had been characterised by flexibility as 

well as creativity.
255

 In other words, women had become more cooperative, accepted more 

responsibilities, and provided more self-sacrifice to meet the needs of their family 

members.
256

 Nevertheless, that complicated situation resulted in conflicts between parents 

and daughters, wives and husbands.
257

  

      

Women of all races found themselves struggling to cope with joblessness, poverty, 

and uncertainty during those hard times. However, “women of colour” were particularly 

more desperate to cope with the economic recession issues.
258

 Furthermore, the economic 

depression led to an increased in desertion or namely poor men’s divorce. Evidence on the 

rates of desertion during the economic downturn is not clear-cut. However, during the late 
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1930s, the nationwide census demonstrated that one-tenth of all families were headed by 

women.
259

   

     

 Poverty is “gendered” and although the consequences of unemployment touched 

everyone, women had not the same experiences as men.
260

 Women who worked received 

lower wages. A woman, Blanche Crumbly, wrote a letter to FDR on October 26, 1933, in 

which she protested against the low wage she received from her employers despite her 

engagement and hard work in a textile firm, she revealed the following:  

 
I want to let you see that they didn’t pay me enough. I worked eight hours a day and you 

will see they have me marked up forty hours a week and didn’t pay twelve dollars and by 

law they were supposed to pay twelve dollars whether you operated one machine or not but 

I worked in the weave shop and run five looms so I want you to see that I get my money 

that is due me for I am just a poor woman and was working trying to make some money but 

they didn’t pay enough to keep me working so I want you to write right back to me and let 

me know what you can do.
261

 

  

In addition to this, unlike men, women were supposed to stay at home instead of joining 

the labour force. On May 10, 1933, Earl Leiby of Akron, Ohio, wrote to President Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt,  

 

You are probably aware of the fact that homes are being wrecked daily due to the fact that 

married women are permitted to work in factories and offices in this land of ours. You and 

we all know that the place for a wife and mother is at home, her palace. The excuse is often 

brought up that the husband cannot find employment. It is the writers’ belief that if the 

women were expelled from places of business, . . . these very men would find employment. 

These same women’s husbands would naturally be paid a higher salary, inasmuch as male 

employees demand a higher salary than females.
262
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For Leiby, the best way to answer effectively to the economic issues caused by the Great 

Depression, women must stay at home; whereas men must go to work. In other words, to 

restore economic prosperity during that period, he urged the government to restore the 

traditional role of women in society. 

 

           Maternalists continued their work during the New Deal and played a prominent role 

throughout the years of the economic recession. Their strategies and their ideologies had 

been gendered but without excluding men’s rights: in their effort for welfare policy reform 

they focused on the importance of protecting mothers and their children and also ensuring 

“a living wage for the father.”
263

 Maternalists’ purpose during the depression era was to 

enable women to stay at home but with one condition:  receiving direct financial assistance 

from the federal government.
264

 They encouraged “full-time domesticity” through 

rewarding “domestic women” by “nationalizing and expanding” old policies.
265

 All in all, 

maternalists impacted the development of policies for dependent families.
266

 In addition to 

this, they fought for gender equality in both relief and social insurance.
267
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1.3) The New Deal  and the Emergence of the Welfare State 

In this section, we will attempt to explain how the American welfare state emerged 

during the New Deal era.
268

 It is generally assumed that FDR is considered the founder of 

the national American welfare state.
269

 Before taking a closer look at how the welfare state 

was created, let us briefly recall the historical background during which it developed.  

During the 1932 presidential campaign, candidate Franklin Delano Roosevelt 

pledged a New Deal for the American people.
270

 Throughout that period, the American 

economy was still collapsing: banks closed, industries failed and farms became 

bankrupt.
271

 By 1933, when FDR became president, the idea of governmental intervention 

in the social and economic affairs of people was accepted and supported.
272

 President 

Roosevelt was influenced by Keynes’ economic theory. Keynesian economics permitted a 

more active and interventionist state. It encouraged government spending and regulations 

to stimulate production and control unemployment. Following the steps of the Keynesian 

economy, FDR proposed a myriad of programmes to involve more the government. In 

other words, the state became an active coordinator. The New Deal consisted of three main 

initiatives: reforming the banking system, giving the government more power to control 

production, and the introduction of a “social safety net.”
273
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In 1934, President Franklin D. Roosevelt created a Committee on Economic Security 

(CES) to study the problem of economic insecurity. This committee presented a set of 

legislative recommendations in a report to the president.
274

 Based on this report, FDR 

introduced a programme of social reform in his annual address to Congress, delivered on 

January 4, 1935, called “Social Security”.
275

    

The Social Security Act was signed into law on August 14, 1935, and was the most 

prominent component of his New Deal agenda and which scholars consider as the 

cornerstone of the American welfare state.
276

 This landmark legislation marked the 

“beginning of a national welfare state in the United States.”
277

 Deborah Ward states that:  

On August 14, 1935, Franklin D. Roosevelt signed the Social Security Act into law. Within 

a relatively short period, the United States had progressed from having a nonexistent 

national welfare state to boasting relatively expansive welfare programs. . . .  There is no 

doubt that the New Deal and its signature legislation, the Social Security Act ushered in 

revolutionary changes in the relationship between the state and society.
278

 

The Social Security Act of 1935 placed the responsibility for social welfare in the 

hands of the federal government. It marked the birth of the “modern welfare state” in the 

United States of America.
279
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Mimi Abramovitz states that “. . . the landmark Social Security Act modernised the 

social welfare system by, among other things, transferring responsibility for social welfare 

from the states to the federal government for promoting social welfare for Americans.”
280

 

She also points out that :  

. . . (T)he Social Security Act institutionalized the role of the state in maintaining families, 

the labor force, and the general welfare of society. By assuming responsibility for providing 

a minimum level of income below which no one was expected to live, the state began to 

address problems in the political economy that had been simmering since the end of World 

War I . . . The Social Security Act expanded and made permanent the state’s role in 

mediating conflicts between production and reproduction and sustaining patriarchal 

norms.
281

  

 

The Social Security Act of 1935 gave the green light to the federal government to run 

social welfare and to provide minimum assistance to people whose income was 

insufficient. In this respect, Jill Quadagno states that:  

 
The Social Security Act laid the groundwork for a national welfare state and established 

some benefits as an earned right. Through such measures, the New Deal liberalism of the 

Democratic party came to mean active, positive intervention for the public good. Public 

support was high for programs that protected the many against the abuses of the few and 

taxed the few for the benefit of the many.
282

  

 

 Mimi Abramovitz also states that: 

 
The enactment of the Social Security Act effectively legalized federal responsibility for 

social welfare. In the short run, this major restructuring of the system of social welfare 

provision cushioned the immediate blows of the Depression. Cash into empty hands and 

increased purchasing power, which assisted people in need while stimulating the depressed 

economy. In the long run, bringing the federal government into social welfare 

acknowledged that the state had to socialize the costs of family life on a permanent basis.
283
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1.4) The Modern Welfare State  

It is generally assumed that the welfare state emerged during the New Deal era and 

that FDR is the founder of the U.S. welfare system. Can we describe the model of welfare 

state created during the 1930s, that is, during his administration, as a modern one?  

 According to sociologist T.H. Marshall, the modern welfare state is a distinctive 

combination of democracy, welfare, and capitalism.
284

 The modern welfare state was 

established during the New Deal era, after the Great Depression, as a response to the 

demands of American citizens who asked the national government to intervene to promote 

fundamental economic protection for them.  Fred Block and his co-authors clarify the point 

by stating that:  

[ . . . ] (T)he modern welfare state is the product of decades of political effort by ordinary 

Americans to gain some control over their lives in the face of massive economic 

disruptions. The foundations of the welfare state were laid in the Great Depression of the 

1930s, when millions of Americans struggled to win the most basic forms of economic 

protection: the right to unionize, minimum-wage laws, business regulation, and income 

support programs such as unemployment insurance.
285

 

 

By answering the demands of the American people during the depression, the U.S. 

national government introduced a contemporary version of the welfare state and its goal, at 

that time, was assistance or relief.
286

 The federal government gave cash relief or assistance 

to the aged poor, old-age pensions, and unemployment insurance for many industrial 

workers as well as poor single mothers and their young children.
287

 In addition, the United 

States of America assumed for the “first time” the crucial role of labour unions in 

communicating the demands of the working class.
288

 There are three reasons which may 
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explain the importance of assistance in 1935: first, the poor were believed to be deserving 

because their poverty was a consequence of the failure of the economic system and not a 

personal failure; second, the programmes designed by the New Deal policy-makers (and 

even by FDR himself) were temporary; third, ADC was believed to be a permanent 

assistance programme for widows and their dependent children, and they were viewed as 

deserving husbandless women because women at the time depended on their husbands for 

income.
289

      

Thus, by creating ADC, the national government had become responsible for 

regulating the problems of poor women and their dependent children. Gwendolyn Mink 

also states that: “The New Deal nationalized the others’ pension concept in the Aid to 

Dependent Children program, carrying into the modern welfare state its premises and 

prescriptions.”
290

 These “premises” include the following: 

- The health of the policy depended on the quality of its children;  

- The preparation of the child for citizenship depended on the quality of home 

life;  

-  Mothers played a central role in the family;   

- The cultural and individual differences among mothers amounted to differences 

of quality and not of kind;  

- Finally, the needs of poor mothers were not strictly economic but were 

behavioural, moral, and cultural as well.
291

 

 

But the U.S. welfare state cannot be viewed as a “real” modern welfare state 

compared to other democracies in the Western world. It is backward as it lacks a universal 

system of health insurance and family allowances. The only difference that we can draw 

between the traditional version of the welfare state and its contemporary one is the fact of 

the intervention of the national government in people’s affairs. In other words, the modern 

welfare state in America is the intervention of the federal government in the 1930s to 
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provide provision to several people in need, including mothers and their dependent 

children. However, were all mothers and their dependent children helped equally by the 

U.S. government? We will see this in the following sections or chapters.   

 

2) The Social Security Act of 1935 and the Creation of the Stratified 

Social Welfare System 

 

2.1) The Social Security Act of 1935  
 

         The Social Security act of 1935 was an “omnibus” act, consisting of eleven titles, 

which created nine different programmes. Each U.S. welfare programme has a different 

history and provides benefits to different groups.
292

 It established two types of cash 

benefits: social insurance and public assistance. The social insurance programmes included 

pensions for retired workers (initially called Old Age Insurance (OAI) programme, 

formally known as Social Security) and Unemployment Insurance which guaranteed wages 

for the temporarily unemployed.
293

 Public assistance programmes targeted the poor and 

they were: Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), Old Age Assistance (OAA), and Aid to the 

Blind (AB).
294

 OAA, AB, and ADC were means-tested programmes and eligibility 

depended entirely on the client’s current income.
295
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2.2) The Creation of the “Stratified Welfare State” in the United States 

of America 

          The Social Security Act of 1935
296

, the most important legislative piece during the 

New Deal era has created a stratified welfare system along with class, gender, and class 

lines. Social insurance, the most generous New Deal programme was designed to serve the 

middle-class elderly and marginalised other categories.
297

      

Indeed, the Social Security Act of 1935 created a bifurcated welfare state: a national 

social insurance programme for retired workers and their families (whose eligibility for 

that programme was taken for granted); and public assistance programmes for others and 

their dependent children (who were exceedingly supervised and whose eligibility for 

assistance was not taken for granted).
298

       

          New Deal policy designers excluded agricultural labourers and domestic servants —

who were almost African Americans—from Social Insurance. There is a split among 

scholars concerning the following point:  whether the racial exclusions of agricultural and 

domestic workers from the Social Security Act of 1935 programmes were deliberate or 

unintentional.
299

 These exclusions laid the groundwork for a “bifurcated” and “stratified” 

welfare system in the U.S.
300

 Hence, social insurance programmes had become more 

superior to public assistance programmes. Linda Gordon points out that:  

The Social Security Act of 1935 created... a stratified system of provision in which the 

social insurance programs were superior both in payments and in reputation, while public 

assistance was inferior—not just comparatively second-rate but deeply stigmatized. Public 

assistance is what Americans today call “welfare”; recipients of the good programs are 
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never said to be “on welfare.” And while most people hate “welfare,” they pay the utmost 

respect to Old-Age Insurance.
301

 

Robert Lieberman states that:  

The New Deal represented a major breakthrough both for national social policy and for the 

political status of African Americans. The Social Security Act of 1935 created the first 

permanent national welfare policies, and northern African Americans began to switch their 

political allegiance to the newly dominant Democratic Party. But the major partner in the 

New Deal coalition was the White South, whose disproportionate power limited the New 

Deal’s capacity to include African Americans in social provision on equal terms. 
302

 

Similarly, Michael Katz states that: 

The division between social insurance and public assistance has bifurcated social welfare 

along class lines. With a strong, articulate middle-class constituency, social insurance 

especially social security, carries no stigma, and its expanded benefits have reduced 

drastically the amount of poverty among the elderly. Public assistance, which has become 

synonymous with welfare, is, of course, restricted to the very poor, and, as consequence, 

they are treated meanly. Their benefits, which do not lift them out of poverty, remain far 

below those paid by social security.
303

 

Julilly Kohler-Hausmann also reveals that: 

Some programs, such as Social Security, were designed for “deserving “citizens and tend to 

enhance the rights, resources, and standing of beneficiaries. Such programs are rarely 

means-tested, entail minimal surveillance, and in some cases obscure – often to the point of 

invisibility- any notion of dependence on the state. Despite the ostensibly universal 

character of many such programs, access has been highly racialized and gendered.
304

 

         The architects of the Social Security Act, who were “white” males, had sexist and 

racist attitudes as well as intentions. They marginalised both women and non-white men. 

Jill Quadagno argues:  

Because of southern opposition, agricultural workers and domestic servants—most black 

men and women—were left out of the core programs of the Social Security Act. Instead, 

they were relegated to the social–assistance programs, where local welfare authorities could 

determine benefit levels and set eligibility rules… Southerners simply would not allow the 

federal government to dictate standards or set benefit levels.
305
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The designers of the Social Security Act sought to protect “white, male, industrial 

workers” against hazards of life by providing them with some measures such as 

unemployment compensation and social security; however, they did not take into 

consideration the needs of women (except for the wives of workers) and “males of 

colour”.
306

 They have conceived white male workers (and not women) as the bedrock of a 

capitalist, democratic system as well as a successful society because they preserve the 

patriarchal side of the family and they provide financial support for their wives and their 

children.
307

  

Thus, programmes that targeted women (except widows) and non-white males were 

considered as inferior as compared to programmes which targeted white men: 

Unemployment Insurance and Old Age Insurance. Premilla Nadasen and her co-authors 

state that:  

The vast majority of women and non-white men found themselves shut out of the more 

generous social insurance programs. Unemployment Insurance and Old Age Insurance 

excluded agricultural and domestic workers as well as occupations held predominantly by 

women, including employees in government, nonprofits, and hospitals.  Temporary, part-

time, and seasonal workers also found themselves without adequate social insurance 

coverage. As a result, Unemployment Insurance excluded 55 percent of African American 

workers (87 percent of black women workers) and 80 percent of all woman workers. 

Excluded workers  as well as single mothers, blind or disabled people, and elderly people 

too old to pay into Social Security, were forced to rely, instead, on “mop up” public 

assistance programs—Old Age  Assistance and Aid to Dependent Children—which 

provided sparse, means-tested, discretionary financial assistance for those not covered by 

insurance.
308

 

The American welfare system has been stratified through different stages. According 

to Linda Gordon, there are three main stages of the stratification of the U.S. welfare 

system. In 1935, the Social Security Act of 1935 excluded “deliberately” the neediest 

groups from different programmes and that exclusion was “racially motivated” because 

Congress was controlled by southern Democrats. Those groups were included later in 

public assistance programmes, which were more and more stigmatised after a series of 

amendments, from 1939 to the 1970s. Finally, in 1974, AFDC was left as the exclusively 
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notorious and “maligned” public assistance programme, when other programmes were 

removed from public assistance and placed under the social security category.
309

   

Hence, Roosevelt’s New Deal achieved two main goals: first, it set the groundwork 

for the protection of the industrial working class; second, it reinforced racial inequality in 

social welfare programmes, labour, and housing policies.
310

 It reproduced and deepened 

already existing social inequalities and created a new hierarchy of social citizenship in the 

American society.
311

 The United States of America failed to create a “universal” welfare 

state that could treat all categories in its society alike (“blacks” and “whites”, women and 

men, industrial and agricultural workers).
312

 

To conclude, the Social Security Act of 1935 paved the way to the establishment of 

two types of programmes that formed the basic structure and the architecture of the 

American welfare state: inferior and superior programmes. The superior programmes were 

social insurance programmes and inferior ones were public assistance programmes.
313

 This 

split between social insurance and public assistance programmes did not occur by chance, 

i.e., it was intentional, and it led to long-term consequences. When African-Americans 

were excluded from Social Security, they were oriented towards other programmes (to 

public assistance ones) which had stigmatised them more and which worsened their living 

conditions. “Black” women and their children had formed what is called the “urban 

underclass” (I will deal with this point in Chapter Three). 
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3) The Development of ADC during the New Deal Era 

3.1) From Mothers’ Pensions to ADC  

Aid to Dependent Children (ADC), officially known as Title IV of the 1935 Social 

Security Act, was an extension of mothers’ pension programme that was introduced during 

the 1900s. Hence, ADC was not a creation of Roosevelt’s Administration but a 

continuation of an existing system.       

There are institutional and administrative linkages between the two programmes and 

they both favored white clients over non-white clients.
314

 The two programmes targeted the 

behaviour of recipients and punished husbandless women other than widows.
315

 They both 

categorised women as “deserving” or “undeserving”. ADC inherited the negative attitudes 

against women, in general, and against “women of colour” in particular (who were mainly 

“black” single mothers) during the Progressive era. ADC was: 

(D)esigned to release from the wage-earning role the person whose natural function is to 

give her children the physical and affectionate guardianship necessary not alone to keep 

them from falling into social misfortune but more affirmatively to make them citizens.
316

 

ADC did not consider all poor families with dependents as eligible for assistance.
317

 

Besides, it established harsh methods to control its recipients’ behaviour. Thus, the Social 

Security Board called for home visits as well as episodic eligibility checks. 
318

 It gave the 

states the power to check whether recipients’ homes were suitable or not. 
319

 These new 

policies that are maintained by the modern version of the American welfare state created 

during the New Deal stressed “gender conformity and… the norms of the dominant Anglo-

American, middle-class culture.”
320
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In sum, “The Social Security Act, pillar of the New Deal welfare state, federalized 

mothers’ pensions and revived the Sheppard-Towner maternity policy.”
321

 In other words, 

the Social Security Act of 1935 marked the beginning of the federal government’s 

intervention to assist mothers and their children. But we should bear in mind that not all 

mothers and children were included in this legislation. We will be studying this point in the 

following section.  

3.2) The Process of Stigmatising ADC Clients  

          In 1939 Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) was amended, and it became known as 

the Old Age and Insurance programme (OASI). This programme made benefits of passed 

away male workers’ benefits available to their widows. OASI allowed women to benefit 

from social insurance; however, it reinforced the two-channel welfare state. It did not 

entitle excluded workers in 1935, agricultural and domestic labourers and their families but 

it gave more assistance for already included male workers and their family members.  

Premilla Nadasen and her co-authors reveal that: 

The Old Age Insurance and Survivors Insurance (OASI) program enabled more women to 

benefit from social insurance. But in reified the two-track welfare state that the original 

Social Security Act institutionalized. Rather than expanding social insurance to cover 

excluded occupations like domestic and agricultural labor – a proposal that policymakers 

considered but rejected -  it sought to further protect and entitle already covered males’ 

families by providing security to their surviving members.
322

 

 

By the late 1930s, the clientele of ADC shifted dramatically.
323

 In 1939, the 

majority of ADC’s clients were widows. By 1941, only 20 per cent of widows’ dependent 

children were assisted by ADC.
324

 By 1941, 39 per cent of children who received 

assistance from ADC programme belonged to families whose principal breadwinner was a 

non-white single mother: never-married, divorced, or a deserted mother. By 1948, 30 per 

cent of ADC’s clients were women of colour.
325

 Therefore, ADC had become a 
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programme that targeted “undeserving” mothers and reinforced racial segregation.  Mimi 

Abramovitz points out that:  

 …  ( The 1939 amendments ) further (ed) institutionalized ADC as a program just for 

“undeserving”  poor women. For one, the shift further hardened distinctions among women 

based on marital status. And second, left to serve only the socially unacceptable divorced, 

separated, and never married single mothers; ADC grew increasingly stigmatized. The 

amendments also deepened the act’s racial divide: since many black men did not qualify for 

social security benefits at all, their widows and children could not receive OAI (which was 

twice what children received on ADC); needy women of color thus had no choice but to 

apply for assistance.  
326

 

 

 By the 1940s, and thanks to the success of the New Deal and the economic 

recovery of the war, liberal reformers tried to expand the welfare state by introducing new 

programmes.
327

 For instance, the National Resources Planning Board proposed such 

programmes as national health insurance, full employment, and “comprehensive social 

welfare.”
328

 1943 and 1945 legislative proposals intended to broaden the scope of the 

welfare state by entitling more American citizens to unemployment and old-age insurance, 

including ADC clients.         

Nevertheless, the political malaise and economic growth shifted in the U.S.; as a 

result, the Republican Congress rejected these proposals.
329

  In an era during which the US 

entered in a Cold War against the Soviet Union, conservatives in Congress rejected all 

social welfare proposals, which they conceived as “anti-capitalist and undemocratic.”, and 

that the growing liberal welfare state represented for them “creeping socialism” and “big 

government”.
330

       

A new group of poor Americans emerged during the postwar era: sailors, soldiers, 

and aircrew who returned from the war. Hence, the GI Bill of 1944 was passed and it 

reinforced the unfair two-channel welfare state that stressed race, class, and gender 
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inequities. 
331

 The federal government promoted more economic and social support for war 

veterans: white working-class men; however, African American veterans were assisted yet 

unequally.
332

 Unlike married women who depended on their men, single mothers were 

excluded from generous federal social welfare programmes during this period. 
333

            

 To sum up, in this chapter we have examined how the U.S. welfare state emerged 

during the New Deal and how it was stratified along class, gender and race lines.  We have 

seen as well that the centerpiece legislation of the New Deal, the Social Security Act of 

1935, is the cornerstone of the U.S. welfare system. ADC, which was mothers’ pensions 

during the Progressive Era, had become a programme that targeted poor single women, and 

it became no longer concerned exclusively with widows (believed to be deserving poor). In 

the following chapter, we will see how the attack against welfare developed through time: 

from the early nineteenth century to the late 1980s.                   

 It should be borne in mind, however, even if Roosevelt Delano Roosevelt is 

considered as the founder of the U.S. welfare state, we cannot neglect the role played by 

“maternalists” (as we have seen in the previous chapter), in preparing the groundwork for 

the New  Deal welfare state. That is, the basis of the U.S. welfare state created during the 

New Deal is the result of the hard work that was carried out by women during the 

Progressive Era.   
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Chapter Three 
 

 

The Historical Evolution of the Assault against 

Welfare, 1800s–late 1980s 

 

 

           The initial attack against “public aid” (“outdoor relief” or “dole”) and particularly 

programmes that targeted needy women and their children can be traced back to the early 

1800s, and the aim of that attack was to punish the “undeserving poor”. During the post–

World War I (the 1940s and the 1950s), the attack against social welfare programmes that 

assisted needy women and their children, (mainly ADC formerly called mothers’ pensions) 

continued, mainly because their main clients had become “black” immoral unmarried 

women and their illegitimate children.  Hence, more restricting eligibility criteria were 

passed by the states to punish people who lived on welfare. In the 1960s, AFDC had 

become a programme for assisting lazy, shiftless, unmarried “black” women and their 

children who formed the core of the “urban underclass”.   

  

Thus, welfare had become the most disliked and stigmatised public assistance 

programme attacked by politicians, the public, and academics. By the 1970s, the rise of 

neo-liberalism contributed more and more to the assault against welfare which paved the 

way to signing welfare reform in 1996. This chapter deals with the development of the 

issue of welfare, and it highlights the main factors which contributed to the assault against 

welfare and which made it a hot-bottom issue in U.S. politics. 
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1) The Attack on “Public Aid” during the early 1800s 

          Hostility against “outdoor relief” activities helping the poor, especially those which 

targeted poor women and their children, began in the 1820s, before the Civil War.
334

 That 

attack against “outdoor relief” was justified as follows: “most of those on relief do not need 

help”
335

. In other words, they were believed to be “undeserving” poor.  

  During the nineteenth century and early twentieth centuries, America shifted from 

an agrarian and mercantile nation to an industrial one. The Industrial Revolution played an 

important role in shifting radically family and work habits in the U.S. during this period.
336

 

The 1824 poor law reforms prohibited “outdoor relief”
337

 and replaced it with “indoor 

relief”. These laws were aimed at encouraging work and banning begging in the streets. 

Hence, the undeserving poor were placed in institutions, called “almshouses” which taught 

them proper values and helped them get rid of gambling, alcohol, and idleness.
338

  

The Secretary of  Massachusetts Poor Law Commission  Josiah  Quincy declared in  

1821 that “ that all of the modes  of providing  for the poor, the most wasteful,  the most 

expensive, and the most  injurious  to their morals  and destructive  to their industrious 

habits  is that  of supply in their own  families.” 
339

      

This swing from outdoor to indoor relief is justified by new explanations of poverty. 

Traditional conceptions about poverty changed. The early American society believed that 

poverty was “God’s will” and that poor people are poor because of no fault of their own, 

and thus they deserved the community’s help.
340

 However, due to industrialisation, the 
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notion of poverty changed radically. Owing to the unlimited nation’s resources, individuals 

were blamed for their own impoverishment and economic failure.
341

   

 Another attack against public aid took place during the 1870s. 
342

 During the post–

Civil War, America witnessed a period of prosperity.
343

 This stimulated immigration, 

hence, the number of immigrants who arrived to the U.S. (after the 1860s) increased 

rapidly.
344

 

2) The Attack against ADC during the Post–World War II Era,1940s–

1960s 

 

            The welfare state expanded rapidly during the post–World War II period in the 

United States of America.
345

 This expansion of the welfare system took place as a result of 

the following factors: the growth of population, postwar economic prosperity, the 

liberalisation of the Social Security Act, a greater sense of public responsibility for social 

problems, and demands for greater economic security from both the trade unions and civil 

rights movements.
346

 Nevertheless, the attack against social welfare programmes (mainly 

ADC) intensified during the post–World War II era.  

 

           After World War II, “women of colour” and their young children became the 

principal recipients of ADC.
347

 The perception of welfare had been influenced by 
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conservative ideas during the 1950s. Therefore, the poor were viewed as lazy people who 

favoured welfare over work to avoid their social responsibilities or obligations.  

 

Taking the case of New York City, for instance, the Republicans who controlled the 

New York government state hotly criticised and rejected the excess of public spending in 

1947, of the state government that was previously under the leadership of the Democratic 

Party.
348

 The media covered the events in the city by calling attention to a “Woman in 

Mink” who lived on the dole, a gendered expression used by the New York Times.
349

 This 

paved the way to the incarnation of the early version of the “welfare queen” and the 

stimulation of the idea of reforming the whole welfare system in order to cut public 

budgets. This happened because of the gendered and racist ideas about welfare recipients 

during this period.
350

   

 

In addition to this, structuralist ideas on poverty reigned over the “Cold War liberal” 

ideology; hence, the free enterprise system and economic growth had been recognised as 

the key solution for establishing economic prosperity, democracy, and equality.
351

Those 

conservative beliefs emerged amid the affluence which characterised that period and it 

reduced the sense of urgency for social reforms. Cold War “anti-communist” hysteria 

encouraged the beliefs which attacked liberal New Deal programmes and thus many 

conservative politicians considered them as  “communist”, “un-American” and contrary to 

the free enterprise system.
352

 However, most Republicans; namely, the broad-based 

“eastern establishment” and conservative Democrats advocated the New Deal policies.
353

 

For instance, President Eisenhower was a moderate Republican and his administration 
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brought “some retrenchment and much consolidation” to New Deal programmes.
354

 He 

revealed to his brother in 1954 the following: “Should any political party attempt to abolish 

Social Security, unemployment insurance, and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you 

would not hear again of that party in our political history.”
355

  

 

Scholars disagree about the factors which contributed to the attack against welfare 

during the 1950s. Such scholars as Bell and Solinger argue that the main reason behind that 

welfare backlash during that period was: the urge to ban “black” families from welfare 

benefits.
356

 Other scholars such as Soule and Zylan revealed that the attack against welfare 

was fueled by the states’ managers “racial, fiscal, and … patriarchal motivations,” whose 

aim was to reduce “representation of black, unmarried, divorced, and deserted women 

among the receipt population.”
357

 Other scholars referred to “employable mother” rules 

which were used during the harvest season in rural areas to force poor mothers and children 

to work in farms.
358

 Some scholars explained the assault against welfare during that period 

by focusing exclusively on the South and highlighted the role played by racism against 

Mexicans, Puerto Ricans in anti-welfare campaigns in the North and West.
359

  Reese, 

however, claimed that the main social groups that supported the welfare backlash during 

the 1950s were: large farmers and conservative “whites”. 
360

 Large farmers also included 

business leaders, and they asked the state to shrink poor mothers’ welfare benefits to reduce 
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their own taxes and guarantee a source of cheap labour. Conservative “whites,” asked the 

government to maintain the “racial status quo” to limit welfare rights.
361

  

 

Even though theories that emerged to explain welfare backlash during the 1950s 

varied obviously, the result was the same: the states began legislating punitive measures 

during 1950s to reduce the number of welfare recipients and discourage others from 

applying. For instance, state residency requirements were reinforced to ban migrants 

(especially African Americans who moved from the South to the North) from receiving 

assistance. Besides, other restrictive administrative policies were introduced such as 

“suitable home” and “man-in-the-house” policies.
362

  

        

2.1) The Great Society and the “War on Poverty” during the 1960s 

 

         In 1962, Michael Harrington published The Other America, in which he revealed that 

40 to 50 million Americans were poor.  John F. Kennedy was influenced by this article and 

it helped him design his New Frontier agenda. Hence, Harrington’s work reinforced liberal 

ideas within the American society which stressed the role of government in fighting 

invisible poverty.
363

  

 

 President John F. Kennedy was the first president to deliver a speech to Congress 

devoted to the subject of welfare as well as welfare policy on February 1, 1962. He focused 

on the “rehabilitative road” and on working mothers, and he recommended for States 

which had received Federal assistance to remove residence requirements for eligible 

persons. He stated in his Special Message to Congress on Public Welfare Programmes that: 

 

[ . . . . ] Our basic public welfare programs were enacted more than a quarter century ago. 

Their contribution to our national strength and well-being in the intervening years has been 

remarkable. But the times, the conditions, the problems have changed — and the nature and 

objectives of our public assistance and child welfare programs must be changed also, if they 

are to meet our current needs . . . .  Public welfare, in short, must be more than a salvage 
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operation, picking up the debris from the wreckage of human lives. Its emphasis must be 

directed increasingly toward prevention and rehabilitation …. I recommend that the Social 

Security Act be amended so as to provide that States receiving Federal funds not exclude 

any otherwise eligible persons who have been residents of the State for one year 

immediately preceding their application for assistance.  
364

 (Italics added.)  

 

 

 Title IV of the Social Security Act of 1935 was amended in 1962 and Aid to 

Dependent Children programme (ADC) became Aid to Families with Dependent Children 

(AFDC). AFDC allowed husbandless women on welfare to work and receive benefits and 

it became a programme that exclusively targeted single mothers and their dependent 

children.       

 

            John Kennedy was assassinated. The new President Lyndon B. Johnson addressed 

Congress in Capitol Hill after five days and promised Americans to continue FDR’s New 

Deal and JFK’s New Frontier, by focusing on domestic problems. He promised education 

for all children, jobs for all, care for the elderly, and equal rights for all Americans without 

taking into account their race or colour.
365

 At the same time, LBJ and his liberal 

proponents were conscious also of the dangers of the war in Vietnam.  

 

          In May 1964, Lyndon Johnson introduced the phrase “Great Society” when he 

addressed the graduating class of the University of Michigan: “We have the opportunity … 

to move not only toward the rich society and the powerful society but upward to the Great 

Society.”
366

 His Great Society agenda sought to promote social and political equality for 

all. Congress accepted most of LBJ’s Great Society package which included a set of social 

welfare programmes and legal reforms:  The Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights 

Act of 1965; the Fair Housing Act of 1968 which ensured social and political equality for 

African Americans; federal aid to education; the National Endowment to ensure education 

for poor as well as middle-class children; the National Endowment for the Arts and the 

National Endowment for the Humanities. The Great Society also promoted Medicare for 
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the elderly, Medicaid for the very poor, and increased funding for Food Stamps.
367

 

Besides, AFDC was extended to millions of poor people who were previously ineligible.
368

 

 

           LBJ launched his War on Poverty in order to assist the poor in the midst of an 

affluent society. Its centerpiece was the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 which set up 

the office of Economic Opportunity (OEO), whose slogan was “a hand up, not a hand 

out.”, which in its turn brought about a significant array of antipoverty programme: Job 

Corps, a residential work experience programme underprivileged youth, Volunteers in 

Service to America (VISTA), a domestic peace corps, Head Start, Legal Services, and 

Community Action Agencies.  

 

             Lyndon Johnson recognised the alarming issue of poverty as he considered it as a 

purely economic failure due to the culture of the poor and the administration’s like-minded 

policy-makers who designed his anti-poverty programmes shared that belief with him.
369

 

Thus, he proposed job training and education as alternatives to help them get rid of it and 

improve their living conditions rather than to provide them with cash assistance.    

 

The culture of poverty coincided with racial politics in 1965 and especially with the 

“confidential” report completed by a young assistant secretary of labour Daniel Patrick 

Moynihan (who would later serve as a domestic policy advisor in the Nixon 

Administration and as a Democratic senator from New York, 1977–2000), The Negro 

Family: The Case for National Action.
370

 Even though Moynihan did not literally mention 

the phrase “culture of poverty”, his use of the metaphor “tangle of pathology” seemed to 

reflect the same ideas.
371

 His analysis focused on the development of single-parent 

“Negro” families in the unemployment of “black” men. He revealed the main problem 
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within “black” communities, that is “family structure” and considered “matriarchy” 

(“black”) as a “fundamental” problem and a threat to the U.S. society.
372

  

 

In 1967, President Lyndon Johnson established a commission to investigate the 

roots of the urban, race riots that took place in different spots in the South, and especially 

that of Detroit which was very violent, in the summer of 1967.
373

 The Kerner Report 

concluded in 1968 that: “What white Americans have never fully understood – but what 

the Negro can never forget – is that white society is deeply implicated in the ghetto. White 

institutions created it, white institutions maintain it, and white society condones it.”
374

This 

report conducted by the government provided a deep understanding of race issues and their 

implications in American society (especially in the ghettos) during the twentieth century.
375

  

To conclude, the Great Society of the 1960s aimed at assisting the poor by 

providing them with the necessary tools such as jobs, education, and training to improve 

their living conditions and get rid of poverty. Nevertheless, conservative politicians 

consider the Great Society as a failure because its policies led to the emergence of the 

“inner-city” which contributed to the “breakdown of the family structure.”
376

 The Great 

Society policies failed to mitigate the consequences caused by poverty amid “black” 

communities as it encouraged dependence on welfare, school dropout, and shiftlessness.
377
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2.2) Welfare, the  Urban  “Underclass”, and the “Culture of Poverty” 

          In 1977, Time magazine signaled the rise of a threatening “underclass” in 

America’s inner cities whose members were familiar with drug use, crime, violence, 

teenage pregnancy and higher rates of unemployment and hence poverty.
378

 This is called 

“contemporary poverty”, which is characterised by the feeling of “hopelessness”. William 

Julius Wilson, an American sociologist, tackles in his book The Truly Disadvantaged the 

social transformation of “inner-city ghettos” and provides a clear examination of the 

convergence of race and poverty.
379

 Wilson considers the deep changes in the economy as 

the main reason behind joblessness in some segments of the “black” community. In his 

books, he distinguishes between the “inner city” and the “culture of poverty” and between 

“past racism” and “current racism”. In his examination of the “underclass”, Wilson omits 

the role of “current” racial discrimination. This does not mean at all that he rejects or 

neglects the role of “racism”; he just believes that the “black” underclass would have 

developed with or without the existence of racism. Wilson views the underclass as a 

“class” issue rather than a “race” one.   

In the 1940s, 1950s, and the early 1960s, the “black” communities were categorised 

into different groups:  Lower class, working-class, and middle-class “black” families lived 

in the same communities, but in different neighbourhoods; they sent their children to the 

same schools and shopped from the same stores.
380

  Black professionals; however, (such as 

doctors, teachers, lawyers etc.) lived in higher-income neighbourhoods in the black 

community and their presence reinforced the mainstream patterns of norms as well as 

behaviour.
381

  

The world’s most leading political thinker, linguist, and critic and the author of the 

best-selling Who Rules the World? Noam Chomsky provides a description of modern 
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poverty in the American slums as compared to the poverty he witnessed during his 

childhood during the 1930s economic recession and he states the following in one of his 

outstanding lectures: 

Well, the Thirties were an exciting time—it was deep economic depression, everybody was 

out of a job, but the funny thing about it was, it was hopeful. It’s very different today. 

When you go into the slums today, it’s nothing like what it was: it’s desolate, there is no 

hope. Anybody who’s my age or more will remember, there was a sense of hopefulness 

back then: maybe there was no food, but there were possibilities, there were things that 

could be done. You take a walk through East Harlem today, there was nothing like that at 

the depths of the Depression—this sense that there’s nothing you can do, it’s hopeless, your 

grandmother has to stay up at night to keep you from being eaten by a rat. That kind of 

thing didn’t exist at the depths of the Depression; I don’t even think it existed out in rural 

areas. Kids didn’t come into school without food; teachers didn’t have to worry that when 

they walked out into the hall, they might get killed by some guy high on drugs—it wasn’t 

that bad. There’s really something qualitatively different about contemporary poverty, I 

think. Some of you must share these experiences. I mean, I was a kid back then, so maybe 

my perspective was different. But I remember when I would go into the apartment of my 

cousins—you know, broken family, no job, twenty people living in a tiny apartment—

somehow it was hopeful. It was intellectually alive, it was exciting, it was just very 

different from today somehow.
382

 

 There is a split among sociologists about whether the widespread poverty among 

people who formed the underclass originated from a culture of poverty or an economic 

failure. Structuralists, like Gunnar Myrdal, believe that poverty was the consequence of 

economic obstacles stemming from economic and social “exclusion”. He stated in 1964 

that: 

Something like a caste line, is drawn between the people in the urban and rural slums, and 

the majority of Americans who live in a virtual full-employment economy… There is an 

under-class of people in  the poverty pockets who live an ever  more precarious life and are 

increasingly excluded  from  any jobs worth having, or who do  not find any jobs at all.
383

 

 

 

Scholars and historians believe that there is a relationship between welfare, poverty, 

as well as the rise of the urban underclass in the U.S. They emphasise the important role of 

race, gender, and culture in reinforcing this connection between them.
384

The politics of 

race and gender played a central role in contouring both the origins of welfare as well as its 

evolution. Premilla Nadasen and her co-authors state that: 
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The politics of race and gender not only shaped the development of AFDC, but also 

produced a cultural logic that kept it stigmatized and miserly, almost from its origins. In its 

early history, Aid to Dependent Children, as it was known before 1962, was a relatively 

minor program serving primarily white widows. Racially discriminatory practices denied 

assistance to most needy African American mothers. When African American women 

began to claim assistance in the 1950s and 1960s, the goals of the program shifted from 

supporting women in their work as mothers to requiring them to take paid employment 

outside the home.
385

 

The attack on welfare started when its recipients became single “mothers of colour” and 

their children, Michael Katz reveals that: 

In the 1950s, as the recipients of ADC... increasingly became unmarried and black, public 

attitudes shifted. Race and sexuality fused with the usual stigma attached to welfare, and 

African –American women raising children by themselves became the new undeserving 

poor.
386

 

 

Therefore, AFDC had been attacked because it was believed to benefit single 

“mothers of colour” and their children whose behaviour was conceived as deviated and 

unconventional. This category became the “new undeserving poor”.
387

 It should be noted, 

however, that this new category of the undeserving poor formed what historians and social 

scientists call the “urban underclass”.
388

  

By the early 1960s, eligibility criteria to access public assistance programmes were 

“liberalized” and this made African American women (who were not previously included 

in the programme) eligible.
389

 Therefore, the typical clients of AFDC were unmarried 

mothers with little education or ability to secure employment.
390

 The main purpose behind 

creating ADC (previously known as mothers’ pensions) was to encourage Anglo-Saxon 

widows to stay at home and care for their children. When the welfare population included 
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other categories (“black” women and immigrants) tough rules and regulations had been 

applied to exclude them.
391

 Some social science theories consider poverty as an 

individualistic problem caused by the values and behaviour of the poor.  Hence, it had 

become clear for reformers that social problems originated from a “culture of poverty.”
392

 

The culture of poverty (initially called “subculture of poverty”) is, “a social phenomenon 

in economics and sociology under which poverty-stricken individuals tend to remain poor 

throughout their lifespan, and in many cases, across generations.”
393

 This term was first 

used by the American anthropologist Oscar Lewis in 1966, whose work revealed that 

poverty transformed the lives of the poor.     

Initially, welfare was a public programme that benefited a small group of widows 

and their children and it carried no sigma.
394

 Unlike the other public assistance 

programmes, welfare has been stigmatised since its creation.
395

 All Americans, with 

different political ideologies, and from different social and cultural backgrounds have 

attacked welfare as Michael Katz puts it:  

Nobody likes welfare. Conservatives worry that it erodes the work ethic, retards 

productivity, and rewards the lazy. Liberals view the American welfare system as 

incomplete, inadequate, and punitive. Poor people, who rely on it, find it degrading, 

demoralizing and mean.
396

 

David  Ellwood also states that: 

Everyone hates welfare. Conservatives hate it because they see welfare as narcotic that 

destroys the energy and determination of people who already are suffering from a shortage 

of such qualities. They hate it because they think it makes a mockery of the efforts of 

working people… Liberals hate it because of the way it treats people. The current system 

offers modest benefits while imposing a ridiculous array of rules that rob recipients from 

security and self-esteem. Recipients are offered no real help and have no real dignity. The 

American public hates welfare too…”
397
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Many scholars have tried to explain the attack against welfare and welfare clients in 

the United States. The noted scholar of welfare policy David Ellwood reveals that the 

American public disliked welfare by referring to data provided by the National Opinion 

Research Center (NORC) in 1984. According to the NORC 1984 survey, 41 per cent of 

Americans thought that the government was spending too much on welfare, and 25 per 

cent thought that is spent too little. 
398

  

The distinguished historian Martin Gilens, in his book titled Why Americans Hate 

Welfare tries to figure out the nature and the reasons of public opposition against 

welfare.
399

 Gilens believes that “racial stereotypes” have played a crucial role in generating 

opposition to welfare. “White” Americans viewed welfare as a programme that rewards 

“black” able-bodied who were “undeserving poor”.
400

 Simply put, they attacked welfare 

because its recipients were lazy and shiftless. In this respect, he states that:  

For most white Americans, race-based opposition to welfare is not fed by ill will toward 

blacks, nor is it based on whites’ desire to maintain their economic advantages over African 

Americans. Instead, race-based opposition to welfare stems from the specific perception 

that, as a group, African Americans are not committed to the work ethic.
401

 

 

Gilens reveals that the racist and negative images about poverty and welfare 

provided by the mass media in the U.S. played a central role in fueling the public’s 

opposition against welfare.
402

 Although both “white” and “black” people were on welfare, 

the public has perceived welfare as a programme that had benefited “people of colour”. Put 

it in the simplest of words, welfare had become a “code word” for race.
403

 Welfare had been 

stigmatised because it is directly associated with “black” people, as Mary Poole puts it:  

From the beginning, welfare has carried a stigma: those who receive it have failed as 

individuals and are a burden on society. And that stigma has a color. The welfare state is 
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literally colored by the “black, welfare-dependent underclass,” which serves as a pillar of 

the American cultural imagination. 
404

 

 

3) The Attack against Welfare (late 1960s) 

 

             Another major attack on welfare during the twentieth century took place by the late 

1960s.
405

 AFDC faced what was called a “welfare crisis” when the number of its clients 

increased and became exclusively single or never-married “mothers of colour”:  divorced, 

never-married, and “black”. Welfare has become a very negative word as Katz puts it: “… 

as unmarried women of color with children began to dominate public assistance roles, 

“wefare”acquired the combined stigmas of race, gender, and illicit sex.”
406

    In 1960, 8.1 

per cent of white households and 20.9 of “black” households were headed by a woman.
407

 

Hence, poverty had been again “feminized” during this period.
408

 The number of welfare 

recipients rose significantly throughout this decade in urban areas in the North as well as 

the West. 
409

 The number of AFDC clients raised from 7.1 million in 1960 to 7.8 million in 

1965, then jumped from 11.1 million in 1969 to 14.4 million in 1974.
410

  

 

          There were many factors that contributed to this dramatic growth in welfare 

spending: social, economic, and political. First of all, the growth of the population in 

general and the number of female-headed families, which represented the highest rate of 
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poverty, contributed to the welfare “explosion”.
411

 The liberalisation of welfare also 

contributed  to the welfare explosion. In 1961, Congress raised welfare benefits. 

 

  After the 1962 Social Security Act amendments, ADC became AFDC, and it 

allowed husbandless women on welfare to work and receive benefits. Not all two-parent 

families were eligible to receive welfare.
412

 Hence, AFDC became a programme that 

targeted single mothers and their dependent children.
413

 This act also included married men 

and this had generated more negative reactions against welfare recipients (since it included 

able-bodied men).
414

  

 

 Besides, politics played an important role in welfare expansion by the late 1960s. 

The Democratic Party found itself obliged to support civil rights and social welfare 

policies due to the pressure made by the civil rights movement ( which was powerful in the 

North), the March on Washington in 1963, the riots of 1964 and 1968 by a huge number of 

marginalised African Americans as well as the rise of the “black” power movement.
415

 

 

          “Bread, Justice, dignity, and Adequate Income” was the motto of welfare rights 

advocates.
416

 The National Welfare Rights Organisation (NWRO), an organisation of 

thousands of welfare mothers, which played a crucial role in the expansion of AFDC 

rolls.
417

 Their activities targeted class and gender issues: they asked for increased benefits, 
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sexual freedom, more jobs, and the banning of “man in the house” rules. 
418

These women 

of all races, almost “black”, defined welfare as an absolute right and not a privilege, and 

they fought to obtain it. 
419

 The economic, social, and political conditions during the mid–

1960s helped women on welfare organise themselves: the economic prosperity, the liberal 

political climate, social movements, political conflicts, and the Great Society’s War on 

Poverty.
420

 ADFC clients gained attention as the rolls increased significantly. In addition to 

this, a union of liberals, radicals, welfare rights activists, and some moderate conservatives 

asked Congress to substitute AFDC with a fixed income for all American families.
421

  

            

The explosion of welfare led to hostility among all Americans (ordinary people, 

politicians, and academics) against welfare clients. Consequently, Congress passed a series 

of amendments in 1967 to Title IV of the Social Security Act of 1935. These amendments 

encouraged women on welfare to work through the Work Incentive Programme (WIN) 

which required labour for impoverished husbandless women to receive AFDC.
422

 In order 

to limit the growing number of out-of-wedlock births, Congress passed a “freeze” on the 

funds provided by the federal government to states which contained a significant rate of 

poor dependent children whose mothers were single and whose fathers were absent.  

 

           In 1967, Governor of California Ronald Reagan announced in his first inaugural 

address that “We are not going to perpetuate poverty by substituting a permanent dole for a 

paycheck. There is no humanity or charity in destroying self-reliance, dignity, and self-

respect … the very substance of moral fiber.” After being elected, Regan emphasised the 

importance of controlling the welfare budget because, according to him, welfare 
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contributes more and more to poverty. In 1987, the Reagan Administration had claimed 

that “the easy availability of welfare in all of its forms has become a powerful force for the 

destruction of family life through the perpetuation of a welfare culture” that discourages 

work and marriage, creates an unhealthy sense of entitlement, promotes dependence, and 

encourages people to challenge authority.”  

 

 Nine months after his election as president of the United States, Richard M. Nixon, 

delivered a speech on welfare and poverty policy in which he criticised FDR’s New Deal 

and “big government” policies.
423

 President Nixon pointed out: “My purpose tonight … is 

… to present a new set of  reforms … a new and drastically different approach to the way 

in which Government cares for those in need, and to the way the responsibilities are shared 

between the state and Federal governments.”
424

 He proposed substituting AFDC 

programme with Family Assistance Plan (FAP), a guaranteed annual income for poor 

working families with children under eighteen.
425

 Nixon’s plan sought to stimulate work 

through market incentives rather than through enforced working requirements.
426

 That plan 

was crafted by Daniel Patrick Moynihan who was the Chief Urban Affairs Council during 

his administration and who urged its speedy enactment because he believed that it would 

be significant as the Social Security Act of 1935.
427

 However, this plan failed because it 

supported big business as well as endorsed the labour movement, and also proved that 

class struggle between labour and capital shaped social policy in the United States.
428

  

 

During the presidential elections of 1968, the issue of welfare reform was at the heart 

of both parties’ campaigns.
429

 In addition to this, congressional complaints against the 

rising cost of AFDC rolls made the attack against welfare more and more violent.  
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4) Neo-liberalism and the last Attack against the Welfare State (mid–

1970s - late–1980s) 

 

            During his 1976 presidential campaign, the Republican President Ronald Reagan 

introduced the term “welfare queen” to the public lexicon to refer to fraud in welfare so as 

to gain more public support and show his political will to shrink the role of government in 

promoting social welfare.
430

 By “welfare queen”, Ronald Reagan meant Lynda Taylor, a 

resident from Chicago whose alleged misdeeds were reported by the Chicago Tribune. 

Taylor was accused of welfare fraud in 1974. According to the Tribune reports,  that 

woman owned three cars—a Chevrolet, a Lincoln, and a Cadillac limousine, the car that 

Ronald Reagan used in his speeches several times—had twenty-seven names, thirty-one 

different addresses, twenty-five telephone numbers, three Social Security cards, stocks and 

bonds, and many dead husbands. His claims were however recognised by historians as 

exaggerating because this story was a myth.
431

   

 The story of the “welfare queen” was invented to fuel the attack against welfare. 

Politicians sought to convince the American public that it is the right time to cut welfare 

spending and end welfare programmes that supported undeserving poor families. It should 

be noted, however, that the costs of welfare that were claimed in that period were too 

exaggerated as well. In other words, the size of welfare was a myth. 
432

 Mimi Abramovitz 

states that:  

The Administration’s (The Reagan Administration) budget cutters argued that AFDC 

wasted funds on undeserving women and bloated bureaucracies; that it drained the treasury 

and fueled the deficit. They also insisted that women on welfare live “hig on the hog.” Yet 

the facts suggest otherwise. The average benefit rose from $178 a month in 1970, to $275 

in 1980. During the same time, however, due to inflation, its real purchasing power fell 

more than 40 percent.
433
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This means that negative stereotypes about welfare and welfare clients led to illusion and 

generated misconceptions about the real size of welfare in the U.S. as Mimi Abramovitz 

puts it:  

The myths surrounding welfare’s size matched the misperceptions of its cost. By the late 

1970s, welfare’s critics told us that the rolls had exploded and created an uncomfortable 

mess. But AFDC’s expansion mirrored social forces over which individuals typically have 

little or no more control. The welfare rolls grew steadily during the late 1940s and 1950s, 

serving from 1 to 2 million individuals a year. The numbers doubled from about 3.0 million 

in 1960 to 10.2 million in 1971 reflecting high poverty rates but also the demands of the 

civil rights and welfare rights movements. Even so, AFDC’s expansion kept pace with 

natural population increases serving a steady 2 to 3 percent of All Americans until 1969, 

when it jumped to more than 4 percent. From 1971 to 1990, the caseload one again 

stabilized at 10 to 11 million people per year, or 4 to 5 percent of the U.S. population––

except during recessions, when the numbers rose. 
434

 

 

Women on welfare, especially “women of colour” had been described as animals. 

For instance, Senator Russell Long used the term “broodmares” to refer to the “black” and 

Porto Rican welfare beneficiaries, during a meeting of the Senate Finance Committee he 

chaired.
435

 Similar descriptions were used by some politicians in 1996 (We will tackle this 

point in Chapter Five).  

By the 1980s, it was clear that the evolution of the American welfare state 

stagnated: 35.1 million Americans had no health insurance and 40 per cent of the poor had 

received no cash assistance.
436

 The public’s perception of welfare and welfare recipients 

was unjustified.
437

 The public’s perception of welfare was controlled by the media as Kent 

Weaver explained: 

Most Americans do not know any welfare recipients personally or have any direct contact 

with the welfare system. Their views of welfare, and of welfare recipients, are likely to be 

shaped by what they see on television and what they read in newspapers and magazines. If 

they put an individual face on welfare at all as the United States debated and then carried 

out welfare reform…
438
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  African Americans have been recognised as lazy people because of the images left 

by slavery which generated stereotypes against “blacks”, and those prejudiced ideas 

against them persisted after the abolition of slavery.
439

 Ronald Reagan succeeded to attract 

public attention on the welfare issue. He won the presidency with an overwhelming 

victory. Reagan promised the American people, an “era of national renewal” and his party 

controlled the Senate for more than a quarter of a century.
440

 The 1980s were marked by 

the emergence of neo-conservatives and their main concerns were privatisation, small 

government, and deregulation.
441

 That period was characterised by capitalist expansion: 

free market, investment, and entrepreneurialism were maintained.
442

  But this economic 

policy resulted in inequalities of wealth and income distribution.
443

  

Ronald Reagan’s economic recovery plan in the 1980s, known as “Reaganomics”, 

“trickle-down economics”,“supply-side economics”, or namely “neo-liberalism”. Neo-

liberalism is an updated version of the “classical liberal” economic theory developed during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by Adam Smith and David Ricardo who advocated the 

idea that the government should not intervene in citizens’ economic affairs.
444

 

Reaganomics sought to terminate the New Deal legacy through downsizing the welfare 

state, limiting the domestic role of government, lowering labour costs, weakening the 

political power of social movements which defended the welfare state, preserving 

patriarchal “family values”, as well as promoting race-neutral social policies.
445

           

 The main objective of the neo-liberal policy was to downsize and shrink the 

welfare state. The welfare state expanded dramatically in the United States of America 

from the New Deal to the Great Society and especially during the post–World War II era. 

This expansion took place as a result of prosperity, population growth, and the emergence 
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of new needs, the demands of the labour unions, civil rights, and women’s liberation, and 

other social movements.
446

 Nevertheless, by the mid–1970s, capital formation and 

economic growth declined due to de-industrialization, globalisation, as well as other 

changes in the home and global economy.
447

 This caused another twentieth-century 

economic crisis. But this time politicians and academics and even the American public 

who supported conservatism considered “Big Government” as the major factor behind that 

crisis.        

Among the aims of neo-liberal politics was to limit the domestic role of the federal 

government. The recession of the 1970s which caused higher inflation and higher 

unemployment rates made conservative ideas were welcomed among Americans by the 

early 1980s and this reaction might explain Ronald Reagan’s overwhelming triumph in 

1980.
448

 Ronald Reagan pledged to restore the U.S. economic system. He attacked “big 

government”. According to the claims of the Reagan Administration, cutting government 

spending would help private investment prosper.
449

 This attack against “big government” is 

an assault against “Keynesian economics” policy which had been advocated by the 

previous New-Deal friendly administrations. Hence Keynesian economics was replaced by 

“supply-side economics” which called for less government involvement, fewer taxes, less 

government spending, decreasing regulations, and more support of the business.
450

  

Supply-side economics was introduced on July 31, 1981, when Congress sent 

Ronald Reagan the five-year $789 billion tax cut.
451

 According to the Reagan 

Administration economists, the federal government must end its twenty-year deficit 

spending and had to move to a more balanced budget in the face of massive increases in 

tax cuts and defense spending.
452
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In the fall of 1988, the Family Support Act (FSA) was passed, and its purpose was 

“to replace the existing AFDC programme with a Family Support Programme which 

emphasizes work, child support, and need-based family support supplements, … [and] to 

encourage and assist needy children and parents under the new programme to obtain the 

education, training, and employment needed to avoid long-term welfare dependency.”
453

 

Hence, the Family Support Act shifted the focus of the welfare system from checking the 

eligibility criteria of the welfare clients to access AFDC benefits, to enabling those clients 

as well as their families to be economically independent.
454

 This act had become effective 

in 1990 and it was different from its initial version introduced in 1935: The Social Security 

Act of 1935 which created the first federal-state programmes to assist husbandless mothers 

with dependent children provided that these mothers should stay at home and care for their 

young children.
455

 

To sum up, the attack against public aid began in the 1820s. Welfare reform was 

not accidental but it was part of Ronald Reagan’s recovery strategy.
456

 During the period 

that preceded passage of PRWORA, the American public and politicians discussed the 

limitations of welfare. Congress and the media focused more attention on the comments of 

welfare administrators, politicians, business lobbyists, academics, and pundits; however, 

they neglected completely the arguments of welfare activists and welfare recipients.
457

   

In part two of this thesis, we will endeavour to figure out the way and the manner 

through which issues related to race, class, and gender influenced Bill Clinton’s decision to 

sign PRWORA in 1996 in order to replace AFDC with TANF. We will try to explain if his 

attack against welfare was driven by racist, classist, or sexist prejudices by drawing upon 

existing documents related to this subject.  
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Well, today, 10 years later, that lady has a job. And she's raised three 

children. One has a job, and two are in school. By her undying effort and 

her unbreakable spirit, she shows us that we can make a difference, that 

this cycle of welfare can be broken; that welfare can be a second chance, 

not a way of life. 

— Bill Clinton, Remarks to the National Governor’s Association 

Conference July 16, 1996. 

Our policies are neither liberal nor conservative, neither Democratic nor 

Republican. They are new. They are different.  

— Gov. Bill Clinton and Sen. Al Gore, Putting People First: How 

we can all Change America, 1992.  

I wrote this book to tell my story, and  to tell the story  of America in the 

last half of the twentieth century; to describe as fairly as I could the forces 

competing for the country’s heart and mind; to explain the challenges of 

the new world in which we live and how I believe our government and 

our citizens should respond to them; and to give people who have never 

been involved in public life a sense of what it is like to hold office, and 

especially what it is like to be President.    

              —  Bill Clinton, My Life, 1994.  

I could  see that black people looked different, but  because he (papaw) 

treated them like he did everybody else, asking after their children and 

about their work, I thought they were just like me.  

— Bill Clinton, My Life, 1994. (Italics added.)  

She (his mother) recalled that he had told her that good people who were 

doing the best they could deserved to be able to feed their families … 

Maybe that’s why I’ve always believed in Food Stamps.  

— Bill Clinton, My Life, 1994. (Italics added.) 

I had spent enough time talking to welfare recipients and caseworkers… 

to know that the majority of them wanted to work and support their 

families. They faced formidable barriers, beyond the obvious ones of low 

skills, lack of work experience and inability to pay for childcare. Many of 

the people met had no cars or access to public transportation. If they took 

a low-wage job, they would lose food stamps and medical coverage under 

Medicaid. Finally, many of them just didn’t believe they could make it in 

the world of work and had no idea where to begin.                       

— Bill Clinton, My Life, 1994.  

Today, we are ending welfare as we know it. But I hope this day will be 

remembered not for what it ended, but for what it began -- a new day that 
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offers hope, honors responsibility, rewards work, and changes the terms 

of the debate so that no one in America ever feels again the need to 

criticize people who are poor on welfare, but instead feels the 

responsibility to reach out to men and women and children who are 

isolated, who need opportunity, and who are willing to assume 

responsibility, and give them to opportunity and the terms of 

responsibility.        

 

— Bill Clinton, August 22, 1996.   
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Chapter Four 
 

The Democratic Party, Conservatism Vs. 

Liberalism: How the Perception on Welfare 

and the Welfare State in the U.S. Evolved 

through Time until the 1990s 

 
Bill Clinton promised to end welfare, strengthen the military system, and end 

crime, social injustice, and segregation in the United States of America. According to 

historians, he aimed to gain bipartisan support.
458

 He declared that “The era of big 

government is over.” By saying so, he meant that it was time to reduce the size of 

government by cutting federal spending on the poor.  

This chapter explores the issue of welfare reform and how it developed within the 

Democratic Party in the United States before passage of PRWORA in 1996. I will be 

attempting to identify the main reasons behind the radical shift within the Democratic 

Party: from a party that advocated the poor and intervention of government in citizens’ 

affairs to a party that supported right-wing initiatives against the poor. I will also try to 

examine and investigate the main ideological principles of the New Democrats, their 

perception of the welfare state and poverty in the U.S. Besides, I will explore the main 

factors, which led to the emergence of the New Democratic Party and its political 

standpoint concerning welfare reform.  

 

                                                           
458

 Howard Zinn, People’s History of the United States 1492–Present (New York: HarperCollins, 1999), 

643– 44. 



101 
 

1) The Democratic Party Vs. The Republican Party in Contemporary 

America, and the Welfare State: A Brief Overview 

1.1) A Brief Definition of the Term “Political Party”  

 

 Before dealing with political parties and their view of the welfare state in the 

United States, we will initially provide a short definition of the term “political party”. The 

United States of America is a “two-party” system.459 In fact, “modern political parties” are 

an American invention.460 Before dealing with the role of political parties in the U.S. and 

their role in shaping social welfare policy and the way and the manner their vision of the 

welfare system shifted through time, we will, first of all, define the term “political party”. 

 

 It is not easy to give a very precise definition of this term. We will try in this 

section to provide some definitions based on the works of different scholars. A political 

party, in general, is “an association of like-minded individuals that seeks to gain power in a 

community (usually a state) to promote its chosen social order.”
461

 There are other 

definitions of the term “political party”. According to Gilbert Abcarian and George S. 

Masannat:  

The distinctive feature of the political party is to be found in its goal of electing candidates 

to public office in order to control or influence government policies. A political party serves 

as a vehicle through which like-minded persons associate in the expectation that their views 

will achieve the stamp of legitimacy through elections and lead to authoritative 

determination of government processes. Generally speaking, the three major tasks of 

political parties particularly in democratic systems, are those of nominating candidates, 

defining issues, and running or opposing the government.
462
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According to Anthony Downs, “A political party is a team of men seeking to control 

the governing apparatus by gaining office in a duly constituted election.”
463

 For Giovanni 

Sartori, “A party is any political group that presents at elections, and is capable of placing 

through elections, candidates for public office.”
464

 In sum, a political party is a political 

organisation whose main objective is to put its personnel in power through elections to 

establish its programme: economic, political,or social. Each political party chooses its 

exclusive slogan or a motto.   

Historians disagree about the exact period in which political parties first emerged in 

the U.S. John Hoadley states the following: 

Scholars have differed considerably in assessing the development of American political 

parties during the period immediately following the ratification of the Constitution. The 

date marking the emergence of parties has been placed anywhere between the beginning of 

the new government and the time 50 years later when Whigs and Jacksonian Democrats 

were competing for power. Despite disagreements over the precise date when parties first 

appeared, most observers have agreed that important divisions did materialize in the first 

decade of the new nation.
465

 

 

 

 In the American tradition, Martin Van Buren’s main purpose behind legitimising 

political competition in the United States during the 1830s was: control presidential 

ambition.
466

 The Framers of the Constitution established a nonpartisan presidency and they 

were against the idea of political parties.
467

 For instance, Thomas Jefferson wrote in 1789: 

“If I could not go to heaven but with a party, I would not go there at all.”
468

  

 Political parties do not share the same ideologies or political opinions concerning 

how to run the country, its domestic and foreign policies. One of the issues that mattered 

most in the U.S. is how to control the national budget and how to find the best solutions to 
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regulate poverty and poor people. Political parties in the U.S. have not shared the same 

vision towards how to promote welfare in the United States.
469

    

The Democratic Party has always been considered as an advocate of the big 

government through increasing social spending to assist the deserving poor and guarantees 

an equal distribution of income. On the other hand, the Republican Party sought to 

minimise the role of the federal government through cutting social spending in order to 

give the opportunity for businesses to prosper more and more.  

Recent scholarships demonstrate that both Democrats and Republicans played 

substantial roles to expand the role of the national government and increasing social 

spending and that the main partisan conflict in the United States has been over the role of 

the federal government in promoting social welfare for the American citizens.
 
A new 

theory of the relationship between social policy and political parties in the U.S. has been 

introduced and developed by Christopher Faricy, by taking into account the following: 

first, the public and private sectors of the welfare system (the nature of the welfare state in 

the U.S., called the “divided welfare state”, and we will tackle this point in the last section 

of this chapter); second, the choice of providing social spending using public or private 

subsidies (that is social spending as a choice).
470

 From his perspective, there are two 

welfare states in the U.S.: a public welfare state created and supported by the Democrats, 

and a “burgeoning” private welfare state built and advocated by Republicans.
471
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1.2) The Democratic Party and the Development of the Welfare State in 

the U.S. during the 1990s: A Brief Overview 

 

We have already discussed the contribution of the Democratic Party in the 

emergence of the “modern welfare state” in the United States during the New Deal (Part 

One, Chapter One). However, in this section, we will briefly deal with the Democratic 

Party’s conception of the welfare state in the United States of America, and how it 

developed through time from the New Deal to the late 1990s. Then we will try to explain 

the way and the manner through which this shift in the Democratic Party’s perception of 

welfare and the welfare state contributed to the replacement of AFDC by the TANF block 

grant programme in 1996.  

 

The Great Depression and the election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt to the 

presidency marked the beginning of a profound shift in American politics. In 1932, 

President Roosevelt succeeded to form a “new coalition” of labour, the working class, 

intellectuals as well as monitories for the first time in U.S. history.
472

 Therefore, FDR is 

recognised as the founder of the “modern Democratic Party coalition” by historians.
473

 

  

Indeed, the Democratic party became “the party to end all parties”
474

 by the late 

1930s.The policies he generated were a real success as Kenneth Baer puts it: “FDR 

undertook a series of political and policy changes that resulted in the creation of a truly 

unique New Deal or “liberal” public policy . . . that would deliver success to the 

Democratic Party for years to come.”
475

 He also made it clear that the Democratic Party is 

a big supporter and defender of African Americans’ rights: “New Deal extended economic 

relief to the one-third of the nation that was ill-housed, ill clothed, and ill fed, which 
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included blacks, as well as poor whites.”
476

 However, the New Deal was not too fair with 

African Americans (see Chapter Two, Part Tw, to see how the New Deal marginalised 

African Americans).       

 

The 1960s presidential elections brought office a “liberal Democratic 

administration.”
477

 That administration focused attention on anti-poverty initiatives 

launched by John F. Kennedy. That Great Society agenda marked a turning point in the 

history of the Democratic Party because of issues related to the Vietnam War, civil rights, 

gay rights, and women's rights.
478

 Indeed, it led to significant disagreements within the 

Democratic Party itself, and deep divisions in the midst of the nation.
479

 

 

 The Democratic Party at the time included Lyndon B. Johnson and also such 

representatives as Wilbur Mills, Senators Harry Byrd, and Russell Long, as well as other 

like-minded conservative representatives in the South.
480

 Southern conservatives held 40 

per cent of the Party’s seats in Congress in 1932: 38 per cent in the House and 44 per cent 

in the Senate; and about 35 per cent of them in 1968: 36 per cent in the House and 33 per 

cent in the Senate.
481

 

    

 It should be noted that Democrats and liberals controlled the political sphere in 

the U.S. between the 1960s and the early 1970s, and they favoured “federal activism” over 

peoples’ rights and economic regulation.
482

 But this control of liberals was brought to an 

end when Republican conservatives succeeded to convince Americans that the time of 

liberal government is over. Democrats themselves rejected the slackness of liberalism 

towards economic and social issues, especially during the 1960s. And finally, the 
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Democratic Party had decided to abandon completely the basic principles of the New Deal 

liberalism in the mid-1990s.
483

    

 

 According to the historian Sean Wilentz, Ronald Reagan’s government and the 

conservative movement had played a crucial role in shaping Bill Clinton’s 

Administration.
484

 Bill Clinton, a “moderate Democrat”, rewrote the social contract of poor 

families. He, therefore, succeeded to do what Ronald Reagan himself failed to accomplish 

for the issue of welfare reform.
485

   

 

 The split within the Democratic Party initially occurred during the 1960s over 

anti-poverty initiatives during the liberal-Democratic administrations of John F. Kennedy 

and Lyndon B. Johnson, and it paved the way to long-term divisions.
486

 The conservative 

transformations during the 1960s deeply affected the development of welfare policy in the 

1960s. These transformations had become visible when AFDC recipients had become 

overwhelmingly “women of colour” and their young children. Their number increased 

substantially during that period (see Part One, Chapter Three). Therefore, Kennedy and 

Johnson who were liberal Democrats focused on the idea of “work” in their fight against 

poverty. By doing so they had created opportunities for conservatives within their own 

party to deal with welfare issues.
487

  

       

1.3) The “New Democratic Party” in the U.S., the Welfare State, and 

African Americans 

In this section, we will try first of all to distinguish between “Democrats” and “New 

Democrats” in terms of their ideologies and also strategies in tackling the issue of welfare 

reform. What is the main difference between the Democratic Party and the New 

Democratic Party? Can we draw a clear-cut distinction between the Democratic and the 
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New Democratic parties’ views and perceptions of welfare? What about African 

Americans, had they supported New Democratic Party’s initiatives? These are the main 

questions that we will attempt to answer at the heart of this section. 

 There were various elements and also deep-rooted factors which led to long-term 

divisions within the Democratic Party over the issue of social welfare and which paved the 

way to welfare reform. Southern conservatives played a crucial role in the “concrete” crack 

within that party over anti-poverty programmes during the 1960s and they also played an 

important role in defining the national welfare policy during the 1990s.
488

 Consequently, a 

new Democratic Party emerged and it rejected the liberal beliefs that were maintained by 

the leaders of that party for decades.  

 The traditional “Democratic Party” (as opposed to the new version of the 

Democratic Party) was a firm advocate of liberal ideas since its inception. There were two 

main agendas related to the development of the American welfare state and the Democratic 

Party: the New Deal (during 1930s) and the Great Society (during the 1960s) and they 

were both introduced by liberal Democratic presidents who were backed by considerable 

congressional majorities and whose administrations were characterised by ambitious social 

policy initiatives.
489

 The “New Democratic Party” emerged when its adherents decided to 

divorce from the liberal tradition that had been the main defining feature of the original 

Democratic Party established by Democrats. The Democratic Party lost its majority in 

Congress in 1994, and thus Clinton decided to make large cuts in public spending and by 

doing so he did a U-turn in the history of the Democratic Party and the U.S. welfare 

state.
490

        

Hence, we can draw a border line between the New and the Old Democratic Party 

by focusing on the idea of “workfare”.  The New Democratic Party stressed the importance 

of work in guaranteeing a minimum wage for poor families and hence fighting poverty. In 

addition, the New Democratic Party’s members were against liberalism.     
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Bill Clinton won the elections and he promised to restore the stability of the 

economic system by creating good jobs.
491

 His presidency had been faced by both 

globalisation and the end of the Cold War.
492

 Thus, Bill Clinton found himself compelled 

to solve domestic and foreign problems to sustain the nation’s stability at home and abroad 

during those challenging times. Globalisation offered opportunities and difficulties for the 

United States after the Cold War. The U.S. could find markets aboard for its goods and 

services. Furthermore, businesses and firms had a great opportunity to enter the 

competition within the international marketplace so as to enhance their innovation, 

production as well as economic efficiency.
493

 On the other hand, globalisation could lead 

to job losses as some American firms or corporations which failed to compete with their 

foreign counterparts either closed or moved their operations to countries where labour 

costs were cheap—where health, safety, and environmental regulations were absent.
494

    

The New Democratic Party emerged in the 1980s in order to change radically the 

political attitudes of the Democratic Party and restore its credibility after several defeats 

since the 1970s.
495

 The transformation within the Democratic Party and its political 

philosophy occurred thanks to the efforts of a group called “New Democrats” and their 

most organisational form called the Democratic Leadership Council (DLC) established in 

1985, after the Democrats’ crushing defeat in 1984 to search for solutions, Kenneth Baer 

explains the crucial role of DLC and New Democrats, and he points out:  

… the DLC and New Democrats in and around the organization have become the principal 

rival to the national party’s dominant liberal  faction. The appeal of New Democratic 

policymaking and politics to key parts of the electorate has strengthened the Democratic 

Party nationally at the expense of the Republicans… the DLC and the New Democrats have 

become one of the most influential forces in the Democratic Party and in American 

politics.
496

  

 

He also states:  
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By establishing this extraparty organization, these “New Democrats” hoped to remake the 

public philosophy of the Democratic Party by pressuring the national party from outside its 

official apparatus. In their view, they were loyal Democrats who wanted to convince 

wavering Democrats to “change the party rather than changing parties.”  

 

 

The New Democrats advocated neo-liberal fiscal policies and moderate social 

positions.
497

 Unlike his party predecessors, Bill Clinton described himself as a “New 

Democrat” and he focused on the question of welfare to restore his party’s political 

position in the United States.          

  

Bill Clinton was aware that he should expand his political influence and restore 

accordingly the power of the Democratic Party by focusing on communication. Indeed 

communication is an important means for politicians to achieve their goals as John Harris 

puts it: “Governing in the modern era is above all a task of communication.”
498

 The task of 

communicating with the public was another challenge for Bill Clinton because the way and 

the manner through which the media covered politics in the U.S. during that period 

changed dramatically.
499

 Nevertheless, national party leaders and activists opposed the 

political strategies of the New Democrats and considered the DLC’s initiatives and 

proposals as a break with Democratic Party’s values.
500

   

    

Many civil rights measures had been passed during the Great Society such as the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 which ended the Jim Crow 

unfair laws in the South.
501

 Affirmative action policies enabled some African Americans to 

enjoy their middle-class status in the American society: have access to prep schools, 

universities and to higher position jobs in firms, companies, and corporations.
502

 

Nevertheless, not all African Americans enjoyed this new social status in the U.S., and not 

all of them could join the working class: the majority suffered from extreme poverty 
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especially those living in urban areas that had no regular financial assistance from the 

government.
503

 The Republican President, who was supportive for conservative ideas, had 

hotly criticized pro-African American Great Society measures.       

 

During the 1992 Presidential elections, African Americans backed overwhelmingly 

the Democratic candidate Bill Clinton, and they hoped that by doing so they will maintain 

the civil rights they have established during the 1960s.
504

The African American 

community was disappointed because the Bill Clinton Administration’s policies did not 

support African Americans and the poor.
505

  

 

        It should be borne in mind that there was a misunderstanding about welfare reform 

within the Democratic Party itself and there were serious divisions over race, gender as 

well as economics.
506

 Gender, with its intersectional dimensions, played a central role in 

shaping debates over reform during that period in politics and social policy. 
507

  

   

2) Liberalism Vs. Conservatism in Contemporary America, and the 

Burning Question of Welfare Reform 

         Before tackling the way and the manner through which conservatives and liberals 

perceived welfare reform during the period which preceded passage of welfare reform 

legislation in 1996, we need to give definitions of the terms “liberalism” and 

“conservatism”.  It is not an easy task to provide exact definitions of these terms. In this 

section, we will try to explain them by taking into account outstanding historians’ and 

scholars’ definitions.    

According to Kenneth Thompson, “The political and philosophical molds in which 

popular approaches to domestic and international politics are cast in most Western 
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countries are neither reform nor realism but liberalism and conservatism.”
508

 That is, in 

order to understand politics in general and U.S. politics in particular, we need to 

understand conservatism and liberalism. 

2.1) What is Ideology?  

Ideas play a crucial role in politics, and this is called “ideology”. But what does 

ideology refer to? It should be noted that there is no agreed definition of the term ideology 

and that it is an ambiguous term as David McLellan puts it, “Ideology is the most elusive 

concept in the whole of social sciences.”
509

   

 The term ideology first appeared during the French Revolution and it was coined by 

Antoine Distrutt de Tracy (1745–1836), and it was widely used in public in 1796 during a 

period of Enlightenment. According to de Tracy the term idéologie referred to “a new science 

of ideas (idea-ology, same form of biology and zoology).
510

 According to Jeffrey Haynes, 

ideology is the set of “ethical ideals, principles, doctrines, myths, and/or symbols. They are 

used both to explain how society should work and to offer a political and cultural plan for a 

desirable social order.”
 511

 Among the meanings that have been attached to “ideology” are as 

follows:  

- A political belief system; 

- An action-oriented set of political ideas; 

- The ideas of the ruling class; 

- The world view of a particular social class or social group; 

- Political ideas that embody or articulate class or social interests; 

- An abstract and highly systematic set of political ideas.
512
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2.2)  A Brief Definition of “liberalism” and  Understanding Liberals’ 

Perception of Welfare 

The term “liberalism” is vague and it is difficult to define. Liberalism can refer to 

political, economic, or religious ideas.
513

 Liber in Latin means “a class of free men”, that 

is, men who were “neither serfs nor slaves.”
514

  

According to Tom Wicker, an American journalist, political reporter and columnist 

for the New York Times, the meaning of the term “liberal” is confused and abused in 

contemporary America.
515

 For him, liberalism refers to the person who favors high taxes, a 

limited defense system, the intervention of government to regulate business and 

businessmen.
516

 According to Louis Hartz, a liberal or an “American Democrat” is a 

person who believes in individual liberty, equality, as well as capitalism.
517

 Hartz believes 

that the “liberal tradition” in America is the “natural” consequence of what Alexis De 

Tocqueville advanced “The great advantage of Americans is, that they have arrived at a 

state of democracy without having to endure a democratic revolution; and that they are 

born equal, instead of becoming so.”
518

 In other words, for him, America was founded by 

people who escaped from different oppressions and the “anciens régimes,”
519

 in Europe.
520

 

As Peter Steinfels puts it, “America is the liberal society par excellence.”
521
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Liberalism reached the U.S. between the 1800s and 1900s
522

. The main elements 

associated with “liberalism” in the U.S. are the following: no barriers to commerce, no 

intervention of the government in economic matters, the removal of any restrictions on 

manufacturing, as well as the abolition of tariffs in global trade deals. During the New 

Deal, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had been influenced by Keynes’ economic ideas (we 

have dealt with this point earlier in Part One, Chapter Two).  

  Geoffrey Thomas identifies four senses of liberalism: historically specific, 

polemical, economic, as well as general.
523

 The “historically specific” sense of the term 

liberalism is related to the liberales’ arguments, a group of Spanish politicians, who in the 

Cortes or parliament of March 1810 asked for a British-style constitutional monarchy and 

parliamentary government. In other words, they sought “a representative body that should 

combine the virtues of the French revolutionary assembly, the British House of Commons, 

and the sixteenth-century Cortes of Aragon or Castile.”
524

   

The second sense of liberalism is related to British tabloid journalism. It is the 

permissive and relativistic attitudes to life and society which were developed at the time: 

“don’t blame the individual,” and “let’s be supportive to everyone.”
525

    

Economic liberalism is “laissez-faire” and it refers to the non-intervention of 

government in the economic affairs of the country. The term laissez-faire was initially used 

by Gournay, an eighteenth-century French merchant, economist, and government official, 

denouncing the heavy economic regulation “laissez-faire, laissez-passer,” (leave things 

alone, let them through.”
526

  

Gradually, the idea of laissez-faire included the non-intervention of the government 

in welfare politics. That is to say, such welfare services as unemployment insurance, health 

care, pensions, and so forth, should be administered by citizens themselves or by voluntary 
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agencies.
527

 This embedded version of “laissez-faire” goes well with John Stuart Mill’s 

words when he said, “the business of society can be performed by private and voluntary 

agency.”
528

 And it also reflects Adam Smith’s “system of natural liberty.”
529

 Hence, the 

traditional kind of liberalism appeared in 1776, with the publication of Adam Smith’s book 

The Wealth of the Nations which challenged economic perceptions of the time.
530

   

And finally, from Geoffrey Thomas’s perspective, the general sense of liberalism is 

drawn upon a general body of ideas related to Hayek’s defence of the rule of law, Mill’s 

liberty principle, Rawl’s theory of justice; Locke’s account of individual property rights, 

and also Dworkin’s view of rights. He agrees with John Gray’s idea of establishing four 

main features of liberalism in political theory (he adds a fifth one), and they are as follows: 

individualism, universalism, egalitarianism, meliorism, as well as rationalism.
531

   

 Liberalism reached its peak in America in the 1960s and early 1970s and it was 

during this period that it began to collapse.
532

 That period in mid-twentieth-century 

America was characterised by prosperity, several achievements by women and minorities, 

and the decline of economic equality.
533

       

To conclude, liberals are against the intervention of the government in citizens’ 

affairs. For them, the government should remain a passive coordinator. Liberals tend to 

believe that welfare leads to poverty and encourage dependency. They emphasise the 

importance of free enterprise and individual liberty to sustain economic independence. 

They also believe that people must work to promote real welfare and well-being for 

themselves without waiting for public provision from their government.  
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2.3) Neo-liberalism and Welfare 

We have already mentioned (in Chapter Three, Part One) neo-liberalism to explain 

the evolution of the attack against “welfare” from the colonial period to the late 1980s. 

However, we did not explain the perception of welfare by neo-liberals per se and in detail. 

In this section, we will try to explain the term neo-liberalism and neo-liberals approach to 

welfare policies.         

“New liberalism” or “neo-liberalism” is a conservative or right-wing political-

economic philosophy that had influenced the economic policy and public thinking in the 

U.S. during the mid–1970s and had become more popular during the 1980s.
534

 “Neo” 

refers to a new type of “liberalism. Neo-liberalism had been a “conscious political choice” 

in the U.S. (as in the U.K.) and not “a fait accompli dictated by the ineluctable constraints 

of globalization.”
535

 Simply put, neo-liberalism is liberalism with a conservative nuance. 

That is, neo-liberals sought to cut government spending on social programmes and 

encourage free enterprise.    

In the U.S. neo-liberalism sought to terminate the New Deal legacy through 

shrinking the welfare state, limiting the domestic role of government, lowering labour 

costs, weakening the political power of social movements which defended the welfare 

state, preserving patriarchal family values, as well as promoting race-neutral social 

policies. Neo-liberal policy main objective was to downsize the welfare state.    

The main aim of the neo-liberal politics was to limit the domestic role of the federal 

government. The economic depression of the 1970s caused higher inflation and higher 
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unemployment rates;  therefore, conservative ideas were largely welcomed by Americans 

in the early 1980s.   

  Neo-liberalism emerged in the U.S. during the Reagan Administration, and its core 

purpose was to cut government spending and encourage private investment. Neo-liberalism 

attacked “big government” and reversed Keynesian economic policy which had been 

advocated by the previous administrations which advocated New Deal policies.  Keynesian 

economics was substituted by supply-side economics which called for less government 

involvement, fewer taxes, less government spending, decreasing regulations, and more 

support of the business. Contemporary neo-liberalism is to some extent the echo of 

classical liberal political economy by highlighting Adam Smith’s “laissez-faire” approach 

and urging minimum state intervention in the social, economic affairs of citizens.
536

    

  In sum, the perception of neo-liberals of welfare policies is obvious. Since they 

aimed to cut social spending, and encouraged business, the focus in on work and not 

welfare. Hence, poor American citizens should not wait for the government to spend on 

them, instead, they must work. Workers and business holders who are tax payers are not 

responsible for feeding people who have no will to improve themselves through work and 

education. Welfare recipients were targeted by the neo-liberal government during the 

Reagan Administration and they were supervised by authorities. The ultimate goal of the 

neo-liberal government was to shrink the scope of the welfare state.  
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2.4)  A Brief Definition of “Conservatism” and Conservatives’ 

Perception of Welfare  

Conservatism is another hard term to define. In general terms, conservatism can refer 

to “moderate or cautious behaviour, a life-style that is conventional, even conformist or a 

fear of or refusal to change.”
537

 The term conservatism was first used to describe a 

distinctive political movement or an ideology that appeared that during the nineteenth 

century.
538

   

 It is generally assumed that the “conservative” experiences in the United States and 

Europe are different.
539

 Conservatives in the U.S. were originally the defenders of the 

constitution, its maintenance as well as preservation.
540

 It was until the post–World War II 

that anti-New Deal politicians called themselves conservatives.
541

  

In 1994, the Columbia historian Alan Brinkley wrote an article about the origins of 

American conservatism and his work stimulated hot debates among historians.
542

 For 

Brinkley, historians have not focused in their works on the evolution of conservatism in 

contemporary politics because they considered it as “irrational” and “irrelevant”, and they 

focused instead on the history of liberalism.
543

     

By the 1970s, conservative political parties and some political representatives of 

business interests had highly criticized the welfare state in the U.S. and (other OECD 

countries).
544

 The conservative movement which emerged during the 1970s was a reaction 
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to the failure of the New Deal liberalism and it included different networks, individual 

leaders, and organizations.
545

         

Even though there were many disagreements within the conservative movement, its 

members agreed on certain points: that the U.S. should establish a strong military shield 

against communism, the belief that the advance of the U.S. economy required the centrality 

of tax reductions, and finally, the era of 1960s was a marked by a total failure in the U.S. in 

various fields and areas.
546

   

Conservatives tend to believe that poor relief or simply “welfare” in early America 

was entirely private and, therefore, it should remain eternally private. Their ideas about 

welfare are connected to Goldwater’s view of welfare. In the Conscience of a 

Conservative, Senator Barry Goldwater explains that welfare should remain a private 

affair, he writes:  

Let welfare be a private concern. Let it be promoted by individuals and families, by 

churches, private hospitals, religious service organizations, community charities and other 

institutions that have been established for this purpose. If the objection is raised that private 

institutions lack sufficient funds, let us remember that every penny the federal government 

does not appropriate for welfare is potentially available for private use. 
547

 (The italicised 

word appears in the original version of this excerpt.) 

 

 

According to him, the government should not provide automatic assistance to poor people 

in the American society. He employs the term welfarism which “is the belief that the state 

or community has the responsibility to ensure the social well-being of its citizens, usually 

reflected in the emergence of the welfare state.”
 548

 For the latter,  welfare alters the client’s 

character; thus, he/she becomes a “dependent animal”. He points out, “ . . . one of the great 

evils of welfarism . . . it transforms the individual from a dignified, industrious, self-reliant 

spiritual being into a dependent animal creature without his knowing it.”
549

 Goldwater 

believes that “welfarism” is a disguised “socialism” and its proponents seek to gain votes 
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through promises of “free federal benefits “, “free housing”, “free school aid”, “free 

hospitalization” and so forth.
550

 

2.5) Neo-conservatism and Welfare  

By the beginning of 1976, the term “neo-conservative” or “new conservative” were 

used to refer to the academics and commentators who divorced themselves from 

“traditional liberalism”.
551

 Neo-conservatives were first and foremost a group of 

“intellectuals” who organised themselves as a reaction to attack the liberal policies in the 

1960s. The Newsweek magazine reported the following: 

Intellectual circles, the social thinkers who were once the driving force of Democratic 

liberalism—men like Arthur Schlensinger, Jr. and John Kenneth Galbraith— have been 

upstaged by a group of “neoconservative” academics, many of them refugees from the 

liberal left, including Daniel Bell, Nathan Glazer, Irving Kristol, James Q. Wilson, Edward 

Banfield, Seymour Martin Lipset and Sen. Daniel P. Moynihan of New York.
552

  

 

Neo-conservatives in the U.S. were influenced by the ideas of Leo Strauss, a 

German-Jewish scholar of the history of political thought whose scholarly contributions 

were fundamental to the study of conservative intellectual history during the post–World 

War II.
553

 Strauss emphasised the importance of revising the “Great Books” of Western 

civilization and especially matters related to nature, God, reason, and morality.
554

  

Although neoconservatives in the U.S. were inspired by Strauss’ ideas, we cannot use 

neoconservatism and Straussians interchangeably, merely because neoconservatism as a 

recent study concluded: “is such a diverse thing that the term has always been close to 

meaningless.”
555

 Simply put, it is hard to say that the neoconservative thought and its 

evolution in the U.S. went hand in hand with Strauss’s thoughts merely because neo-

conservatism has developed with a particular way and manner in the U.S. However, there 

were some close connections between Straussians and neo-conservatives: conservatives 
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who were in touch with Strauss or his students were part of the George W. Bush 

Administration, and Irving Kristol, the founder of neo-conservatism in the U.S.  confirmed 

the impact of Strauss’s ideas and also his students such as Martin Diamond.
556

 

In his January 1992 State of the Union Address, President George H.W. Bush 

declared his will to support the states to continue a movement “to replace the assumptions 

of the welfare state and help reform the welfare system,” and he promised to “help this 

movement”.
557

 He believed that the states could play a very important role in radically 

reforming welfare by focusing on the role of “waivers”; he said: “Often, state reform 

requires waiving certain federal regulations. I will act to make that process easier and 

quicker for every state that asks for our help.”
558

 Hence, the question arises, had Bush’s 

tactic to deal with welfare influenced Clinton’s plans to tackle that issue? If yes, how?  

To conclude, neo-conservatives were “former New Deal Democrats” who decided to 

abandon completely the New Deal political tradition in the 1960s.
559

 Neo-conservatives, 

mainly business and financial leaders were concerned with deregulation. That is to say,  the 

reduction or elimination of government power in a particular industry and the lowering 

federal taxes.
560

 

3) Is the American Welfare State Private or Public?  

 

When we refer to the American welfare state and welfare provision, the first 

question that we might ask is the following: Is the American welfare state a private or 

public one? Providing a clear answer to this question is not at all an easy task. 

The political scientist Jacob Hacker shows in his book The Divided Welfare State 

that the subject concerning whether welfare provisions should be provided by the private 

or the public sector is as old as the American social welfare system per se. For him, the 
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American welfare state is distinctive and exceptional not because of the “level” of  

spending but because of the “source” of spending.
561

 He also reveals that the American 

welfare “regime” is a mixture of public and private provision.
 562

 He writes:  

In the United States, a large share of the duties that are carried out by government 

elsewhere are instead left in the hand of private actors, particularly employers… and these  

actors account for more than a third of U.S. social welfare expenditures [.…] private social  

 benefits come to appear as an integral part of America’s unique “welfare regime”— a 

complex public-private framework.
563

  

 

 

For him, the U.S. private-public model of welfare state consists of three linked elements:  

- A network of direct-spending social programmes: Medicare, Medicaid, and Social 

Security which are the core of the U.S. social policy, 

- More indirect of hidden government intervention: Tax breaks, regulations, credit 

subsidies, 

- These private protections are the product both of government policy and of the 

distinctive organisational and economic imperatives of the institutions which 

provide them.
564

 

According to Hacker, the U.S. social policy approaches “stretch along a continuum 

ranging from purely public to purely private action.”
565

 Hence, the direct government 

provision is on one end of the spectrum; the private provision is on the other, and in 

between, we may find the hybrid approaches in which the government cooperates with 

private actors to provide social welfare benefits or to shape their private provision.
566

 The 

following table clarifies the point:  
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TABLE 3.The Continuum of Social Policy Approaches  

 

Source: Jacob S. Hacker, The Divided Welfare State, loc.686 of 10887. 

 

 

 

Public                                                                                                               Private 

 

Approach 

 

Direct provision 

    

 Indirect or in-

kind provision        

 

Regulations 

 

Subsidies and 

inducements  

 

Purely private 

provision 

 

Explanation 

 Provide good 

directly through 

either transfer or 

production  

Purchase good 

from 

intermediaries 

or provide 

vouchers 

Regulate the 

terms of 

private 

provision of 

good 

Encourage the 

private 

provision or 

purchase of 

good  

Leave 

provision of 

good to 

market forces 

or voluntary 

organizations  

Common 

instruments 

of 

governance  

Cash payment; 

government 

production  

Payments to 

third parties; 

vouchers  

Standards and 

targets, backed 

up by 

sanctions  

Tax breaks; 

subsidized 

credit; public 

insurance 

In pure form, 

occurs without 

intervention 

Illustrative 

social policy 

example(s) 

Social Security, 

Veterans Health 

System 

Medicare, Food 

Stamps, housing 

vouchers 

Private 

pension 

regulations  

Tax exclusion 

of fringe 

benefits  

Paid sick 

leave, 

unsubsidized 
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           In order to explain the difference between public and private social benefits, and 

estimates of spending, Hacker offers an interesting diagram, which helps us figure out the 

function of the U.S. welfare system and how private and public approaches are combined 

to provide well-being to the American citizens. The following figure provides clear 

information about this point:  

 

Social Welfare Expenditure  
(34–35 percent of GDP including educational spending) 

                         No                                                             Yes 

Is funding public? 

     Public Social Expenditure                                 Private Social Expenditure                                                    
       (21 percent of GDP)                                         (13–14 percent of GDP) 

  

Is spending mandatory? Yes No 

Mandatory Private Provision                                  Voluntary Private Provisions  
(less than 1 percent of GDP)                                   (13–14 percent of GDP) 

 
               

                      Yes                                 No 

 

 

 

   Yes               No 

 

Is there substantial public 

subsidization or 

regulation?  

Subsidized and/or Regulated Private Provision 

(9–10 percent of GDP) 

 

Purely Private Provision 

(3–4 percent of GDP) 

 

Is provision 

employment 

based ?  

Private Social Insurance 

(8–9 percent of GDP) 

 

Other government-supported provision 

(less than 1.5 percent of GDP) 

FIGURE 1.  Distinguishing Private and Public Social Benefits 

Source: Jacob S. Hacker, The Divided Welfare State, loc.700 of 10887.  
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The historian Michael Katz shares the same idea. He states that the American 

welfare state is neither public nor private but a combination of the two, and its composition 

reflects American federalism.
567

 He writes:  

By focusing attention on public assistance, the language of welfare has obscured the true 

size and scope of America’s welfare state. In reality, it is neither public nor private, but an 

enormous structure that combines the two. A public branch with three dimensions—public 

assistance, social insurance, and taxation—intersects in a myriad of ways with a huge 

private divided between the independent sector—charities and social services—and 

employee benefits.
568

         

   

 

For Katz, the public welfare state subdivisions are public assistance, social 

insurance, and taxation. The private welfare state has one subdivision and it includes 

employee benefits: six out of ten Americans receive health insurance through their 

employers.
569

  According to the Danish sociologist GØsta Esping-Andersen, the American 

welfare state is based on a private and mixed-economy model of social provision.
570

 

Federal officials focus on private contractors in order to accomplish such government 

functions as employment, health care, as well as training.
571

 

To conclude, the American welfare state is neither private nor public but a hybrid 

system or “regime” that combines the two. This combination of public and private welfare 

systems are the result of the uniqueness of the American history, culture, and the traditions 

inherited from England during the Colonial Period.  
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Chapter Five 

 

Race, Class, Gender, Welfare Reform and Bill 

Clinton’s Rationale: Were there any Racist, 

Classist, or Sexist Implications? 

 

 

         This chapter is an attempt to explain to what extent issues related to gender, class, 

and race have influenced Bill Clinton’s rationale for welfare reform.  In other words, I will 

explore implications of racist, classist, or sexist prejudices, if any, in his decision to sign 

PRWORA in 1996. I will do this by analysing different bodies of texts (written records) 

from his speeches, public remarks, and press releases using archives from the Clinton 

Presidential Library. 

          I will also draw upon texts from his memoir My Life and Putting People First (with 

his co-author Al Gore). By large, I attempt to seek Clinton’s arguments as a “New 

Democrat” for signing welfare reform, and pay particular attention to biased remarks or 

statements, if any.   

          His decision to end welfare might be seen as a serious break with the traditional 

Democratic principles, which were inherited from other Democratic U.S. presidents. It 

made, indeed, a turning point in the U.S. politics and public policy. Bill Cliton’s aim was 

to be president of the U.S., without taking into consideration the consequences of his 

decision on the living conditions of the most vulnerable as well impoverished people in 

society.     
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1) Social Policy, Public Policy  and Implications of Race, Gender, and 

Class in the United States: A Brief Overview 
 

In this section, I will examine the implications of race, class, and gender on public 

policy in the United States of America, during the late 1990s. I attempt, first of all, to 

provide clear-cut definitions of the terms “social policy” and “public policy.” I have 

already provided definitions of race, class, and gender in this dissertation.    

Social policy is “any government effort to deliver economic security to citizens 

through the protection against income loss and the guarantee of a minimum standard of 

living.”
572

  In political science, we find three sub-disciplines: polity, politics, and policy.
573

 

Polity refers to the set of institutional structures that characterize a political system.
574

    

The study of politics focuses attention on political processes such as the structure of 

political parties and their cleavages.
575

 The study of public policy does not focus on 

political institutions and political processes; however, it focuses attention on the outcomes 

of a given political system: decisions, measures, programmes, or strategies introduced by 

the government or the legislature.
576

 It should be borne in mind that the study of social 

policy also takes into account policy and politics. I try here to provide some definitions of 

the term public policy. Public policy “seeks to explain the operation of the political system 

as a whole” in a given country.
577

 It can be defined “as a course of action (or non-action) 

taken by a government or legislature concerning a particular issue.
578

 It is “. . .  (the) 

activities intended to support actors in their policy development efforts. This is also 

referred to as ‘ex-ante’ policy analysis, which emphasizes the explicit orientation toward 

action and intervention, intended to achieve some future objectives.”
579
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As I have mentioned previously (in Part One of this thesis), relief policies existed 

since colonial times. Two important elements were emphasised by authorities to assist the 

poor: work and family ethic. Relief was provided for the poor by taking into consideration 

their behaviour and their good will to improve their living conditions through work. Hence, 

the deserving poor were distinguished from the undeserving poor, and the way and the 

manner through which they were treated by the local authorities differed. Poor people, who 

did not make concrete efforts to escape poverty and who favoured “moral laxity”
580

, were 

exposed to severe supervision and punishment.  

Relief practices were exposed to alterations through time, but conceptions about 

poverty and the role played by the poor themselves to fight poverty did not change 

radically. Family and work ethics were maintained from the colonial period to the 

twentieth century, in the combat against relief, or what has become known as “welfare 

reform”.        

The United States of America has a divided social system (private and public. I  

already have discussed this point in Chapter Four).  Public policy and social policy in the 

United States of America have been shaped by issues related to race, gender, and 

class.
581

Attitudes towards government social welfare spending have been associated with 

race and class matters.
582

 In addition to this, gender—“robust, complex, and intersectional 

gender”—played a central in the development of politics and public policy in the U.S.
583

  

Welfare had been attacked by Americans because its main clientele was believed to 

be a group of irresponsible unmarried “mothers of colour” and their illegitimate children 

who lived “high on the hog.”
584

 These assumptions about AFDC recipients have shaped the 

policies related to welfare. However, welfare did not include AFDC only, yet when people 

in the United States talk about welfare they refer to AFDC. Even though AFDC accounted 
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for only one per cent of total federal spending in 1992, it was highly attacked by the public 

and this assault against it stemmed from stereotyped opinions about its clients.
585

   

During the Regan-Bush era, political commentators, politicians as well as ministers 

employed such terms as “self-help”, “self-reliance” or “individual responsibility” in their 

discourse to indicate that “black” people’s problems originated from their community.
586

 

Thus, “black” people were considered responsible for the woes in the midst of their 

community and were asked to search for remedies by themselves without depending on the 

state’s aid.
587

     

Before passage of PRWORA, public discussions on the failure of the welfare system, 

its drawbacks, and the inability of policy-makers to come up with constructive solutions 

filled airwaves and multiple public communication stations in the United States.
588

 The 

voices that were almost heard were those of administrators, politicians, business lobbyists, 

academics, and pundits but welfare recipients themselves and welfare activists were absent 

from that debate.
589

        

In the absence of welfare recipients, whose opinions were completely rejected, 

commentators used racist and gendered stereotypes: the “welfare queens” practicing fraud 

and bearing out-of-wedlock children. 
590

  That is to say, those commentators tried to “put a 

black face on welfare.” 
591

 The only public successful intervention of welfare recipients in 

this welfare debate was:  their stories of “welfare to work success”.
592
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2) The Notion of “Intersectionality”  

 

In order to analyse in depth Bill Clinton’s political rhetoric,  his speeches, and also 

his books in which he referred to welfare—his memoir My Life and also Putting People 

First—we need to tackle the concept of “Intersectionality”. Intersectionality offers a lens 

through which we can better understand how various forms of inequality—such as race, 

gender, class, status, religion, and cultural background—may function and operate 

together.
593

  

 

This term was initially coined by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw—an American law 

professor and legal scholar—in her work entitled “Demarginalizing the Intersection of 

Race and Sex,” published in 1989.
594

 It was introduced in the late 1980s and the early 

1990s, from critical race studies. It has become the primary analytic “tool” used by 

feminist and anti-racist scholars.
595

 Intersectionality is an “analytic tool”, a “problem-

solving”, or more precisely a “heuristic”.
596

    

                                                                                      

The concept of intersectionality has become widely used in the twenty-first century 

by scholars, academics, historians, students in interdisciplinary studies, as well as 

researchers in the fields of women’s studies, ethnic studies, American studies, media 

studies, sociology, political science, and history.
597

 Intersectionality has not an exact 

definition but in this section, we attempt to provide some definitions given by scholars. 

Kimberlé Crenshaw gives a classical definition of this concept:  

. . . (Intersectionality) denote(s) the various ways in which race and gender interact to shape 

the multiple dimensions of Black women’s employment experiences. . . . that many of the 

experiences Black women face are not subsumed within the traditional boundaries of race 

or gender discrimination as these boundaries are currently understood, and that the 

intersection of racism and sexism factors into Black women’s lives in ways that cannot be 
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captured wholly by looking at the race and or gender dimensions of those experiences 

separately.
598

  

 

According to her, “We tend to talk about as separate from inequality based on gender, 

class, sexuality or immigrant status. What is often missing is how some people are subject 

to all of these, and the experience is not just the sum of its parts.”
599

 An intersectional 

approach shows that people’s social identities can overlap, creating  compounding 

experiences of discrimination.”
600

 Patricia Collins and Sirma Bilge define the concept of 

intersectionality as follows:    

Intersectionality is a way of understanding and analyzing the complexity in the world, in 

people, and inhuman experiences. The events and conditions of social and political life and 

the self can seldom be understood as shaped by one factor. They are generally shaped by 

many factors in diverse and mutually influencing ways. When it comes to social inequality, 

people’s lives and the organization of power in a given society are better understood as 

being shaped not by a single axis of social division, be it race or gender or class, but by 

many axes that work together and influence each other. Intersectionality as an analytic tool 

gives people better access to the complexity of the world and of themselves.
601

 

 

  

Intersectionality is “an analytic tool [. . . ] (which) seeks to demonstrate the racial 

variation(s) within gender and the gendered variation(s) within race through its attention to 

subjects whose identities contest race-or-gender categorizations.”
602

  

  

During the 1960s and 1970s, African-American women activists faced a “complex” 

of social challenges, several axes of social divisions (race, gender, and class) in their 

activism within the civil rights movement, feminism, as well as within workers’ unions.
603

 

African-American women were “Black”, female and workers.
604

 However, none of those 

social movements (mentioned above) could tackle issues faced by these women, and thus 

African-American women were obliged to use intersectionality to solve their problems.
605
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FIGURE 2. Intersectionality of race, gender and class 
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3) Discrimination and Prejudice  

 

Another concept which appears at the heart of social science research and which I 

need to tackle in this paper is “discrimination”. This concept can be defined as follows: 

“actions or practices carried out by members of dominant racial or ethnic groups that have 

a differential and negative impact on members of subordinate racial and ethnic groups.”
606

 

The dimensions of discrimination include: (a) motivation, (b) discriminatory action, (c) 

effects, (d) the relation between motivation and action, (e) the relation between action and 

effects, (f) the immediate organisational (institutional) context, and (g) the larger societal 

context.
607

 The following diagram is of “heuristic” value and it is provided by Feagin and 

Eckberg:  

                                                                                         Immediate Organisational  

                                                                                            Context (f) 

 

 

 

 

Larger Societal   

Context (g) 

     

FIGURE 3.The dimensions of discrimination  

Source: Feagin and Eckberg, “Discrimination,” 2.  
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4)  The Correlation between Language and Politics 

 

In this section, I endeavour to explain the link between politics and language. Both 

“language” and “politics” are hard to define. Providing definitions of these two concepts is 

not at all the aim of this work. Hence, I shed light on the connection between the two 

words and then depend on already available studies or findings in this area of research. 

Understanding the relationship between language and politics would be crucial in our study 

of Bill Clinton’s political rhetoric.  

 

As I have mentioned earlier in this paper, according to Aristotle, humans are 

distinguished from other creatures because by nature they live in a polis.  In addition to 

this, humans are characterised by their unique capacity for speech, he says: “But obviously 

man is a political animal [politikon zoon], in a sense in which a bee is not, or any other 

gregarious animal. Nature, as we say, does nothing without some purpose; and she has 

endowed man alone among the animals with the power of speech.”
608

 Aristotle shows the 

distinction between “speech” and “voice”. For him animals possess “voice” to 

communicate pleasure and pain; however, humans are able to produce “speech”.
609

 

Aristotle defines speech in “functional terms”. He points out that “Speech . . . serves to 

indicate what is useful and what is harmful, and so also what is just and what is unjust. For 

the real difference between man and other animals is that humans alone have perception of 

good and evil, just and unjust, etc.”
610
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5) Explaining Bill Clinton’s Rationale for Welfare Legislation by 

Analysing Documents: Were there any Sexist, Racist, or Gendered 

Biases? 

The notion of “welfare reform” in the United States has become associated with 

“cutting benefits to poor people”.
611

 Simply put, it has become a tool to improve the lives 

of the poor by changing their behaviour in the early 1990s.
612

 The question arises, which 

group of poor people had been targeted by those government’s restrictive measures during 

the Clinton Administration? 

Welfare reform was at the heart of the list of policy priorities of the Clinton 

Administration.
613

 Bill Clinton played the role of the “tough-minded New Democrat” 

during his 1992 campaign during which he promised to “end welfare as we know it” by 

stopping payments “after two years on the rolls”.
614

 He signed the Personal Responsibility 

and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) to substitute AFDC with TANF.
615

 

 He promised both conservatives and Democrats to end welfare, strengthen the 

military system, end crime, ban social injustice and segregation in the United States of 

America.
616

 According to historians, his ultimate aim was to gain bipartisan support.
617

 

President Bill Clinton declared that “the era of big government is over,” that is to say, to 

reduce the size of government by cutting federal spending on the poor. 

Before signing PRWORA, the attack against welfare recipients had become more 

and more violent. They were again described as animals (I dealt with this point in Chapter 

Three—The  attack against welfare during the 1970s). In the welfare reform debate in 

1996, the Republican representative of Florida, John Mica, used the term “alligators” to 
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refer to women living on welfare.
618

 His words appeared in an article in the New York 

Times:  

Don’t Feed the Alligators” and he explained: “We post these warnings because unnatural 

feeding and artificial care create dependency. When dependency sets in, these otherwise 

able alligators can no longer survive on their own. Now I know that people are not 

alligators, but I submit to you that with our current handout, non-work welfare system, 

we’ve upset the natural order. We’ve created a system of dependency. The author of our 

Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson, said it best in three words: ‘Dependence 

begets servitude.’
619

  

Some scholars agree that Bill Clinton played a central role in the design of the 

welfare reform legislation. Indeed, he was the principal architect of welfare reform.
620

 Yet 

it should be noted that Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, a welfare expert, also played an 

important role in writing and passing the final version of welfare reform.
621

 Moynihan was 

initially a New Deal Democrat, then a neo-conservative, who advocated Nixon’s welfare 

reform bill, and then he worked on the liberal welfare reform bill.
622

  

The Bill Clinton Administration released its welfare reform programme, the Work 

and Responsibility Act (WRA) in June 1994; however, the proposal had been substantially 

challenged by other existing reform bills in the House of Representatives or the Senate.
623

 

WRA had no longer been at the heart of the political debate in the U.S. as the country 

prepared for midterm congressional elections.
624

 Nevertheless, Republicans focused on the 

welfare reform issue to fuel their congressional campaign, with their legislative agenda the 

“Contract with America” that called for reductions in welfare benefits, time limit for 

welfare assistance, as well as work requirements.
625
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The core components of welfare reform are the following: work enforcement, 

marriage promotion, as well as a limited intervention of the federal government for the 

promotion of social welfare, and they aimed at changing women’s negative behaviour.
626

 

The first major objective of welfare reform was to push more women on welfare to work. 

Its main provision was “work first”. Welfare reform targeted women’s behaviour and 

intensified the programme’s already existing strict work requirements. It added other stiffer 

work rules on women whose main income was based on welfare rolls.
627

 In other words, 

the aim of welfare reform was replacing “welfare” with “workfare”. That is to say, welfare 

reform encouraged work and aimed at excluding individuals from welfare rolls, except 

those who had a will to find a job or job training.
628

 The second goal of welfare reform was 

to promote marriage which formed the basis of society and eradicate the single 

motherhood phenomenon which had been recognised, for centuries, the main cause of 

social woes in the United States.
629

 

The third goal of welfare reform was to reduce federal responsibility for social 

welfare.
630

 PRWORA sought to limit the role of the national government in social service 

programmes and give more power to the states (which is a purely conservative view) to 

design as well as manage their own assistance programmes.
631

     

Scholars have tried to explain Bill Clinton’s objectives behind the legislation of 

welfare reform. For instance, Michael Nelson explains Bill Clinton’s objectives by 

drawing on data from the Miller Center oral history. According to him, President Bill 

Clinton did not sign welfare reform legislation in 1996 for “immediate political 

considerations” but for long-term ones.
632
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There are three main interpretations concerning Bill Clinton’s welfare rhetoric 

against welfare: the institutional weakness of his presidency because of congressional 

opposition; his opportunist strategy to win the elections in 1992 and 1996; and finally his 

law which transformed the “anti-welfare culture” by pushing people on welfare to work.
633

 

Lindhorst and Mancoske state that “Assumptions about women’s characters based on 

racial, gender and class-based stereotypes have permeated decisions related to public 

welfare for decades. Sometimes these presumptions have been stated overtly.”
634

   

Welfare reform law was based on prejudiced ideas because welfare recipients were 

disproportionately African Americans.
635

 But race did not matter alone, there were other 

issues related to gender and class.
636

 Indeed, gender issues, class, and race-based 

stereotypes were explicitly significant in legislating the 1996 welfare reform law. President 

Bill Clinton and Republican representatives in Congress, who formed the majority in it,  

have reformed welfare along racialised and gendered lines.
637

  

The questions arise, therefore, did Bill Clinton’s administration encourage all the 

poor to work? Were poor people punished? Were Clinton’s promises accomplished? Was 

there any type of stigmatisation against any minority groups or categories in the U.S. 

society, during his administration?        

Our study of Bill Clinton’s approach to the issue of welfare is based upon an analysis 

and interpretation of some written records. First of all, I will study the following work: 

Putting People First: How we can all Change America. Second, I will deal with President 

Bill Clinton’s memoir My Life. Then, I will  analyse different speeches in which he 

addressed the American citizens concerning the welfare reform issue. 
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5.1) Putting People First: Welfare and Work (1992)  

           One of the written records that help us have a look at the way and the manner 

through which Bill Clinton conceived welfare and the poor is Putting People First. He 

wrote this book in collaboration with Senator Al Gore from Tennessee, and it was 

published in 1992. In the part in their book titled “Welfare and Work,” they hotly criticise 

Republican presidents, who presided over the U.S. during the preceding twelve years, and 

failed to honour successfully and concretely hard-working American citizens and to restore 

family values.  

           According to Clinton and Al Gore, previous initiatives to reform welfare were a 

total failure. Bill Clinton and Al Gore point out:  

For twelve years the Republicans in Washington have praised the virtue of hard work, but 

they have hurt hard-working Americans. They have talked about “family values, “but their 

policies show they don’t really value families. They have pledged to reform welfare, but 

they have no plan to put people back to work. They have put their elections first – and 

people last. Millions of Americans have paid the price. Wages are flat, good jobs are scarce, 

and poverty has exploded. Today almost one of every five people who work full-time 

doesn’t earn enough to keep his or her family above the poverty level. Almost one of every 

five children lives in poverty- a million more than ten years ago. And because of deadbeat 

spouses, more than one of every five single parents doesn’t get adequate child support.
638

 

 

 

Bill Clinton and his co-author believe that the previous Republican attempts to improve the 

American economy and find solutions for the social instability were in vain. Their policies 

were inadequate and they failed to honour and reward hard-working citizens who play by 

the rules by encouraging work, not by punishing or preaching to the poor.
639

 For them, the 

Republican president’s endeavours to restore family values and to help people on welfare 

find real jobs failed.            

The “welfare and work” measures that Bill Clinton proposed in Putting People 

First are as follows: ending Welfare as we know it; guaranteeing a working wage; helping 

low-income Americans build savings; stimulating investment in the inner city and rural 
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areas; educating children; and cracking down on deadbeat parents.
640

 The first measure 

which tackles welfare titled “End Welfare as We Know it”, Bill Clinton and his co-author 

promised to:   

-Empower people with the education, training and child care they need for up to two years, so 

they can break the cycle of dependency; expand programs to help people to read; get their high 

school diplomas or equivalency degrees, and acquire specific job skills; and ensure that their 

children are cared for while they learn. 

- After two years, require those who can work to go to work, either in the private sector or in 

community service ; provide placement assistance to help everyone find a job, and give the 

people who can’t find one a dignified and meaningful community service job.  

-Actively promote state models that work, like Arkansas’s Project Success. 

-Guarantee affordable, quality health care to every American—so nobody is forced to stay on 

welfare because going back to work would mean losing medical insurance.  

-Sign into law the Family and Medical Leave Act, which President Bush has vetoed, to give 

workers the right to take twelve weeks of unpaid leave per year to care for a newborn or a sick 

family member—a right enjoyed by workers in every other advanced industrial nation. 
641

 

(Italics exist in original text) 

 

Hence, his initiative for welfare reform encompassed different measures which targeted not 

only the behaviour of welfare clients. He aimed at making long-term changes in American 

society by providing work opportunities for the poor through education and job training 

and child care; promoting health care for all Americans; as well as signing into law the 

Family and Medical Leave Act.   

 Finally, it is worth saying that, in their Putting People First, Bill Clinton and his co-

author did not show any “racist”, “gendered”, or “classist” biases. They devoted a part of 

their work to women’s issues, in which they encourage women to work and propose 

solutions for working women such as providing assistance to care for their children during 

their absence. Thus, this book serves us to reveal that Bill Clinton had not shown any ideas 

based on race, gender, or class divisions. The most important point that we can grasp from 

his book with the Republican Senator Al Gore is that his plans for the presidency were 

neither Democratic nor Republican but a mixture of the two as they mention it at the 

beginning of their books. Besides, Bill Clinton and his co-author devote a section to deal 

with women's issues and abortion. To conclude, I do not detect any explicit exclusions of 

any group with regard to its ethnicity, sex, or class.   
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5.2) Bill Clinton’s Memoir My Life (1994)     

From ancient times to modern times, political leaders have managed to leave some 

record of their deeds that would enable future generations to remember their names and 

accomplishments.
642

 Written records are important in interpreting events and important 

matters which took place in the past. Political memoirs, in which history and politics are 

narrated in personalised versions, have attracted across many centuries. 
643

  

An autobiography is defined as follows by Philippe Lejeune: « Nous appelons 

autobiographie le récit rétrospectif en prose que quelqu'un fait de sa propre existence, 

quand il met l’accent principal sur sa vie individuelle, en particulier sur la vie de sa 

personnalité ».
644

According to Lejeune, the autobiography consists of certain elements, 

unlike the other literary genres which are similar to it such as memoirs, novels, 

autobiographical poems, and diaries. These elements are the following: (1) The form of the 

language: (a) story, (b) in prose; (2) The subject: (a) individual life, (b) history of a 

personality; (3) The situation of the writer (the author): (a) identity of the author, (b) the 

narrator, (c) and characters.
645

    

In 1994, President Bill Clinton published his autobiography My Life in which he tells 

the story of his life from childhood to his presidential days. His memoir is useful because it 

provides us with interesting details and pieces of information that we cannot find in other 

written or oral records.
646

 It may serve us in our inquiry, seeking answers to questions 

related to the issue of welfare reform. This book provides details about his political life and 

the story of America in the last half of the twentieth century. Hence, I use it as a source in 

my analysis of his political philosophy for welfare reform. In the epilogue, he stated the 

following about the purpose of his book:  

I wrote this book to tell my story, and to tell the story of America in the last half of the 

twentieth century; to describe as fairly as I could the forces competing for the country’s heart 
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and mind; to explain the challenges of the new world in which we live and how I believe our 

government and our citizens should respond to them; and to give people who have never been 

involved in public life a sense of what it is like to hold office, and especially what it is like to 

be President.
647

   

 

  The author of My life is a politician from the South, a president, and more 

importantly a Democratic candidate. President Bill Clinton, as an autobiographer, shows 

through his memoir his status as a “poster child” of the 1960s in the 1990s.
648

 Hence, his 

presidential rhetoric was driven by the controversies of past decades: the Sixties. 
649

 In his 

memoir, the latter reveals his observations of his state’s politicians in Arkansas, and how 

the political climate in his home state made him an ambitious political governor, and later a 

candidate for the presidency.
650

          

After his birth, Bill Clinton and his mother went to his grandparents’ house in 

metropolis Hope and he stayed there until the age of four.
651

 He was very influenced by his 

grandparents, particularly by his grandfather. His grandfather’s attitude towards “black” 

people and the poor marked his childhood as well as his entire life: “I adored my 

grandfather, the first male influence in my life, and felt pride that I was born in his 

birthday.”
652

 Bill Clinton’s grandfather played a crucial role in shaping his view on race as 

well as poverty. This passage clarifies the point:  

[ . . . ] a lot of my grandfather’s (grocery store) customers were black.  Though the South 

was completely segregated back then, some level of racial interaction was inevitable in 

small towns, just as it had always been in the rural South. However, it was rare to find an 

uneducated rural southerner without a racist  in his body. That’s exactly what my 

grandfather was. I could see that black people looked different, but because he treated them 

like he did with everybody else, asking after their children and about their work, I thought 

they were just like me. Occasionally, black kids would come into the store and we would 

play. It took me years to learn about segregation and prejudice and the meaning of poverty, 

years to learn that most white people weren’t like my grandfather and my grandmother, 

whose views on race were among the few things she had in common with her husband.
653

 

(Italics added.) 
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In the passage above, Bill Clinton has demonstrated his conception of “blacks” in the 

segregated South. When he was a child, he thought that they were just like him, merely 

because he is “white”. However, the expression “just like me,” may have different 

interpretations. I can provide two interpretations of this statement. The first one is clearly 

and explicitly stated. The second one remains implicit, and it engages Bill Clinton’s 

presence as a conscious character as well an veteran politician.  

 

According to the first interpretation, Bill Clinton was not aware of racial segregation 

in the South when he was a child. He played with “black” kids of his age and his 

grandfather served “black” and “white” customers alike. This was not a common practice 

during the late 1940s and the late 1950s, due to segregation.
654

 The second one 

demonstrates, however, that he has become more conscious about the differences between 

“white” and “black” people. When he was writing this passage, he has realised the 

differences  that exist between “blacks” and “whites”. These differences are not biological 

but social.  He says that, “I could see that “black” people looked different, but because he 

treated them like he did with everybody else,” then “I thought they were just like me.”
655

   

Bill Clinton did not discover the concept of racial segregation at an early age, 

because his grandparents were not so racist that he could understand them. He states: “It 

took me years to learn about segregation and prejudice and the meaning of poverty, years 

to learn that most white people weren’t like my grandfather and my grandmother . . . ”
656

 

 

He provided in his memoir a firsthand account of his conception of “Food Stamps” 

since his childhood; hence, he shows his support of Food Stamps and not AFDC. During 

the period in which he was writing his memoir My Life (he spent two years writing it and 

published it in 1994), the notion of “welfare” in the United States had become synonymous 

with such public assistance programmes as AFDC (cash assistance to poor families with 

dependent children), and Food Stamps (special “coupons” that indigent individuals can use 
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to purchase food)
657

. Nevertheless, Bill Clinton did not demonstrate any disagreement with 

Food Stamps provisions. The following passage clarifies the point:  

 

My mother told me that after papaw died, she found some of his old account books from 

the grocery store with lots of unpaid bills from his customers, most of them black. She 

recalled that he had told her that good people who were doing the best they could deserve to 

be able to feed their families . . . Maybe that’s why I’ve always believed in Food Stamps.
658

 

(Italics added) 

 

 

Cliton demonstrates in his memoir that he sought to modernise the Democratic Party by 

making of welfare reform and crime legislation the core of his future political ambitions.
659

 

Berman clarifies the point and he states that: 

Although foreign policy issues mattered greatly in his (Bill Clinton) White House, domestic 

political and economic matters mostly absorbed Clinton himself. He sought to create a 

“dynamic center” in American politics which required that the Democratic party endorse 

tough crime legislation and welfare reform if it were to complete successfully with the 

Republicans.
660

 

 

Clinton unveiled some details about his first experience in welfare reform in 1979, 

by referring first of all to Hillary’s activity as a chair of the Arkansas Advocates for 

Children and Families. He stated that Arkansans was among the states that were chosen 

during the Carter Administration to provide a concrete example of “workfare” practice in 

which able-bodied food-stamp recipients were asked to register for work to stop 

demanding stamps. Besides, he shows the importance of this event in his future decisions 

concerning welfare reform issues. Bill Clinton focused on “work-oriented approaches” as 

solution to help poor people improve their living conditions.  He points out the following:  

 

Nineteen seventy-nine was the International Year of the Child. Hillary, who was serving as 

chair of the Arkansas Advocates of Children and Families, an organization she had helped 

to found, took the lead in pushing some meaningful changes, including passing a uniform 

Child Custody Act to eliminate custody problems for families moving in and out of our 

state; reducing the average daily population of our youth-service detention centers  by 25 

percent; developing better inpatient and community-based treatment for severely disturbed 

children; and placing 35 percent more children with special needs in adoptive homes. 
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Finally, I got involved in welfare reform for the first time. The Carter administration named 

Arkansas one of a handful states to participate in “workfare” experiment, in which able-

bodied food-stamp recipients were required to register for work in order to keep getting the 

stamps. The experience sparked my abiding interest in moving toward a more empowering, 

work-oriented approach to helping poor people, one that carried with me all the way to the 

White House and the signing of the welfare reform bill of 1996.
661

 (Italics added)  

 

Moreover, he declared the following concerning welfare reform legislation in his 

autobiographical memoir: 

My … major interest was welfare reform. I asked the legislature to require recipients with 

children three years old or over to sign a contract committing themselves to a course of 

independence, through literacy, job training, and work. In February, I went to Washington 

with several other governors to testify before the House Ways and Means Committee on 

welfare prevention and reforms. We asked Congress to give us the tools to “promote work, 

not welfare; independence not dependence.” We argued that more should be done to keep 

people off welfare in the first place, by reducing adult illiteracy, teen pregnancy, the school 

dropout rate, and alcohol and drug abuse.  On welfare reform, we advocated a binding 

contract between the recipient and the government; setting out the rights and 

responsibilities of both parties. Recipients would commit to strive for independence in 

return for the benefits, and the government would commit to help them, with education and 

training, medical care, and job placement. We also asked that welfare recipients with 

children age three or older be required to participate in a work program designed by the 

states, that each welfare recipient have a caseworker committed to a successful transition to 

self-sufficiency, that efforts to collect child-support payments be intensified, and that a new 

formula for cash assistance be established consistent with each state’s cost of living. 

Federal law allowed states to set monthly benefits wherever they chose as long as they 

weren’t lower than they had been in the early seventies, and they were all over the place.
662

  

 

A glance at his statement helps us figure out many facts with interesting details. My 

interpretation is as follows:  

- Bill Clinton was not alone in deciding about welfare reform: He was accompanied 

by “several other governors” (but he does not reveal their names) to ask Congress 

to equip them with the necessary tools to promote work and financial independence 

for welfare recipients. In other words, to  pass welfare reform; 

- Providing more independence for poor families through work and education: The 

focus was primarily on the welfare recipients to help them become “independent” 

by fighting illiteracy and delinquency. That is to say, by eliminating adult illiteracy, 

drugs, school dropout, alcohol abuse, and teen pregnancy.  
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- Strengthening the bond between welfare recipients and the government: Welfare 

reform aims to set up a “binding contract” between welfare recipients and the 

government—welfare recipients would commit to strive for independence from 

welfare in return for benefits; whereas, the government would commit to help them 

with medical care, education, , and job placement.  

 

- Helping families with young dependent children through modeling states’ 

assistance according to their needs:  Families on welfare with children (aged three 

or older) were required to participate in work programmes organised by the states. 

Each welfare recipient was supposed to have a caseworker who would assist them 

in a smooth transition from dependence to self-sufficiency. Few child-support 

payments would be suggested, temporary cash assistance to support those families, 

and the payments were relative, depending on the state’s cost of living 

Bill Clinton explained his motivation for entering the race for the presidency during 

the late 1980s by stating three main reasons:  First, he firmly believed that the Democratic 

Party had an excellent chance to recapture the White House since the opposition was weak 

and Vice President Bush would be the potential nominee of the Republican Party. Second, 

he felt strongly that it was the right time to change the country’s policies: the U.S. 

economic growth had been fueled exclusively by big increases in defense spending and 

large tax cuts that benefited the wealthiest and drove up the deficit. The huge deficits led to 

high-interest rates. Third, the government should invest in the American people through 

education, training, and research in order to maintain high wages and low 

unemployment.
663

    

The latter also referred to his motivations for becoming president of the United 

States. To run for the presidency, he equipped himself with some strategies to win the 

presidency. He focused, for instance, on the hot issues related to welfare reform, budget 

deficit, crime, and the collapse of the economic system. The failure of previous Republican 
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presidents to address those problems encouraged him to prepare the ground for his 

presidency.   

Bill Clinton had tried to come up with real and tangible solutions to the burning 

issue of welfare. As a Governor of Arkansas, he invested much of his time and energy 

dealing directly with welfare clients and caseworkers to bring about tangible solutions to 

help poor families on welfare. By doing so, he recognised that “work” had been at the 

bottom of welfare recipients’ demands who sought eagerly to improve their living 

conditions. He involved himself in welfare recipients’ everyday lives to understand them 

more and help them express themselves about their efforts to get rid of dependence on 

welfare.  He states: 

I had spent enough time talking to welfare recipients and caseworkers in Arkansas to know 

that the vast majority of them wanted to work and support their families. But they faced 

formidable barriers, beyond the obvious ones of low skills, lack of work experience, and 

inability to pay for child care. Many of the people I met had no cars or access to public 

transportation. If they took a low-wage job, they would lose food stamps and medical 

coverage under Medicaid. Finally, many of them just didn’t believe they could make it in 

the world of work and had no idea where to begin.
664

 

 

Bill Clinton demonstrated that people on welfare wanted to work. He provides 

details of a meeting he organised to discuss the issue of welfare reform with other 

governors. He refers to two women he brought with him to that meeting from Arkansas. 

These women preferred finding a job than depending on welfare. These two witnesses 

were convinced that the able-bodied poor on welfare should work to support themselves as 

well as their children. Bill Clinton’s initiative to enable poor people on welfare to express 

themselves about their disagreement about welfare was a smart one. Their arguments were 

taken for granted and supported his efforts to substitute welfare with work. He states the 

following: 

 

At one of our governors’ meetings in Washington, along with my welfare reform co-chair, 

Governor Mike Castle of Delaware, I organized a meeting for other governors on welfare 

reform. I brought two women from Arkansas who had left welfare for work to testify. One 
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young woman from Pine Bluff had never been on an airplane or an escalator before the trip. 

She was restrained but convincing about the potential of poor people to support themselves 

and their children. The other witness was in her mid to late thirties. Her name was Lillie 

Hardin, and she had recently found work as a cook. I asked her if she thought able-bodied 

people on welfare should be forced to take jobs if they were available. “I sure do,” she 

answered. “Otherwise we’ll just lay around watching the soaps all day.” Then I asked Lillie 

what was the best thing being out of welfare. Without hesitation, she replied, “When my 

boy goes to school and they ask him, ‘what does your mama do for a living?’ he can give 

an answer.” It was the best argument I’ve ever heard for welfare reform. After the hearing, 

the governors treated her like a rock star.
665

 

 

By analysing Bill Clinton’s words, I can identify the real motivations behind his support 

for the idea of work instead of welfare. Bill Clinton used the word “able-bodied poor”. 

This concept has been widely used since the colonial period to refer to people who were 

poor because they made no efforts to support themselves as well as their families. This 

category of the poor is called also “undeserving poor” and they were seen as lazy and 

unproductive; hence, they were highly controlled and supervised by local authorities.
666

 

Bill Clinton focused on the importance of encouraging people on welfare to work by 

giving them a chance through providing real job opportunities, training when necessary to 

enhance their skills, or equipping them with fundamental tools to guarantee a minimum 

wage. In other words,  he aimed to enable them to live with dignity, without depending 

permanently on welfare.     

A deeper analysis of Bill Clinton’s words helps us see the reality of welfare clients: 

single women and children. This supports to some extent conservatives’ stereotyped 

arguments against welfare recipients who were considered as “single mothers of colour and 

their young children”. The two women were single mothers and “black”, and referring to 

them crystallises the idea of the “welfare queen,” which formed the core of the urban 

underclass. Even though Bill Clinton was neither a conservative nor a Republican, his 

initiatives concerning welfare reform reflected some extent the impact of racist and sexist 

biases on politics and social policy in the United States. Nevertheless, Bill Clinton focuses 

on the idea of “honoring work”, first and foremost.        
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Bill Clinton revealed in his memoir that he worked on welfare reform for about 

fifty years and valuing work was at the heart of his endeavour for reform. For him, welfare 

reform had not been a Republican issue (or conservative) nor a Democratic but it was 

concerned about poor mothers and their children. Hence, he provided the example of Lillie 

and her child. The following excerpt clarifies the point:  

When I tackled welfare reform as a President, I was always somewhat amused to hear some 

members of the press characterize it as a Republican issue, as if valuing work was 

something only conservatives did. By 1996, when Congress passed a bill I could sign, I had 

been working on welfare reform for more than fifteen years. But I didn’t consider it a 

Democratic issue. Or even a governors’ issue. Welfare reform was about Lillie Hardin and 

her boy.
667

 

 

  

 Bill Clinton explained that liberals were against his plans for welfare reform. But he 

distinguishes his plans from those of the Republicans. He initiated new ideas for his party 

to give it a chance to survive in political life. Those ideas stemmed from the plans that 

Republicans failed to deal with: their exaggerated tax cuts and big deficits, their rejection 

of the Family and Medical Leave bills as well as the Bradly bill. In addition to this, they  

failed to fund education and honour work. He points out: 

[ . . . ] Some liberals honestly disagreed with us on welfare reform, trade, fiscal 

responsibility, and national defense. But our differences with the Republicans were clear. 

We were against their unfair tax cuts and big deficits; their opposition to the Family and 

Medical Leave bill and the Bradly bill; their failure to adequately fund education or push 

proven reforms, instead of vouchers; their divisive tactics or racial and gays issues; their 

unwillingness to protect the environment; their anti-choice stance; and much more. 
668

   

 

 

According to Bill Clinton, Senator Pat Moynihan of New York, the chairman of the 

Senate Finance Committee during his administration, had the knowledge of welfare. He 

states:  “[ . . . ] Pat Moynihan who knew more about the history of welfare than anyone 

else.”
669

 Pat Moynihan recommended to deal initially with welfare reform and then with 

health care reform. Hence, he urged to give more importance to the legislation of welfare 

reform before health care reform. Clinton states in this respect the following: “Moynihan 

recommended that we first do welfare reform, and spend the next two years developing a 
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health-care proposal.”
670

 He vetoed the Republican welfare reform bill because it lacked 

interesting criteria to be a successful one. He argues:  

. . . I vetoed the Republican welfare reform bill, because it did too little to move people 

from welfare to work and too much to hurt poor people and their children. The first time I 

vetoed the Republican welfare reform proposal, it had been a part of their budget. Now a 

number of their budget cuts were simply put in a bill with the label “welfare reform” in 

it.
671

  

 

Bill Clinton concluded his memoir by stating the main achievements of his first 

term as president of the U.S: First, restoring economic growth by replacing supply-side 

economics with a more disciplined “invest and grow” economy; second, changing the 

perception of the role of the federal government in the U.S.: the national government 

provides the necessary tools to citizens to help them improve their living conditions; third, 

the homogeneity of the American community and rejecting all kinds of social divisions 

such as race, class, gender, religion, sexual orientation, and political philosophy; replacing 

rhetoric with reality through government actions in such areas as crime and welfare; using 

government action to reestablish family values in the American society. Such measures 

had been introduced as: family leaves law, the Earned Income Tax Credit, the minimum 

wage increase, the V-chip, the anti-teen smoking initiative,  measures to increase adoption, 

and new reforms in health and education systems; and finally making of America the 

leading international power during the post–Cold War to preserve peace, democracy in the 

whole world and deal with the contemporary issues related to the threats of terror, weapons 

of mass destruction, organised crime, narco-trafficking, racial as well as religious 

conflicts.
672

 

 

In short, President Bill Clinton was not the sole architect of welfare reform as Pat 

Moynihan also played a crucial role in the design of the final version of welfare reform 

legislation. Clinton stressed the importance of the states in assisting concretely people on 

welfare to be financially independent by providing them with the necessary tools such as 

                                                           
670

 Ibid., 620.  
671

 Ibid. 
672

 Ibid., 620.  



150 
 

training, ensuring education, and paying for healthcare by forcing them to find real job 

opportunities, and therefore limiting their reliance on welfare.   

     

5.3) Speeches , Radio Addresses and Press Releases 

 

In this section, I will attempt to analyse Bill Clinton’s speeches, radio addresses, 

and press releases related to welfare reform issues. I aim to demonstrate to what extent his 

arguments were influenced by racist, classist, or sexist stereotypes. In short, I will analyse 

Bill Clinton’s political rhetoric.       

Before I deal with “rhetorical analysis”, I need initially to have a brief look at the 

definitions of such terms as “speech”, “press release”, as well as “radio address”. A speech 

is a formal address delivered to an audience. Speeches are written to inform, persuade, or 

entertain. The power of persuading others through speech has become very important since 

ancient times, especially after the fall of the Roman Republic.
673

 A press release is “an 

official statement made to journalists by a large organization, a political party or a 

government department.”
674

 A radio address is a weekly speech delivered by the 

Presidents of the United States to the nation.       

Before tackling “rhetorical analysis”, I need to define the term “rhetoric”. The word 

“rhetor” derives from ancient Greek and it originally meant “orator” or “speaker”; 

however, its meaning has changed over time.
675

 According to Kenneth Burke, we can place 

rhetoric under  “[ . . . ]  (A)ll  those statements . . .  that  bear upon the persuasive aspects 

of language, the functions of language as addressed, as direct or roundabout appeal to real 

or ideal audiences, without or within.”
676

 For him rhetoric is “the use of language as a 

symbolic means of inducing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to symbols.”
677
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According to Mark Longaker and Jeffrey Walker, rhetoric “is the study and the practice of 

persuasion.”
678

 Rhetorical analysis is “the study of persuasion in order to understand how 

people have been and can be persuasive.”
679

 

In this section, I aim to demonstrate to what extent race, class, and gender have 

influenced Bill Clinton’s arguments on welfare reform. I will do this by dealing with 

different official documents available online or through consulting the archives available in 

the Clinton Library. In a Radio Address of the President to the Nation delivered on August 

17,
 
1996, Bill Clinton declared the following:  

This week I will sign into law an increase in the minimum wage. For those who work hard 

to stay off welfare, but can't live on $4.25 an hour, this is a very important act. It will truly 

honor work and family. The same bill also provides help to small businesses to help them 

increase investment in job creation, and to increase their ability to save for retirement.
680

 

 

President Bill Clinton signed PRWORA to increase the minimum wage and enable 

people living on welfare to improve their living conditions. According to him, the main 

purpose of welfare reform was to honuor work and family. He also proposed to provide 

“tax cuts” to working families who focused on the education of their children. He firmly 

believed that tax cuts would promote economic stability for working families, in particular, 

and balance the national economic budget, in general. He stated the following:   

[ . . . ] Next we should give Americans a tax cut. We've already cut taxes for 15 million 

American working families through our dramatic expansion of the earned income tax 

credit. This year that tax reduction will be worth about $1,000 to a family of four with an 

income of $28,000 a year or less . . . I have proposed a program of tax cuts for working 

families that focus on education and child rearing . . . to balance the budget so we can 

continue to keep those interest rates down and the economy growing. That's very important 

if we want our families to be strong and successful. 
681 

 

Honouring work and preserving family values have been the centerpiece of all social 

welfare legislation since the Colonial Period. Families that did not comply with the 
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requirements established by authorities regarding family and work ethics, had been denied 

their rights to benefit from relief benefits (I dealt with this point in Chapter One). Other 

American presidents such as John F. Kennedy (who had so much influence on Bill 

Clinton’s ideas since his childhood, as it is clearly stated in his autobiographical memory 

My Life. I referred to this point in another section in this chapter) also stressed the 

importance of work and the morality of poor people (who were almost welfare 

beneficiaries). According to the extracts above taken from his Radio Address, Clinton did 

not show any class, race, or gender biases. His discourse was empty of stereotyped 

opinions and statements. Clinton showed clearly that welfare reform aimed to honour work 

and restore family values.   

What he reached in 1996, was the result of what other politicians had started working 

on years ago. His decision to reform welfare was the result of a culmination of a series of 

previous political declarations and events. On August 22, 1996, he claimed the following: 

We all know that the typical family on welfare today is very different from the one that 

welfare was designed to deal with 60 years ago. We all know that there are a lot of good 

people on welfare who just get off of it in the ordinary course of business, but that a 

significant number of people are trapped on welfare for a very long time, exiling them from 

the entire community of work that gives structure to our lives.
682

 

 

In this passage, President Bill Clinton refers to families living on welfare. For him, 

the composition of welfare clients had changed because people on welfare during the 

1990s were no longer the same as during the1930s. As I have mentioned in chapter three, 

clients of AFDC had become “single mothers of colour and their children”.  

Even though Bill Clinton does not state clearly that he is referring to “husbandless 

women of colour and their children”, the racial stereotype used at the time to talk about 

welfare clients, one can deduce that President Bill Clinton wants that Americans 

comprehend that it is time to react concretely to make real changes because reality was 

there: the typical family on welfare has completely changed. Bill Clinton also refers to 
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“good people” on welfare. Despite the fact that he does not give details about who were the 

“bad people” on welfare. We can read between the lines and recognise that President Bill 

Clinton refers to people who had been melted in the seamy side of the urban American 

society: the ghetto life or the inner-city life. Simply put, he refers to African Americans 

who had been always blamed for the failure of the American welfare system because of 

their negative behaviour by conservatives. Hence, from our point of view, implicitly 

saying, Bill Clinton is using racial stereotypes to justify the legislation of PRWORA. 

Those racial biases were not justified, and they were based on the myth of the welfare 

queen initiated by conservative policy-makers and commentators.  

Bill Clinton confirms in a statement in September 1996, that the main purpose of 

implementing welfare reform legislation was first and foremost about “work”. He states 

that:  

I am especially pleased by this action, because as I have said before, Wisconsin's plan to 

replace the broken AFDC system with a system based on work is one of the boldest, most 

revolutionary welfare reform plans in the country. I am delighted to see it move forward. 

Michigan is also embarking on an innovative plan to reward and require work and demand 

responsibility. I congratulate both states for recognizing what all Americans agree on: 

welfare reform is first and foremost about work. (Italics added.)
683

 

 

 In sum, Bill Clinton’s decision to sign PRWORA had been shaped by racial biases. 

“Racial animosities” have always shaped politics and social policy in the United States, 

and the substitution of AFDC by TANF is an attempt to “racialise” entitlement.
684

 The new 

law has widened the gap between citizens and immigrants because it prevented people with 

less than five years of residency to benefit from such “low-come” programmes as TANF, 

food stamps as well as Medicaid.
685

 Middle-class families’ income has been negatively 

influenced by the new governmental measures. Women with children, who belonged to 

“black” communities (who were poor), and who were perceived as “undeserving poor”, 

have been the target of that law. The signing of PRWORA gave the green light to each 
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state to design its own welfare eligibility standards which were limited and harsh. Their 

“work-first” approach obliged many recipients, who were almost single mothers of colour 

with dependent children, to accept any job regardless of pay, work conditions, and 

childcare considerations.
686

  

Bill Clinton was a Democratic centrist who succeeded to compromise with 

Republicans by using a strategy of “triangulation”: Stealing ideas from conservatives and 

presenting them as his own.
687

 In his vision of reforming welfare, Bill Clinton focused on 

patriarchy and work ethic. Besides, as Felicia Kornbluh and Gwendolyn Mink put it: “It 

was the political victory of the administration’s racialized and gendered assumptions about 

why low-income families might need welfare that fed bipartisan efforts to condition public 

assistance on obedience to public discipline.”
688

  

In the following chapter, I will try to tackle the evolution of welfare reform after Bill 

Clinton’s presidency. I will focus on how the perception of welfare evolved after the 

signing of PRWORA (during the post–welfare reform era) from the lens of scholars, the 

public, and politicians. I will deal with the policies related to welfare that have been 

introduced during the administrations that followed Bill Clinton’s. 
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Chapter Six 
 

Post–Welfare Reform Era, Social Divisions, 

and the Evolution of the American Welfare 

State (After the 1990s): During Bush’s, 

Obama’s, and Trump’s Administrations 
 

 

The passage of PRWORA changed radically the path of social welfare policy in the 

United States. It marked the end of the New Deal welfare state that was launched during 

the Roosevelt Administration and the beginning of a new era of welfare reform policy. In 

this chapter, I will attempt to understand to what extent Bill Clinton succeeded to 

accomplish his promise to “honor and reward people who work hard and play by the 

rules.” I will deal with the evaluation of welfare reform by shedding light on scholarship 

after passage of PRWORA (that is, after 1996). I will examine the impact of welfare 

reform on the structure, the composition of the Democratic Party and its adherents, the 

shift in its political ideologies, and mainly its ambitions about the welfare state and policies 

which target the poor.     

  

Further, I will try to invesigate the evolution of the American welfare state during the 

administrations, which followed Clinton’s: Bush’s Administration, Obama’s, and Trump’s. 

I will try to highlight the main achievements related to reforming the welfare system by 

those presidents. I will do this by taking into account implications of social divisions, in 

particular, the global and domestic economic, social, political as well as environmental 

challenges.  
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1) Post–Welfare Reform Era: Evaluating TANF 

           

 In 1996, the United States witnessed a radical change and a revolution in its social 

welfare policy. Congress passed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 

Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) that cut a wide range of safety-net programmes for the 

poor. PRWORA ended, therefore, forty years of direct government intervention in 

providing financial support to poor families. Welfare benefits became very limited in time 

and amount and states were responsible for funding welfare without any guarantee from 

the federal government.
689

 This shift in the American welfare tradition generated a 

significant body of research to evaluate the 1996 welfare reform. Americans, in general, 

believed that the passage of PRWORA would lead to more poverty especially among 

women with dependent children whose income is insufficient.
690

  

      

The post–1996 research on welfare recipients varied in terms of the data which 

were used and the methods that were applied to explain the impact of welfare reform on 

the lives of single mothers and their dependent children: administrative records, survey 

data, focus groups, and ethnographic data.
691

 American politicians and the public were 

divided into two groups concerning the passage of Bill Clinton’s welfare reform bill.
692

 

Reports on the discussions inside the White House revealed that most of Bill Clinton’s 

policy advisers, such as Donna Shalala, Secretary of Health and Human Services, and 

Robert Reich, Secretary of Labor were against the legislation of welfare reform.
693
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The PRWORA included the following provisions: Devolution of greater programme 

authority to states, changes in financing, ongoing work requirements, incentives to reduce 

non-marital births as well as five-year maximum time limit.
694

 It limited access to such 

public assistance programmes as food stamps and Supplemental Security Income to some 

American citizens, mainly “people of colour”
695

 and more precisely, single “women of 

colour” and their dependent children. Besides, immigrants who arrived during the 

legislation of PRWORA were completely denied the right to access TANF benefits and 

other public assistance programmes mentioned above. The 1996 act included the stringy 

work and responsibility requirements; however, it lacked many spending proposals that 

Bill Clinton promised at the beginning of his administration for public jobs, childcare, and 

healthcare. 
696

  

     

TANF aimed at strengthening family ties and emphasised the importance of 

marriage: “(1) Marriage is the foundation of a successful society. (2) Marriage is an 

essential institution of a successful society that promotes the interests of children. (3) 

Promotion of responsible fatherhood and motherhood is integral to successful child rearing 

and the well-being of children.”
697

       

   

On September 30, 1996, President Bill Clinton declared that welfare reform was a 

real success because it led to the decline of poverty in the United States and led to the 

increase of child support collections:  

These steps build on the progress we have already made over the last four years to reform 

welfare and crackdown on child support enforcement. Since I took office, the welfare rolls 

have dropped by 1.9 million; child support collections have increased by nearly 50% to a 

record $11.8 billion; and last year's decline in the number of Americans in poverty was the 
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largest one-year drop in 27 years. I am determined to keep working to make sure these 

trends continue moving in the right direction.
698

 

 

In August 1999, President Bill Clinton attended a forum in Chicago to hear former 

welfare recipients talk about their experiences in the workforce and to ensure that 

PRWORA had been a real success.
699

 He listened enthusiastically to their success stories. 

One woman told Clinton that she was very proud of herself as she could use different 

public transports to join her teamwork at United Parcel Service (UPS), a package handling 

center in Philadelphia; another said she had been hired as a cashier and then earned several 

promotions at a retail clothing store in Boston; and a third woman told him that she was 

hired in a bank in Texas and that her employers helped her with the costs of her child 

care.
700

   

   

Such corporate executives as T.J. Maxx and Marshalls, who were present at the 

forum, revealed that 90 per cent of the former welfare recipients that the company had 

employed had been retained and 20 per cent had been promoted.
701

 Another data was 

provided by a top official of Consumer Value Stores (CVS) to the audience: four thousand 

welfare recipients in the previous three years had been hired by the drug store chain, and 

the retention rate was important (70 per cent).
702

  

 

 In January 2000, a USA Today-Gallup revealed interesting information concerning 

the evolution of economic conditions in 2000: 71 per cent of Americans rated economic 

conditions as “excellent to good”, and those who previously rated economic conditions in 

1992 as “fair to poor” had declined from 87 per cent to 28 per cent in 2000.
703

 The rate of 

poverty dropped 11.3 per cent in 2000 (Census Bureau, 2000). Besides poverty rates fell 

from 23.6 per cent to 22.1 per cent for “Black” and 22.8 per cent  to 21.2 per cent for 
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“Hispanics” between 1999 and 2000 (Census Bureau). By large, poor Americans’ lives, 

especially those who were former welfare recipients had been improved in 2000 thanks to 

passage of PRWORA.
704

  

 

One of the important domestic achievements of Clinton’s Administration, to sustain 

welfare reform policy, was his plan to fund “abstinence-until-marriage” education.
705

 This 

strategy aimed to support local-level programmes to effectively prevent pregnancy among 

adolescents.
706

 Girls were compelled to finish their study programmes before marrying or 

bearing a child.
707

 In January 1997, he declared that the birth rates had declined for four 

years, consecutively.
708

  

  

According to data provided by the Administration for Children and Families, the aim of 

architects of TANF to drop welfare rolls was achieved: from 12, 24 million recipients in 

August 1996 to 6.28 million recipients in June 2000. That is, there was a decline of 53 per 

cent.
709

 The media played a central role in magnifying the picture of this success. In their 

research paper, Schram and Soss explain this success from a realistic point of view.  

According to Sanford them the popular belief that welfare reform is a success is based on 

positive interpretations of two public facts: declining caseloads and outcomes for welfare 

“leavers”.
710

 For them, media stories were exaggerating and that they were not based on real 

facts, and that media coverage was shaped by policy makers’ views.
711
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But by tackling the issue of welfare reform from another angle, researchers have 

discovered that TANF was a failure as it worsened the lives of poor women and their 

dependent families. In a research paper published in 2015, a group of researchers concluded 

that TANF led to the increase of the rate of deaths among women by studying two states: 

Florida and Connecticut; and they compared the results they obtained with those related to 

AFDC. These researchers revealed in their study that after passage of PRWORA, the lives of 

women were shortened by 0.44 years, that is to say, 6 months.
712

 And unlike AFDC, TANF 

saved the U.S. government about $28,000 per life-year saved (per recipient).
713

 Besides, 

TANF harmed a subgroup of recipients that included women who could neither work nor 

benefit from welfare benefits: because of their young children at home, large family size, 

mental or physical illnesses.
714

 They were most of the time obliged to rely on financial 

assistance from relatives, neighbours, or friends, which was insufficient, and therefore their 

situation became worse and worse.
715

  

 

To sum up, welfare reform was not a real success because it led to worsening the lives 

of worthy poor women in American society. Besides the data that showed that welfare reform 

was successful was based on a category of women who had no disabilities, and who could 

find a job without any obstacles. Women with social difficulties were completely neglected. 

The media played a central role in publicising a positive image about the consequences of 

PRWORA on the U.S. society and economy without paying attention to its negative impact 

on some categories of poor women, especially those with physical or mental disabilities.   
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2) The George Bush W. Administration and the Welfare State  

2.1) Is there any relationship between Warfare and Welfare?  

In this section, I will try to understand the relationship, if any, between raging a war 

abroad and the growth of the welfare state by studying the case of the Bush 

Administration. In other words, I will try to examine the link between “Guns and butter”. 

But, what does this expression stand for? Although it is used by many scholars in their 

works, they do not provide exact information about who coined it first.  However, they 

share the same definition of the following terms, as it has been defined by the professor of 

economics Paul Samuelson in his outstanding book first published in 1948 Economics: An 

Introductory Analysis. He writes:  

Let us consider the famous pair, butter and guns, two commodities popularly used to 

illustrate the wartime problem of choosing between civilian and military production. Those 

who are war-weary may substitute any other two commodities such as bread and wine, or if 

they are teetotalers, bread and hyacinths, or for prosaic souls, food and clothing.
716

 

 

Simply put, the term “Guns” refers to defense or military goods; whereas, “butter” 

refers to civilian goods.
717

 This dichotomy has been initially introduced in political 

discussions before World War I when governments rushed to build up their national 

defense systems at the expense of other services which were directed to citizens.
718

 In this 

chapter, I will try to explain the relation between “guns” and “butter” during the Bush 

Administration.    

On September 11, 2001, four American airplanes were hijacked by Islamist 

terrorists. Two of those planes crashed into the twin towers of the World Trade Center in 

New York City; the third to destroy a part of the Pentagon, and the fourth crashed into 
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Pittsburg, in Pennsylvania.
719

 That attack was the worst terrorist attack that the U.S. has 

ever witnessed. Therefore, Bush urgently declared “War on Terror”.
720

 Is there any direct 

proportionality relationship between warfare and welfare?
721

 Did the war in Iraq affect 

welfare policy during his administration? What was the impact of the “War on Iraq” on the 

U.S. welfare state?          

It is generally assumed that there is a strong historical relationship between warfare 

and welfare.
722

 As Heraclitus states, “War is the father of all things,” including welfare.
723

 

There is always a correlation between America’s engagement in war home or abroad and 

the growth of state capacities and social reforms.
724

      

Let us first refer briefly to the previous wars and their contribution to social 

provision. For instance, Theda Skocpol linked the Civil War and the growth of generous 

military pensions provided for veterans who participated during the war.
725

  The Civil War 

contributed also to the introduction of tax income.
726

 During World War I, called also the 

“Great War”, after the intervention of the U.S. in 1917—As a consequence of the sinking 

of the Lusitania and the issuing of the Zimmerman telegram—the American social 

provisions system had evolved by the introduction of a “permanent income tax”.
727

 After 

World War II, a mass-based tax system was forged during the New Deal era to support 

financially new state programmes and most importantly the G.I. Bill—which is a set of 
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programmes established for returning veterans of World War II and later extended to those 

who participated during the undeclared wars in Korea and Vietnam).
728

 After the Korean 

War—called the “forgotten war” because it has not given too much importance by 

historians because it was sandwiched between World War II and the War on Vietnam—

more democratic rights were given to marginalised groups that contributed to the war 

effort.
729

  

The 2003 invasion of Iraq is the largest, longest, and most costly war after the Cold 

War. It is generally assumed that the U.S. tended to witness a postwar economic expansion 

after its abroad interventions in wars and this “macroeconomic” performance is explained 

by the impact of “America’s deficit-financed military buildups”.
730

 America’s deficit-

financed military buildups led to economic booms because of America’s international 

financial power that is derived from the dollar’s position at the centre of the global 

monetary system as a “reserve” as well as “vehicle” currency.
731

  

However, after the War on Terror, many American banks collapsed because of the 

nation’s financial instability, and some banks survived thanks to the federal government’s 

emergency $750 billion Toxic Asset Relief Programme (TARP) that enabled them to 

recaptalise.
732

 This economic crisis expanded to European countries twenty-eight countries 

experienced a systemic banking crisis in 2008 and 2009
733

; hence it brought the “credit 

boom” to an end and this had badly affected the status of the “housing bubble” that most 

developed countries witnessed during the past five years.
734
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2.2) Bush and Welfare Reform Policy  

 

George W. Bush was elected president of the United States in November 2000.              

In this section of our thesis, I attempt to investigate the post–welfare reform era in general 

and surveys Bush’s Administration through a social welfare policy lens. I will be trying to 

explain Bush’s approach to welfare reform. In other words, I will focus on the main 

measures that had been introduced during his administration to tackle the issue of welfare 

reform. The main questions that I try to answer are the following: what had the George W. 

Bush Administration promoted for poor Americans?  

 

Many scholars in the field of American social policy assume that no significant 

measures related to welfare policy had been introduced during the Bush Administration; 

the focus in their research has been always on welfare reform legislation during the Bill 

Clinton presidency.
735

 Nevertheless, important changes in welfare policy occurred during 

the Bush Administration and they made a turning point in the history of the American 

social policy: the shift from a welfare system that promoted welfare assistance through 

“checks” to a system that assisted “social service programmes supporting work activity”.
736

    

 

2.3) The “War on Terror”, Capitalism, and its Impact on the Global 

and U.S. Economy  

 

The U.S. government justified raging a war against Radical Islam by accusing Iraq—

that was under the regime of Saddam Hussein—of possessing weapons of mass 

destruction.
737

 The U.S. considered the strong correlation between Iraq and Al-Qaeda as 

justification to invade Iraq.
738

 The 2003 invasion had been handled by the Multi-National 

Force–Iraq (MNF–I), known also as the “ coalition forces”—It was led by the United 
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States of America and included the United Kingdom, Australia, Spain, and Poland. Not all 

Americans had applauded Bush’s initiative to wage a war against Iraq. Besides, a 

remarkable worldwide opposition took place before and during the war.
739

 Such countries 

have opposed the U.S. military intervention in Iraq, such as France and Germany.
740

                                                             

President Bush thought that the war he started against Iraq would bring peace to Iraq, 

to the Middle-East region, and the whole world. He firmly also that the U.S. intervention 

would stimulate the nation’s economy. However, the war has had terrible results on Iraq 

and the whole world: it led to insecurity inside the Arab World and to global economic 

instability, including the U.S. itself.
741

 Saddam Hussein did not possess weapons of mass 

destruction. His assassination marked the beginning of a huge disorder in the world and a 

series of terrible events in many Arab countries and the emergence of a new and more 

complicated terrorist threat led by “Daesh”.      

 Bush’s decision to attack Iraq had badly affected the U.S. economy and also the 

well-being of American citizens.
742

 Furthermore, the U.S.—in addition to other countries 

aboard—witnessed a global economic crisis in 2008 caused by the U.S. military 

intervention in the Middle East.
743

 Other uprisings called the “Arab Spring” emerged in the 

Arab World (Egypt, Syria, Libya and Yemen) in the years that followed the depression, to 

denounce their tyrannical governments. That is, new challenges have emerged after the 

War in Iraq in addition to other challenges such as Climate Change; massive migration to 

economically stable and socially secure countries; and the series of terrorist attacks in the 

whole world including European countries.   
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In sum, the state’s coercive power and militarism played a key role in the 

development of capitalism in America, and this is true also for the invasion of Iraq.
744

After 

the end of the Cold War and with the collapse of the Soviet Union, America had become 

the sole military superpower with no potential competitors on the geopolitical and 

ideological scenes.
745

 Besides, neo-liberal ideas in the U.S. during this period played a 

crucial role in the military intervention of the U.S. abroad, and it aimed to protect 

capitalism and to ensure that no other nation would rival its global supremacy.
746

  

2.4) Was Bush’s Administration a Failure?  

There was a split among scholars about the role of the Bush Administration and its 

contribution to the historical development of the United States. Some presidential scholars 

and historians have not studied the Bush Administration “objectively” because they 

consider it as a failure and they ignored his actions and his contribution to history.
747

       

For them, Bush abused his power and presided over a “lawless” administration.
748

 

Others interpreted his reaction in dealing with the “terrorist” crisis as weird or “out of the 

norm”.
749

 On the other hand, such scholars as Stephen Knott believe that those critics were 

unjustified and he considered political scientists and historians who treated Bush as a 

“demagogue” as politically “hypocrites”.
750

 That was scholars’ account, briefly explained, 

on Bush’s presidency.     

However, in their analysis, some scholars such as Sidney M. Milkis focus attention 

on the positive side of Bush’s presidency by studying the relationship between the political 
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party and the executive branch. It should be noted that explaining the relationship between 

the executive branch and the political party in the United States is not an easy task at all. 

The main periods in U.S. history during which executive power had been strengthened 

were the 1930s and the 1940s; hence, the president “became the leading instrument of 

popular rule”.
751

 This process of fostering the role of the president in the U.S. political life, 

during the Great Depression and the Second World War, is called by scholars: “modern 

presidency”.
752

 During the George W. Bush Administration, the relationship between the 

modern presidency and the American party system had been successful; therefore, many 

electoral victories (until the 2006 elections) for the Republican Party had taken place at all 

government levels.
753

  

One of the most terrible moments for U.S. President George W. Bush was when a 

furious Iraqi journalist, Muntadhar Al-Zaidi, threw his shoes at him during a news 

conference Sunday evening in Baghdad, in 2008 (during his last visit to Iraq).
754

 Bush's 

decision to conquer Iraq was illegitimate and he was not welcome by the Iraqi people 

because the war devastated their country and they are still suffering until now from the 

consequences of the forced democracy established by the U.S. army. This proves that 

George Bush is very incompetent if we compare him to the Founding Fathers who built the 

most powerful nation in the world. Simply put, Bush’s presidency was a total failure.  
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2.5) Analysing Bush’s Memoir Decision Points  

I have previously mentioned the importance of drawing upon presidents’ memoirs to 

study a particular era in history (See Chapter Five). Thus, I will refer to Bush’s memoir to 

try to provide answers to the questions we have raised above, in this section: the impact of 

the War on Iraq on the U.S. welfare state.      

In the final year of his presidency, George W. Bush wrote a memoir in which he 

decided to record his own perspective on his presidency and he hoped that it could be used 

as a resource for persons who would study that period of history (during his presidency).
755

 

He revealed that he had been inspired by the Memoirs of President Ulysses S. Grant; 

hence, he decided not to write an exhaustive account of his life, and he focused on the key 

moments or periods inside the White House, that is, on making decisions.
756

 He says, “Like 

Grant, I decided not to write an exhaustive account of my life or presidency. Instead, I 

have told the story of my time in the White House by focusing on the most important part 

of the job: making decisions.”
757

 He unveiled also that he confirmed his “account with 

government documents, contemporaneous notes, personal interviews, news reports, and 

other sources some of which remain classified.”
758

 

 Bush opens his memoir with a chapter entitled “Quitting” in which he mentions 

details about the experiences he shared with his wife Laura during the process of “quitting 

drinking” and the significance of those experiences (during 40 years) in shaping his 

character and the future of his political career.
759

 Even though he demonstrated his 

intention (in the introduction) that he will focus solely on key moments related to “making 

decisions” in the White House; he begins his memoir by referring to irrelevant details such 

as “drinks (alcohol)”, “temptations”, “chocolate”, and his aim to “discipline” himself.
760

 

He then referred to his father George H.W. Bush and details about his childhood and the 
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moments (good and bad) he shared with his parents and the death of his sister. His parents 

had never wished to see their son a president, he says, “My parents never projected their 

dreams onto me… Their view of parenting was to offer love and encourage me to chart my 

own path.”
761

  

The first chapter of his book reflects, to some extent, contradictions between what he 

says (words) and what he writes or mentions (actions) in his memoir: the intentions he 

initially claimed in the introduction about the purpose of writing his account on the 

presidency (focusing entirely on key decisions).                         

In addition to this, President Bush uses religious expressions in his memoir; hence, 

he employs such expressions in his book as: “For months, I had been praying that God 

would show me how better reflect his will.”; “My scripture readings had clarified the 

nature of temptation and the reality that the love of earthly pleasures could replace the love 

of God.”
762

 Those religious reflections appeared in his political discourse as well. Does this 

reflect Bush’s fanatic intentions when he declared the War on Iraq, the most powerful and 

economically stable Arab and Islamic country in the Middle-East region? I can sum up my 

answer in one line: Iraq under the government of Saddam Hussein (who is viewed as a 

dangerous dictator) had been always considered by the U.S. government as a threat to the 

Israeli colonial occupation in Palestine as it possessed weapons of mass destruction. In his 

2002 State of the Union Address, President George W. Bush shifted the focus of the 

terrorist attack (after the events of 9/11) from Al-Qaeda to Iraq.
763

     

In his book, Bush refers to his decision to rage the war on Iraq. For instance, he 

reveals that he gave Saddam Hussein and his sons “a final forty-eight hours to avoid war” 

but they “rejected every opportunity”.
764

 He reveals also the following: “I did not want to 

send Americans into combat again. But after the nightmare of 9/11, I had vowed to do 
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what was necessary to protect the country. Letting a sworn enemy of America refuse to 

account for his weapons of mass destruction was a risk I could not afford to take.”
765

  

Bush continued the plan, his father George H.W. Bush had already started in 1991 

(the “Gulf War”) as a response to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990. He sent a 

letter to his father to inform him about his decision to send U.S. troops to conquer Iraq: 

Dear Dad, . . .  

At around 9:30 a.m., I gave the order to SecDef to execute the war plan for Operation 

Iraqi Freedom. In spite of the fact that I had decided a few months ago to use force, if need 

be, to liberate Iraq and rid the country of WMD, the decision was an emotional one. . . . I 

know I have taken the right action and do pray few will lose life. Iraq will be free, the 

world will be safer. The emotion of the moment has passed and now I wait word on the 

covert action that is taking place. I know what you went through.
766

 

             Love, 

George 

His father replied:  

Dear George,  

Your handwritten note, just received, touched my heart. You are doing the right thing. Your 

decision, just made, is the toughest decision you’ve had to make up until now. But you 

made it with strength and with compassion. It is right to worry about the loss of innocent 

life beit Iraqi or American. But you have done that which you had to do. Maybe it helps a 

tiny bit as you face the toughest bunch of problems any President since Lincoln has faced: 

You carry the burden with strength and grace. . . . Remember Robin’s words ‘I love you 

more than tongue can tell.’ Well, I do
767

.  

             Devotedly, 

Dad 

                                                           
765

 Ibid. 
766

 Ibid., 224–25. 
767

 Ibid., 225.  



171 
 

To conclude, in his memoir, Bush revealed that his intention to rage a war against 

Iraq was two-fold: he has fanatic ideas (religious intentions); besides, he accomplished his 

father’s plan against Iraq. Throughout his memoir, he did not refer to social welfare policy 

or strategies to tackle issues related to poverty. I can, however, explain his motivations to 

conquer Iraq. Unlike Bill Clinton, George Bush focused on warfare instead of welfare.   

 

3) The U.S. Welfare State during the Barack Obama Administration  

3.1) Obama’s Welfare Legacy: Obama’s Efforts Related to Social 

Welfare Policy 

 

When he was a Senator, Barack H. Obama—an African American with ambitious 

and progressive political visions—gave a memorable speech at a Baptist Church on the 

South Side of Chicago on Father’s day in 2008 in which he criticised severely irresponsible 

fathers, particularly African American ones, and focused on the importance of maintaining 

“procreative, two-parent, heterosexual families” to care for biological progeny.
768

 In other 

words, in his speech, he urged men to take greater responsibility for their families and put 

stress on the importance of raising correctly their children. Besides, Obama focused on the 

role of men in preserving the “family ethic” in his speech, more than on women’s. He 

blamed single motherhood and absent fatherhood for increasing poverty, child 

misbehaviour, crimes, addiction, and incarceration.
769

 For him, single motherhood   He 

described those irresponsible fathers as: “(fathers) acting like boys instead of men.” And 

wanted fathers to recognize that what makes a father a man “is not the ability to have a 

child—it’s the courage to raise one.”
770
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On Tuesday, November 4, 2008, Barack Obama was elected president of the United 

States, and he was the first African American to be elected president in the history of the 

United States of America. The ideology that dominated the nation at the time was not 

conservatism; besides, voters sent Democratic majorities to the House and Senate. 

Obama’s rhetorical strategy, and especially his “A More Perfect Union” speech, had 

characterised the 2008 presidential campaign.
771

 The actions of his first term made clear 

that President Barack Obama had been committed to a distinctive vision of American 

government: by emphasising the importance of free enterprise, rejecting the “equality of 

result”, and guaranteeing fair opportunity and decent security for all the American 

citizens.
772

 By doing so, Barack Obama is updating Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Second Bill of 

Rights.
773

  

Barack Obama faced the inherited dilemma from the previous administration:  In 

January 2009, more than 160,000 troops were in Iraq and 38,000 more were in 

Afghanistan.
774

 Besides, the financial system was weak because of the 2008 economic 

recession.
775

 In the last quarter of 2008, the rate of the national economy was about 8.3 per 

cent and 5.4 per cent in the first quarter of 2009 and this caused a budget deficit of about 

10 per cent; therefore, the Barack Obama Administration focused on reducing the nation’s 

intervention overseas by withdrawing Military troops as a result of the economic 

collapse.
776

  

One decade after passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act 

in 1996—which was supposed to end the racialised debates around welfare, public 

assistance for low-income families remains a hot political issue in the U.S.
777

 With the 

election of Obama as president of the U.S., many Americans (academics, politicians, 
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public) assumed that Obama’s Administration would focus on low-income families, who 

were disproportionately African Americans.
778

       

America failed to provide government-guaranteed health care or family allowances. 

Unlike other industrialised nations in the world, the United States of America does not 

guarantee medical services and health insurance as a right of citizenship.
779

 In his project 

related to social policy, Barack Obama sought to tackle primarily the issue of healthcare. 

The Barack Obama approach to address poverty had been hotly criticised because 

welfare spending increased from $563 billion in 2008 to $745 billion in 2012.
780

 Even 

though the percentage of unemployment decreased from 9.6 per cent in 2009 to 7.8 per 

cent in 2013, the rate of American families who benefited from the Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Programme (SNAP), known previously as “food stamps”, rose from 10.9 per 

cent to 15 per cent during the Obama Administration. 
781

 Thus, Newt Gringrich, a former 

speaker of the House and 2008 presidential candidate, said that Obama would be 

remembered as the “food-stamp president”.
782

  

President Barack Obama and the Democratic Party followed a “patriarchalist” path 

and had an “intersectional sexism” perspective to tackle the issues of poverty in the United 

States during the early twenty-first century.
783

 That is to say, they focused on the important 

role that “private patriarchal families” could play to cure the social woes amid the 

American society.
784

 For them, managing single mothers’ lives is the key solution to 

combat poverty.
785

 His administration’s antipoverty policies had been highly rejected by 

Republicans as they targeted the “undeserving” groups. Hence, his ambitions to change the 

U.S. welfare system were thwarted. In 2010, the Republican Party (or Grand Old Party) 
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had become more powerful as it controlled the House.
786

 In 2014, the Republican Party 

increased its House majority, controlled the Senate and also two-thirds of state 

legislatures.
787

 Those Republican coalitions prepared the groundwork for the election of a 

Republican president in 2017. Even though, different movements emerge to fight racial 

inequality such as “#blacklivesmatter”, they failed to tackle “interesting mobilizations of 

misogyny, discrimination, and patriarchalism that were omnipresent in bipartisan social 

policy” during Bill Clinton’s and Barack Obama’s administrations.
788

   

3.2) The “Obamacare” and the  Re-emergence of the Tea Party 

 

The roots of the “Tea Party”—that had been active during the Obama Administration 

to oppose Obama’s initiatives related to social welfare policy—can be traced back to the 

1970s.
789

 Some members of the Tea Party and who played a key role in its establishment 

were: former Republican elites who were for promoting low-tax and also anti-regulation 

measures.
790

 The Tea Party ideology includes hatred of Barack Obama; a “visceral” 

opposition of redistributive and pro-poor social policies; and a focus on limiting federal 

government intervention.
791

          

  

On the evening of March 23, 2010—a few hours after President Barack Obama had 

signed into law the Affordable Care and Patient Protection Act also called “Obamacare”, a 

proposal that targeted the reform of the healthcare system—at least forty Tea Parties 

gathered in a small café on Main Street in Brockton, Massachusetts.
792

 Tea parties sought 

to stimulate Republicans’ political awareness in the whole nation, and hence contributed to 

the return of the Republican Party to the political scene with much enthusiasm and 

confidence.            
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A series of events preceded the Tea Party reappearance: On January 28, 2009, Rush 

Limbaugh coined the Term “Porkulus” to describe the upcoming “stimulus” package”. By 

February 8, the word appeared on the New York Times “Idea of the Day” blog. On 

February 16, 2009, an anti-stimulus protest supported by commentator Michelle Malkin 

and Americans for Prosperity took place in Seattle. Follow-up protests were held in 

Denver, CO where Obama signed the stimulus bill, and in Mesa AZ, where Obama 

referred to his mortgage plan.
793

 On February 19, 2009, CNBC commentator Rick Santelli, 

also a Chicago Mercantile Exchange Trader, demonstrated his strong opposition to 

Obama’s mortgage modification plan, he argued:  

 

The government is promoting bad behavior  . . . This is America. How many of you people 

want to pay for your neighbor’s mortgage, that has an extra bathroom, and can’t pay their 

bills? Raise their hand! President Obama, are you listening?  . . . (W)e’re thinking of having 

a Chicago Tea Party in July. All you capitalists that want to show up to Lake Michigan, I’m 

going to start organizing.
794

 

 

That verbal explosion spread quickly across the nation, and it generated a sentiment 

of disgust amid groups who tend to oppose all liberal policies and initiatives. The Tea 

Party led to the emergence of right-wing activism in the United States and shaped the 

political arena during the 2010 midterm elections.
795

The Tea Party is “a new incarnation of 

longstanding strands in US conservatism . . . (with) some innovative organizational 

features.”
796
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4) The Welfare State during Donald Trump’s Administration     

4.1) Republicans’ Victory  

Hillary D. Clinton and Donald J. Trump were the main and final candidates at the 

end of the 2016 presidential campaign. The Democratic candidate Hilary Rodham Clinton 

had a long experience as a politician: as a first lady, a U.S. senator for New York, and also 

as a secretary of state. However, the Republican Donald Trump has been a well-known 

American businessman and his party’s slogan was “America First”. Trump’s candidacy has 

been considered as the least conventional in modern political history.
797

  

In his rhetoric during the 2016 presidential primary campaign, Trump aimed at 

gaining public support by defining himself as an “anti-politician” or “anti-establishment” 

candidate.
798

 His rhetorical policy and strategy—which were characterised by a tone of 

sexism, racism, and xenophobia—reflected his intention to depict his character as a 

successful businessman who came from “outside the political realm” to make America 

great, again.
799

 It should be emphasised that the period that followed the 2016 presidential 

elections was marked by a phenomenon of “Fake News” (false stories).
800

  

The “email scandal” affected badly Hilary Clinton’s race for the presidency. Hilary 

Clinton blamed Trump’s campaign because it violated every rule of the presidential 

campaign; and some commentators, political pundits, and media personalities assumed that 

his chance to win the elections was very little.
801

 In her memoir entitled What Happened, 

Hilary Clinton reveals that former FBI chief James Comey and his reopening of the 

Federal Bureau Intelligence (FBI) investigation into her private email server ten days 

before the vote was the main cause of her defeat.
802

 His success was related to a strong 
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affection with his supporters and also his rhetoric of “national populism”.
803

 Typical voters 

for Donald Trump were older white men who live in rural areas, self-employed or blue-

collar workers, with a low level of education who share anti-immigration and anti-

government sentiments.
804

   

The Trump presidency was considered as a threat to the U.S. nation because Donald 

Trump, the rich businessman, “took office as if orchestrating a hostile corporate 

takeover.
805

 He had a so-called bread-new vision of America—he considered global 

warming as a “hoax”, he pledged to build a wall along the Mexican border that Mexico 

would pay for it; deport 11 million illegal or undocumented immigrants, and he also 

promised immigration bans on certain countries especially on migrants with an Islamic 

background. Besides, he pledged to withdraw American troops from Afghanistan, Iraq as 

well as Syria. Hence, the Republican Party victory has been declared again with Trump’s 

election as president of the United States. 

4.2) Trump, Capitalism,  and the Welfare State 

 

During his presidential campaign, Donald Trump pledged to cut public assistance 

programmes. In April 2018, Trump signed privately an executive order to give the green 

light to federal agencies to strengthen the work requirements for multiple welfare 

programmes.
806

 Even though Barack Obama succeeded to some extent to refresh the 

United States’ economy during his presidency, Donald Trump had convinced his target 

audience (who were almost older “white” voters) to blame Obama for wasting public 

money on illegal immigrants, undeserving minorities, and the young.
807

 In this section, we 
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attempt to understand the impact of capitalism on the development and the structure of the 

welfare state during the Trump Administration as well as Trump’s approach to welfare.  

 

Conservatives policy-makers have always aimed at reforming welfare in the U.S. For 

them, welfare should be a temporary safety net and not a way of life.
808

 Put it in the 

simplest of words, welfare should be an opportunity for vulnerable, able-bodied poor and 

not an obstacle. In his 2018, executive order, “Reducing Poverty in America by Promoting 

Opportunity and Economic Mobility,” President Donald Trump focused on the importance 

of marriage in fighting poverty in the U.S., and he said that further welfare reform is 

required, he declared the following: “The welfare system still traps many recipients, 

especially children, in poverty and needs further reform and modernization to increase self-

sufficiency, well-being, and economic mobility.”
809

 

 

The Trump Administration made more work restrictions on some food stamps 

beneficiaries, and it aimed at reducing their number: 688, 000 recipients were supposed to 

be eliminated from receiving SNAP benefits.
810

 This new reform enabled the states, under 

the supervision of the U.S Department of Agriculture, to force able-bodied individuals who 

received SNAP benefits, and who had no children or other dependents at home (elderly or 

disabled), to work at least twenty hours per week.
811

 This welfare reform was planned to 

go into effect in April 2020 but the Covid-19 pandemic changed the path of the Trump 

Administration’s strategies to tackle poverty issues and welfare reform matters.
812
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Capitalism has witnessed a crisis in 2008 because of the global depression, and that 

crisis had been followed by political instability in the United States and Europe.
813

 The 

reactions of governments in Europe and North America towards the global economic 

recession of 2008 were “neoliberal” that focused on cutting expenditures for the welfare 

state.
814

 During Trump's presidency, state power and capitalism had changed completely: 

“authoritarian capitalism based on the direct rule of the billionaire class, nationalism, 

scapegoating, the friend/enemy scheme law-and-order politics and meditated 

spectacles.”
815

  

 

 It is important to note that the United States’ economy has flourished during the 

Trump Administration.
816

 The U.S. economy has witnessed stability during the Trump 

presidency because he focused primarily on domestic affairs. For instance, Trump focused 

on the well-being of American citizens first and neglected foreigners on American soil. He 

also ordered  the military to stop its operations in Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan.  

  

There is a correlation between the real Gross Domestic Product (GDP)— previously 

referred to as Gross National Product (GNP), which stands for the standard measure of the 

value-added created through the production of goods and services in a country during a 

given time—in a given country and human well-being: wealth and high-living standards.
817

 

The economic stability that the United States has witnessed during the early years of 

Trump's presidency is the fruit of Obama’s efforts. President Donald Trump neglected 

minorities’ rights for welfare and privileged like-minded white businessmen.  In his 

strategy of “America First”, Trump implemented trade protectionism through tariffs 
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especially on imports from China, and established anti-immigration measures. This led to a 

balance in the U.S. economy to some extent before the Covid-19 crisis. 

 

Despite his racist, sexist, and classist attitudes, as well as his unconventional 

comments and communicative manners with other governors abroad, he succeeded to some 

extent to reach his aim: “Make America Great Again”.
818

 According to data available at 

OECD database the United States’ quarterly gross domestic product in 2020, during the 

Trump presidency and the pandemic, hard times is about 7.4 where OECD total is -10.5. 

Hence, according to available data at OECD, the United States’ economy is doing well 

even during the Covid-19 crisis.
819

     

 

In other words, even though President Trump’s rhetoric and attitude were 

unconventional, the status of the U.S. economy has improved during the Trump Era, unlike 

Obama’s. It should be noted, however, that not all Americans benefited from the 

abundance that the U.S. had witnessed during the Trump presidency. According to 

information provided by OECD, unlike other democracies in the world (such as Finland, 

Switzerland, France, Denmark, etc.) income inequality—which refers to the unequal or 

uneven distribution of wealth—remains higher in the U.S.
820

 New challenges have 

emerged during the last year of Trump presidency especially with the uncertain times 

caused by the pandemic: higher rates of unemployment, social and economic instability 

home and aboard.  

 

In 2020 President Trump aimed at reinforcing the military spending and reducing 

spending on such public services like Medicare, Medicaid, Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Programme (SNAP) that was called food stamps previously, housing assistance, 

in his 2020 budget.
821

 That White House budget plan for the fiscal year 2020 aimed to: 
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- Re-impose restrictive measures on government (domestic) spending by cutting 

about $55 billion in 2020. Aid for housing, food, medicine, research, and other 

programmes would be reduced as well.
822

 

- Eliminate the Community Development Block Grant and HOME Investment 

Partnerships programmes. Besides, it aimed to cut spending on the National 

Housing Trust Fund, impose stringent work requirements and “triple” rents for 

housing aid recipients, as well as reduce funds by 16.4 per cent.
823

  

- Cut $219 billion from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Programme 

(SNAP). Hence, the budget would reduce SNAP funds (30 per cent at least).
824

 

- Cut $10 billion in funds from the Social Security Disability programme. 

- Cut $845 billion from Medicare funds. 

- Reduce financial support for transportation infrastructure. 

- Reduce the budget for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency by 31 per 

cent (because climate change is not considered as a real threat by the Trump 

Administration).
825

 

- Increase the budget for military spending through Overseas Contingency 

Operations by hundreds of billions of dollars. 

- Ask for supplementary financial support from Congress to build a border wall 

with Mexico. More than $9 billion targeted the construction of the wall; 
826

  

- Impose more restrictive measures on immigrants (request further administrative 

documents) to access Medicaid: Undocumented and illegal immigrants cannot 

benefit from Medicaid.
827
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Thus, Trump’s administration was not interested in tackling welfare issues and its 

main intention was to shrink more and more the scope and the size of the welfare state. 

Felicia Kornbluh and Gwendolyn Mink clarify the point, they state that:  

 

Trump’s infant presidency and the Republican congressional majority deployed the 

framework of welfare reform to assail all forms of social provision by the federal 

government. Eager to choke off access to the safety net, the ruling party variously proposed 

capped funding, block grants, and work requirements to shrink government programs such 

as Medicaid, food stamps, housing, and Supplemental Security Insurance (SSI).3 As for 

welfare—TANF—itself: Republicans aimed to intensify its disciplinary mechanisms, 

especially work requirements, in ways that would make poverty assistance virtually 

unattainable or its terms wholly untenable for poor families.
828

 

 

 It was clear that President Trump aimed at cutting domestic spending and 

increasing spending on the military in his 2020 budget wish list. Nevertheless, his 

proposed 2020 budget was a real disaster. Fortunately, the White House 2020 proposed 

fiscal year budget was not welcomed by both Republicans and Democrats and thus not 

confirmed by Congress.
829

   

 

4.3)  “Fascism” and “Neo-nationalism” during the Trump 

Administration  

In this section, I will try to explain how and why “fascism” and “neo-nationalism” 

appeared in American political life during the Trump Era and shed some light on their 

impact on welfare policies and the welfare state. I need first to define “fascism” and “neo-

nationalism”. The term fascism stems from the Italian word fasces (a bundle of rods 

carried before consuls in Ancient Rome to signify their authority); later, by the 1890s the 

word fascia was used in Italy to refer to a political “group or band, usually of revolutionary 

socialists.”
830

  

Fascism is a “generic term of political abuse … and is associated most closely 

with  Europe between  the world wars, when movements bearing this name took  power in 
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Italy and Germany and wreaked havoc in many other European countries.”
831

 Fascism “is 

essentially the attempt to ensure the rule of monopoly capitalism in its purest, most 

untrammeled, most vulnerable form.” 
832

 Fascism emerged during the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, in an age of globalisation, during which capitalism changed 

radically societies, destroyed traditional communities, professions, and cultural norms in 

the Western World.
833

 That was a period of immense immigration as well: peasants moved 

to industrialized cities, and people from poor countries fled to richer ones.
834

 With the 

arrival of the Republican candidate Donald Trump to the political scene, the conservative 

columnist Robert Kagan and distinguished foreign policy scholar warned, in an article:    

This is how fascism comes to America, not with jackboots and salutes (although there have 

been salutes, and a whiff of violence) but with a television huckster, a phony billionaire, a 

textbook egomaniac “tapping into” popular resentments and insecurities, and with an entire 

national political party— out of ambition or blind party loyalty, or simply out of fear— 

falling into line behind him.
835

  

 

David Brooks, a conservative political and cultural commentator, shares the same point of 

view with Robert Kagan, he also warns: 

 
People will be judged by where they stood this time. Those who walked with Trump will be 

tainted forever after for the degradation of standards and the general election slaughter. The 

better course for all of us—Republican, Democrat, and independent—is to step back and 

take the long view, and to begin building for that.
836

 

 

 

        Other terms that I need to examine are “nationalism” and “neo-nationalism”. Broadly 

speaking, nationalism can be defined as “the belief that the nation is the central principle of 

political organization.”
837

 The idea of nationalism appeared during the French Revolution 

when the revolutionaries protested against Louis XVI in 1789 in the name of the people to 
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form a “French nation”.
838

 Hence, the notion of nationalism was associated with revolution 

and democracy.
839

 Nationalism, as a political ideology “asserts that a nation has the 

political right to constitute itself as an independent, sovereign, political community, 

because of both a perceived shared history and common destiny.”
840

 As a political 

movement, nationalism is conceived when “a group of people of indeterminate but 

normally considerable size often but not always living in the same country. […] believe 

themselves distinctive and unique, [and manifest] by community ties that are both 

significant and persistent.”
841

 Nationalism is highly criticised and rejected by 

internationalists who see it as “insular, backward looking, and unsuited for the challenges 

of the post–Cold War world.”
842

 

 

         Neo-nationalism is “an ideology articulated by political parties often described as 

radical, populist, or nativist.”
843

 In other words, neo-nationalists seek to change politics 

radically, protect the people’s interests from the elites, and preserve the rights and dignities 

of the natives and exclude immigrants.
844

 Trump considers himself as a radical as he 

sought to change American politics radically; a populist since he encouraged the majority 

of ordinary citizens to condemn the self-serving and corrupt elites; and a nativist because 

his main supporters were “white indigenous” Americans.
845

 In other words, the three 

attributes combined—nationalist, populist, and radicalist—form what we call “neo-

nationalism. Simply put, Trump is a “neo-nationalist” American leader.    
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As a neo-nationalist, Trump is adherent both to market forces and nativism.
846

 He 

also targeted the cultural, societal, and political threats of “uncontrolled Muslim 

immigration”.
847

 Trump had been widely supported by Christian nationalists because they 

firmly believed that he will re-Christianise America and support persecuted Christians 

abroad.
848

 

 

In sum, neo-nationalism in the U.S. combines both Religious nationalism—that is to 

say, Christian nationalism which is backed by the Christian Right— and the First 

American nationalism—which is secular, and that is backed by secular conservatives—and 

were both successfully tackled by President Donald Trump.
849

 Besides, Trump’s neo-

nationalism in the U.S. is different from other countries’ nationalism in the Western World 

as it is shaped by the United States’ unique history, culture, society, and politics.
850

  

  

4.4) Trump, the Rhetoric of “Disgust”: The Intersections of Race, Class, 

Gender, and Religion  

Trump is one of the most controversial and unprecedented American leaders in 

American political history. During his administration, stigmatisation against different 

groups and communities became more and more violent. Not only African Americans 

(“people of colour”, but also Arabs (especially Muslims), Mexicans, and Asian Americans 

have been stigmitised, especially during the pandemic. Trump has benefited from the 

current events to employ expressions that incite hatred, disgust, and anti-immigration 

sentiments. A recent study has shown that there is a correlation between disgust sensitivity 

and anti-immigrant attitudes.
851
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Trump’s comments have been considered “racist” by some commentators. He used 

“Chinese virus” (or “Kung-flu”)
852

 to refer to a virus that originated from Wuhan, China. 

During a press interview, a confrontation took place between an Asian American CBS 

News reporter Weijia Jiang and Trump. President Donald Trump asked the reporter to find 

answers related to the pandemic to China herself. During another press interview, Trump 

opened his talk with the following expression: “I would like to begin by announcing some 

important developments in our war against the Chinese virus.”
853

 A reporter asked Trump 

the following question: “why do you keep calling this “Chinese Virus”? There are reports 

of dozens of incidents of bias against Chinese Americans in this country?” Your own aid 

Secretary Azar says he does not use this term. He says ethnicity does not cause the virus. 

Why do you keep using this?” Trump answered: “Because it comes from China.” The 

reporter added: “A lot of people say it is racist.” Trump continued: “It is not racist at all, 

no. Not at all. It comes from China. That’s why. It comes from China.”In his answer to the 

reporter, Trump made stressed the word “CHINA”, because, for him, the virus comes from 

China. The word “Chinese” is problematic as it associates a pandemic to an ethnicity.   

Michael Richardson, a communication scholar who tackles in his works the 

intersection of power, affect, and violence in culture believes that “the affirmation, 

amplification, and circulation of disgust is one of the primary affective drivers of Trump’s 

political success.”
854

 Trump’s rhetoric is characterised by the centrality and frequent 

evocation of “disgust”.
855

 Indeed, there is a correlation between “disgust”, conservatism 

and more extreme politics of ethno-nationalism.
856

 Donald Trump has become president of 

the U.S. despite his “chaotic” and “unconventional” campaign, and this success can be 

explained by “the appeal of ethno-nationalism, racism, voter suppression, economic 

anxiety, political alienation, media coverage, the errors of the Clinton campaign, (and) the 
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interference of the Russian Intelligence agencies.”
857

 The triumph of Donald Trump has 

generated a “fever of Trumpian right-wing populism” which is still spreading in many 

democracies around the world.
858

 Indeed, the election of Trump in the U.S. (and Brexit in 

Europe), the “populist” phenomenon has been extended to other established democracies 

such as France, Sweden, Poland, Hungary, Greece, and Spain.
859

 It is difficult to define the 

term “populism” but it commonly refers to “… (the representation of) the will of the 

people versus some “other,” commonly represented as a corrupt and self-serving elite.”
860

 

The Trump presidency has also been characterised by the return of brutal phenomena 

of anti-black racism, such as police violence against “black” people, in the American 

society (such incidents as the assassination of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor). That 

phenomenon led to the intervention of such movements like the Black Lives Matter (BLM) 

movement—a social movement that advocates non-violent civil disobedience and “black” 

liberty— has reacted to the incidents of police brutality. Besides, worldwide peaceful 

reactions took place to morally support the “black” community in the U.S. and abroad.  

Trump is known for his misogynist and racist attitudes.
861

 For instance, he tweeted 

“Send her back!” to attack four Congresswomen: Representative Ilham Omar of 

Minnesota, Representative Rashida Tlaib of Michigan, Representative Ayanna  Pressley of 

Massachusetts, and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York.
862

 In earlier 

tweets, he demonstrated his disgust from countries of origin of the four representatives 

“women of colour: “a complete and total catastrophe, the worst and the most corrupt” then 

asked those women to “go back and help fix the broken and crime-infested places from 

which they came.”
863
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Stigmatisation against various minority groups (who were not seen as “White”) 

living in the U.S. society by the Trump government has been driven by race, gender, class, 

and religious biased ideas. Simply put, such social vision parameters as race, class, gender, 

and religion have been intersected during Trump’s Era and their intersection has become 

obvious in Americans’ political, social, as well as cultural lives. They have been overtly 

and intentionally used as legitimate criteria by the Trump Administration to justify harsh 

attitudes against certain target groups, and those groups included: 

- Both sexes (females and males) with Asian, African, Arab or Latino backgrounds 

or origins; 

- Both sexes  (females and males) whose faith is Islam; 

- And women (females), in general.   

However, “white” Americans whose ancestors were “white” successful immigrants 

from Europe, in particular, were recognised as legitimate citizens in the U.S. Trump 

himself is a grandson of a German entrepreneur who immigrated to the U.S. in 1885. For 

Trump, “white” Europeans from countries like Germany, Britain, Norway, who migrated 

to the New World in the past, have contributed to the development of the United States, 

unlike new immigrants whose countries are, for instance, Pakistan, Iran, Iraq and Mexico.   

Therefore, during the Trump Administration, racist, classist, gender-based, as well as 

religion-based or stereotyped attitudes were obviously and widely used in politics and 

public policy in the U.S. President Trump used a clear language of race, gender, religion, 

and class in his rhetoric. This typology of discourse was absent in Bill Clinton’s political 

speeches.
864

 Unlike other Republican presidents, (except from Ronald Reagan, who 

targeted “mothers of colour” during his administration), the intersection of those social 

divisions was to some extent absent in other U.S. presidents’ political rhetoric.  
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5) The 2020s Harsh Times, the Presidential Elections and the Future of 

the Welfare State in the U.S. 

Unlike former presidents in the modern era, Donald Trump is a capitalist and a 

politician.
865

 Yet, at the same time, he plays the role of a celebrity and he sought to attract 

the audience’s attention using different means such as social media (Twitter), reality TV 

etc., and his ideology is called “Trumpology”.
866

   

The world has witnessed a terrible transformation at all levels because of the Covid-

19 pandemic that appeared initially in Wuhan, in China, then it has spread in all over the 

world: from Asia to Europe, then  Africa to Canada, and to the Americas. Consequently, 

the Coronavirus pandemic resulted in a global hysteria and an abrupt change in people’s 

routines. Many workers have been compelled to stay indoors to stay safe and to practice 

social distancing. Many firms stopped their activities to control the spread of the virus and 

recommended remote work.   

Experts in economics are suspecting another economic recession even harsher than 

the Great Depression of 1929. Despite the fact many governors from different spots in the 

world made huge efforts to cope with the new situation that the Coronavirus pandemic has 

resulted in—by encouraging remote work and adopting social distancing—many 

individuals have unfortunately lost their jobs or their income has been reduced. Some 

firms, however, have not stopped working despite the pandemic and companies which 

benefited from this situation: IT companies that enhance networking and companies that 

produce masks and hydroalcoholic gels.  

The U.S. government’s reaction to the pandemic has been unique as Trump blamed 

China for the spread of the pandemic instead of looking for pragmatic solutions. He called 

the virus “Chinese Virus” simply because it originated from China.  

 

                                                           
865

  Fuchs. Digital Demagogue, 165.  
866

 Ibid.  



190 
 

This period of the Covid-19 has been marked by the 2020 U.S. presidential elections 

and the victory of the Democratic Party under the leadership of Joe Biden (I will tackle the 

difference between Biden’s strategies and Trump’s in dealing with the pandemic and their 

reaction to the economic crisis in a separate paper).  

In sum, welfare (which refers to public assistance programmes) has been shaped by 

stigma and stereotype. It is very important to bear in mind that not only the poor have been 

benefiting from welfare.
867

 The U.S. government also helps middle-class and upper-class 

families.
868

 In other words, “social welfare programs serving the middle class and upper 

classes receive more government funding, pay higher benefits, and face fewer budget cuts 

that programs serving poor people.”
869

 Thus, the perception of welfare in the United States 

(that welfare benefits only the “welfare queens”) is irrational and it has been, to some 

extent,  manipulated by the media and by some politicians who tend to blame poor people 

for benefiting from welfare to become richer and richer.  
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General Conclusion 
 

 

Unlike other Western nations, the U.S. welfare state is underdeveloped.
870

 It is taken 

for granted that the architecture of the U.S. welfare state is so unique.
871

 The United States 

of America is exceptional because it lacks national health insurance and universal family 

allowances or paid parental leave.
872

 Arguments about the U.S. unique welfare state were 

linked to the role of race, gender, and class in shaping social policy in the United States. 

 The American welfare state has been exposed to various alterations throughout its 

historical development. Many factors have influenced its formal structure from its 

inception. Scholars believe that such social divisions as gender, class, and race have shaped 

the formation and the development of the American social welfare system. It is irrelevant 

to deal with the past and the future of the American welfare system without dealing with 

race, class, and gender issues because they have played an important role in shaping the 

United States’ politics and public policy. Paula S. Rothenberg states that “It is impossible 

to make sense out of either the past or the present (in the U.S.) without using race, class, 

[and] gender ... as central categories of description and analysis.”
873

 The United States of 
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America has given so much importance to those divisions in its distribution of wealth, 

opportunity, resources and  even power.
874

     

The most important legislation of the New Deal, i.e., the Social Security Act of 1935, 

led to creation of a stratified system along with class, gender and race lines. Those social 

divisions influenced the structure as well as the evolution of the New Deal welfare state 

through time. Yet the Social Security Act of 1935 programmes have not been developed in 

a similar way and manner: some programmes were stigmatised and others  were not.
875

 

AFDC had been the most controversial and isolated programme throughout its history in 

the U.S.   

Racial stereotypes have played a crucial role in generating opposition to welfare. 

“White” Americans viewed welfare as a programme that rewards “black” able-bodied who 

were “undeserving poor”. In other words, they attacked welfare, or simply AFDC, because 

its main recipients were lazy and shiftless. It should be noted that racist and negative 

images about poverty and welfare provided by the mass media in the U.S. played a central 

role in fueling the American public’s opposition against welfare.  

Social divisions reinforced the idea that the welfare state is a failure and that the 

American welfare system should be privatised. They shifted the path of the American 

welfare state that was established during the New Deal era and proved that Americans 

prefer the private over the public system because it is corrupt and inefficient.  

Throughout this project, I have tried to analyse Bill Clinton’s arguments for welfare 

reform and it appears in Chapter Five. I have attempted to demonstrate the implications of 

racism, classism and sexism in his decision to sign the welfare reform bill in 1996. My 

work provides an original analysis of arguments advanced by Bill Clinton concerning the 

welfare reform issue by using different written (and some oral) records.  

                                                           
874

 Ibid., 5. 
875

 Katz, The Price of Citizenship;   Gordon,  Pitied but not Entitled;  Abramovitz, Regulating  the Lives of 

Women.  



193 
 

Welfare reform is about reestablishing the “work ethic” and the “family values” that 

had been stressed by authorities since the colonial period. 
876

 Throughout this paper, one is 

made to know that President Bill Clinton was close to African Americans and a defender 

of civil rights. His childhood in the South and his grand grandfather’s tolerant attitude 

towards “blacks” influenced his opinions about African Americans. Indeed, the 

environment in which he had grown up shaped his future political views.     

In this dissertation, I have demonstrated that President Bill Clinton, the New 

Democrat, strongly defended and supported welfare reform merely because he firmly 

believed that Republicans failed to deal with it. He focused on the idea of assisting families 

with modest income (namely welfare recipients) through tax cuts. Thus, he proposed to 

assist people on welfare to find real and tangible job opportunities by providing them with 

some key tools and solutions such as training, education, and through maintaining the vital 

role of the family ethic. He emphasised the important role of states in helping needy 

families to find jobs. The key solution for him was cutting taxes. He used authentic and 

positive strategies for welfare reform to restore the position of the Democratic Party in the 

U.S. political life by involving welfare reform recipients themselves in the attack against 

welfare.    

He used in his political discourse some stereotyped labels such as “the undeserving 

poor”—who were mainly never-married “women of colour” and their young dependent 

children. His discourse reflects the reality about how politicians perceive welfare clients: 

single women and young children. This perception of welfare recipients is  identical to 

conservatives’ stereotyped opinions. They believe that welfare clients are “single mothers 

of colour and their young children”. He refered to single mothers and used the adjective 

“black”. He crystallizes, therefore, the idea of the “welfare queen” which formed the core 

of the urban underclass. 

 Even though Bill Clinton was neither a conservative nor a Republican, his initiatives 

concerning welfare reform reflected some extent the impact of racist and sexist biases on 
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politics and social policy in the United States. Nevertheless, Bill Clinton focuses on the 

idea of “honoring work”, first and foremost. 

His attitude was positive: he focused on the idea that states should be active to help 

poor families find jobs, supporting them through training, helping them educate their 

children, and ensuring their access to healthcare. Hence, according to the analysis and the 

interpretation of the written material that I have used in my research work, I conclude the 

following: 

- Rational Arguments for welfare reform: He focused on the notion of work and 

preserving family values, which go hand in hand with conservatives’ arguments and which 

the Republican Party had been supporting during the previous decades.   

- Involving welfare clients in the attack against welfare to avoid bias: His rhetorical 

strategy was unique to some extent. He involved welfare clients themselves—who were 

African American single mothers—in his effort for welfare reform. This may confirm, to 

some extent, the conservatives’ negative perception of welfare recipients who were viewed 

as mainly single “mothers of colour” and their children.  

- The federal government should be active to help people on welfare find solutions: 

He aimed to change the perception of the role of the federal government in the U.S. That is 

to say, the national government should provide the necessary tools to citizens to help them 

improve their living conditions. He also sought to sustain the homogeneity of the American 

community and rejecting all kinds of social divisions such as race, class, gender, religion, 

sexual orientation, and political philosophy. 

- Refreshing the political position of the Democratic Party in the U.S.: As a New 

Democrat, Bill Clinton worked for the welfare reform effort to reestablish the position of 

the Democratic Party within the American political scene, gain confidence from both 

parties, and empower his race for the presidency. 

 It should be noted that, Bill Clinton’s plan to reform the social welfare system was 

a failure, according to data provided by academics, as many poor families’ living 
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conditions had become worse and worse, and this deepened poverty in the U.S. society 

during the post–welfare reform era. Put it in the simplest of words, welfare reform did not 

improve the living conditions of poor people. The media played a central role in 

publicising the so-called “success stories” of some ex-welfare clients. Besides, it should be 

borne in mind that not all welfare recipients, who wanted to change their lives through 

work and education, received equal opportunities from the state governments. 

Intersectional race, class, and gender issues impacted social welfare policy and the 

distribution of wealth in the U.S before, during the welfare reform era and beyond.  

During the years that followed the signing of PRWORA by Bill Clinton, the welfare 

state in the U.S. had been exposed to some changes during Obama’s Administration. 

President Barack Obama made tangible efforts to reform the U.S. welfare state by targeting 

key programmes such as healthcare and food stamps. His intention to innovate the U.S. 

welfare system had been thwarted because of conservatives’ opposition (Tea Parties). His 

will to reform the American welfare system was considered by conservatives as an attempt 

to exclusively help the “undeserving poor”.   

During the Trump era, welfare targeted people who did not need any government 

assistance. During the Covid-19 pandemic, new challenges have emerged and the future of 

the welfare state is between the Democrats’ hands since, again, Democrats have returned to 

the political scene with the election of Joe Biden. I will tackle the evolution of welfare 

(public assistance programmes) and the U.S. welfare state during the present times in 

another project.    
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Appendix I 

 

The STATUTES AT LARGE 

From 

The Thirty-ninth Year of Q. Elisabeth, 

 

TO THE 

Twelfth Year of K. Charles II. inclusive, 

To which is prefuxed, 

TABLE containing the TITLES of all the STATUTES  during that Period, 

VOL.VII. 

BANBY PICKERING, of Gray’s Inn, Esq; 

Reader of the Law Lecture to that Honorable Society. 

Edited by Joseph Bentham, CAMBRIDGE, Printer to the University, Charles 

Bathurst at the, 

Cross Keys, opposite St. Dunstan’s Church in Fleet-Street , London 1763. 

CUM PRIVILEGIO 
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___________________ 

An Act for the  Relief of the Poor, 43 Elisabeth, 1601. 

Be it enacted by the authority of this present parliament, That the church wardens of every 

parish, and four, three or two substantial householders there, as shall be thought meet, 

having respect to the proportion and greatness of the same parish and parishes , to be 

nominated yearly in Easter Week, or within one month after Easter, under the hand and 

seal of two or more justices of the peace in the same county, whereof one to be of the 

quorum,    dwelling in or near the same parish or division where the same parish doth lie, 

shall be called overseers of the poor of the same parish : and they , or the greater part of 

them , shall take order from time to time , by and with the consent of two or more such 

justices of peace as is aforesaid, for setting to work the children of all such whose parents 

shall not by the said church-wardens and overseers, or the greater part of them , be thought 

able to keep and maintain their children; and also for setting to work all such persons , 

married or unmarried , having no means to maintain them, and use no ordinary and daily 

trade of life to get their living by : and also to raise weekly or otherwise ( by taxation of 

every inhabitant , parson, vicar and other, and of every occupier of lands, houses, tithes 

impropriate, proportions of tithes, coal-mines, or saleable underwoods in the said parish , 

in such competent sum and sums of money as they shall think fit) a convenient stock of 

flax, hemp, wool, thread, iron and other necessary ware and stuff, to set the poor on work: 

and also competent sums of money for and towards the necessary relief of the lame, 

impotent, old, blind, and such other among them , being poor and not able to work, and 

also for putting out of such children to be apprentices…. 

III. And be it also enacted, That if the said justices of peace do perceive , that the 

inhabitants of any parish are not able to levy among themselves sufficient sums of money 

for the purposes aforesaid; That then the said tow justices shall and may tax , rate and 

assess as aforesaid, any other of other parishes , or out of any parish , within the hundred 

where the said parish is , to pay such sum and sums of money to the church – wardens and 

overseers of the said poor parish for the said purposes , as the said justices shall think fit, 

according to the intent of this law: (2) and if the said hundred shall not be thought to the 

said justices able and fit to relieve the said several parishes not able to provide for 

themselves as aforesaid; Then the justices of peace at their general quarter sessions , or the 

greater number of them, shall rate and assess as aforesaid, any other of other parishes, or 

out of any parish , within the said county for the purposes aforesaid, as in their discretion. 

IV.And that it should be lawful, as well for the present as subsequent church –wardens and 

overseers , or any of them by warrant from any two such justices of peace, as is aforesaid , 

to levy as well as the said sums of money, and all arrearages, of every one that shall refuse 

to contribute according as they shall be assessed, by distress and sale of the offender’s 

goods , as the sums of money or stock shall be behind upon any account to be made as 

aforesaid , rendering to the parties the overplus ; (2) and in defect of such distress, it shall 

be lawful for any such two justices of the peace to commit him or them to the common 

goal of the county , there to remain without bail or mainprize until payment of the said 

sum, arrearages and stock:  (3) and the said justices of peace, or any one of them, to send 
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the house of correction or common goal, , such as shall not to employ themselves to work , 

being appointed thereunto , as aforesaid: (4) and also any such two justices of peace to 

commit to the said prison every one of the said church –wardens and overseers which shall 

refuse to account, there to remain without bail or mainprize until he have made a true 

account, and satisfied and paid so much as upon the said account shall be remaining in his 

hands.  

 

V. And be it further enacted , That it should be lawful for the said church-wardens and 

overseers, or the greater part of them, by the assent of any two justices of the peace 

aforesaid, to bind any such children, as aforesaid, to be apprentices , where they shall see 

convenient , till such man-child shall come to the age of and twenty years  , and such 

woman-child to the age of one and twenty years, or the time of her marriage; the same to 

be effectual to all purposes , as if such child were of full age, and by indenture of 

convenant bound him or her self, (2) And to the intent that necessary places of habitation 

may more conveniently be provided for such poor impotent people; ( 3) be it enacted by 

the authority aforesaid , That it shall and may be lawful for the said church-wardens and 

overseers , or the greater part of them by the leave of the lord or lords of the manor, 

whereof any waste or common within their parish is or shall be parcel, and upon agreement 

before with him or them made in writing, under the hands and seals of the said lord or 

lords, or otherwise, according, to any order to be set down by the justices of peace of the 

said county at their general quarter –sessions , or the greater part of them, by like leave and 

agreement of the said lord or lords in writing under his or their hands and seals , to erect , 

build, and set up in fit and convenient places of habitation in such waste and common , at 

the general charges of the parish , or otherwise, of the hundred or county, as aforesaid to be 

taxed , rated and gathered in manner before expressed , convenient houses of dwelling for 

the said potent poor ; (4) and also to place inmates, or more families than one in one 

cottage or house, one act made in the one and thirtieth year of her Majesty’s reign , 

intituled, an act against the erecting and maintaining of cottages , or anything therein 

contained to the contrary notwithstanding : (5) which cottages and places for inmates shall 

not at any time after be used or employed to or for any other habitation, but only for 

impotent and poor of the same parish, that shall be there placed from time to time by the 

church –wardens and overseers of the poor of the same parish , or the most part of them , 

upon the pains forfeitures contained in the said former act made in the said one and 

thirtieth year of her Majesty’s reign. 

*** 

VII. And be it further enacted, That the father and grandfather , and the mother and 

grandmother , and the children of every poor, old , blind, lame and impotent person, or 

other poor person not able to work, being of a sufficient ability ,shall, at their own charges 

, relieve and maintain every such poor person in that manner , and according to that rate, as 

by the justices of peace of that county where such sufficient persons dwell, or the greater 

number of them , at their general quarter –sessions shall be assessed ; (2) upon pain that 
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every one of them shall forfeit twenty shillings for every month which they shall fail 

therein.  

*** 

 VIII. And be it further enacted, That the mayors , baliffs , or other head officers of every 

twon and place corporate and city within this realm, being justice or justices of peace, shall 

have the same authority by virtue of this act , within the limits and precincts of their 

jurisdictions , as well out of session, as at their sessions , if they hold any , as is herein 

limited, prescribed and appointed to justices to the peace of the county, or any two or more 

of them , or to the justices of peace in their quarter –sessions , to do and execute the uses 

and purposes in this act prescribed , and no other justices of peace to enter or meddle ther: 

(2)and that every alderman of the city of London within his ward , shall and may do and 

execute in every respect so much as is appointed and allowed by this act to be done and 

executed by one or two justices of any county within this realm.  

X. And further be it enacted by the authority aforesaid, That if in any place within this 

realm there happen to be hereafter no such nomination of overseers yearly, as if before 

appointed, That then every justice of peace of the county , dwelling within the division 

where such default of nomination shall happen and every mayor , alderman and head office 

of city, town or place corporate where such default shall happen, shall lose and forfeit for 

every such default five pounds, to be employed towards the relief of the poor  of the said 

parish or place corporate , and to be levied , as aforesaid, of the goods , by warrant from 

the general sessions of the peace of the said county, or of the same city, town  or place 

corporate, if they keep sessions. 

*** 

 

XI. And be it also enacted by the authority aforesaid, That all penalties and forfeitures 

beforementioned in this act to be forfeited by any person or persons, shall go and be 

employed to the use of the poor of the same parish , and towards a stock and habitation for 

them , and other necessary uses and relief , as before in this act are mentioned and 

expressed ; (2) and shall be levied by the said church –wardens and overseers , or one of 

them , by warrant from any two such justices of peace , or mayor , alderman, or head 

officer of city, town or place corporate respectively within their several limits , by distress 

and sale thereof, as aforesaid ; (3) or in defect thereof, it shall be lawful for any two such 

justices of peace , and the said alderman and head officers within their several limits, to 

commit the offender to the said prison, there to remain without bail or mainprize till the 

said forfeitures shall be satisfied and  paid.   

 

XII. And be it further enacted by the authority aforesaid, That the justices of peace of every 

county or place corporate , or the more part of them , in their general sessions to be holden 

next after the feast of Eatser next, and so yearly as often as they shall think meet , shall rate 

every parish to such a weekly sum of money as they shall think convenient ; (2) so as no 

parish be rated above the sum of xix-pence, nor under the sum of a halfpenny, weekly to be 
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paid , and so as the total sum of such taxation of the parishes in every county amount  not 

above the rate of two- pence for every parish within the said county; (3) which sums sp 

taxed shall be yearly assessed by the agreement of the parishioners within themselves , or 

in default thereof, by the church –wardens and petty constables of the same parish , or the 

more part of them : or in the default of their agreement , by the order of such justice or 

justices of peace as shall dwell in the same parish or ( if none be there dwelling ) in the 

parts next adjoining. 

 

         *** 

 

XV. And be it further enacted , That all the surplus age of money which shall be remaining 

in the said stock of any county, shall by discretion of the more part of the justices of peace 

in their quarter –sessions, be ordered, distributed and bestowed for the relief of poor 

hospitals of that county, and of those that shall sustain losses by fire , water , the sea or 

other casualties , and to such other charitable purposes, for the relief of the poor , as to the 

more part of the said justices of peace shall seem convenient.  

 

XVI. And be it further enacted, That if any treasurer elected shall willfully refuse to take 

upon him the said office of treasureship, or refuse to distribute and give relief , or to 

account , according to such form as shall be appointed by the more part of the said justices 

of peace; That then it shall be lawful for the justices of peace in their quarter-sessions, or in 

their default , for the justices of assize at their assizes to be holden in the same county, to 

fine the same treasurer by their discretion ; (2) the same fine not to be under three pounds , 

and to be levied or to be prosecuted by any two of the said justices of peace whom they 

shall authorize. (3) Provided always, That this act shall not take effect until the fest of 

Eatser next. 

  

XVII. And be it enacted, That the statute made in the nine and thirtieth year of her 

Majesty’s reign, intituled, An act for the relief of the poor, shall continue and stand in force 

until the feast of Easter next; (2) and that all taxations heretofore imposed and not paid, 

nor that shall be paid before the said feast of Easter next, and that all taxes hereafter before 

the said feast to be taxed by virtue of the said former act, which shall not be paid before the 

said feast of Easter, shall and may after the said former act, which shall not be paid before 

the said feast of Easter be levied by the overseers and other persons in this act respectively 

appointed to levy taxations, by distress, and by such warrant in every respect , as if they 

had been taxed and imposed by virtue of this act , and ere not paid… 

 
 

Source: Axinn and Stern, Social Welfare, 9–13.  
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Appendix II 

 

Historical Overview of the U.S. Programme for Single Mothers 

 

Name of Programme Date  Programme 

Widows’  Pensions 1908-35 State Programmes, 

variously implemented 

Aid to Dependent 

Children (ADC) 

1935 Title IV of the 1935 Social 

Security Act; federal 

/state partnership 

Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children 

(AFDC) 

1962 Liberalization of Title IV 

Family Support Act  1988 Moves toward mandatory 

work  with various 

supports for working 

mothers. 

Temporary Aid to 

Needy Families (TANF) 

    1996 The Personal 

Responsibility and Work 

Opportunity Act  

 

Source: Abramovitz, “Welfare Reform in the United States,” 338. 
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Appendix III 

 

Social Security Act of 1935 

 

Title IV: Grants to States for Aid to Dependent Children 1935 

 

Appropriation 

 

Section 401. For the purpose of enabling each State to furnish financial assistance, as far as 

practicable under the conditions in such State, to needy dependent children, there is hereby 

authorized to be appropriated for the fiscal year ending June 30, 1936, the sum of $ 24, 750, 000, 

and there is hereby authorized to be appropriated for each fiscal year thereafter a sum sufficient to 

carry out the purposes of this title. The sums made available under this section shall be used for 

making payments to States which have submitted , and had approved by the Board, State plans for 

aid to dependent children.  

STATE PLANS FOR AID TO DEPENDENT CHILDREN 

SEC. 402. (a) A State plan for aid to dependent children must  

(1) provide that it shall be in effect in all political subdivisions of the State, and, if 

administered by them, be mandatory upon them;  

(2) provide for financial participation by the State;  

(3) either provide for the establishment or designation of a single State agency to 

administer the plan, or provide for the establishment or designation of a single State agency to 

supervise the administration of the plan;  

(4) provide for granting to any individual, whose claim with respect to aid to a dependent 

child is denied, an opportunity for a fair hearing before such State agency;  

(5) provide such methods of administration (other than those relating to selection, tenure 

of office, and compensation of personnel) as are found by the Board to be necessary for the 

efficient operation of the plan; and  
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(6) provide that the State agency will make such reports, in such form and containing 

such information, as the Board may from time to time require, and comply with such provisions as 

the Board may from time to time find necessary to assure the correctness and verification of such 

reports. 

(b) The Board shall approve any plan which fulfills the conditions specified in subsection 

(a) except that it shall not approve any plan which imposes as a condition of eligibility for aid to 

dependent children, a residence requirement which denies aid with respect to any child residing in 

the State  

(1) who has resided in the State for one year immediately preceding the application for 

such aid or  

(2) who was born within the State within one year immediately preceding the application, 

if its mother has resided in the State for one year immediately preceding the birth. 

                                                       PAYMENT TO STATES 

SEC. 403. (a) From the sums appropriated therefor, the Secretary of the Treasury shall 

pay to each State which has an approved plan for aid to dependent children, for each quarter, 

beginning with the quarter commencing July 1, 1935, an amount, which shall be used exclusively 

for carrying out the State plan, equal to one-third of the total of the sums expended during such 

quarter under such plan, not counting so much of such expenditure with respect to any dependent 

child for any month as exceeds $18, or if there is more than one dependent child in the same home, 

as exceeds $18 for any month with respect to one such dependent child and $12 for such month 

with respect to each of the other dependent children.  

(b) The method of computing and paying such amounts shall be as follows:  

(1) The Board shall, prior to the beginning of each quarter, estimate the amount to be paid 

to the State for such quarter under the provisions of subsection  

(a), such estimate to be based on  

(A) a report filed by the State containing its estimate of the total sum to be expended in 

such quarter in accordance with the provisions of such subsection and stating the amount 

appropriated or made available by the State and its political subdivisions for such expenditures in 

such quarter, and if such amount is less than two-thirds of the total sum of such estimated 

expenditures, the source or sources from which the difference is expected to be derived,  

(B) records showing the number of dependent children in the State, and  

(C) such other investigation as the Board may find necessary.  

(2) The Board shall then certify to the Secretary of the Treasury the amount so estimated 

by the Board, reduced or increased, as the case may be, by any sum by which it finds that its 

estimate for any prior quarter was greater or less than the amount which should have been paid to 

the State for such quarter, except to the extent that such sum has been applied to make the amount 

certified for any prior quarter greater or less than the amount estimated by the Board for such prior 

quarter.  
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(3) The Secretary of the Treasury shall thereupon, through the Division of Disbursement 

of the Treasury Department and prior to audit or settlement by the General Accounting Office, pay 

to the State, at the time or times fixed by the Board, the amount so certified. 

OPERATION OF STATE PLANS 

SEC. 404. In the case of any State plan for aid to dependent children which has been 

approved by the Board, if the Board, after reasonable notice and opportunity for hearing to the 

State agency administering or supervising the administration of such plan, finds-  

(1) that the plan has been so changed as to impose any residence requirement prohibited 

by section 402 (b), or that in the administration of the plan any such prohibited requirement is 

imposed, with the knowledge of such State agency, in a substantial number of cases; or  

(2) that in the administration of the plan there is a failure to comply substantially with any 

provision required by section 402 (a) to be included in the plan; the Board shall notify such State 

agency that further payments will not be made to the State until the Board is satisfied that such 

prohibited requirement is no longer so imposed, and that there is no longer any such failure to 

comply. Until it is so satisfied it shall make no further certification to the Secretary of the Treasury 

with respect to such State. 

ADMINISTRATION 

SEC. 405. There is hereby authorized to be appropriated for the fiscal year ending June 

30, 1936, the sum of $250,000 for all necessary expenses of the Board in administering the 

provisions of this title. 

DEFINITIONS 

SEC. 406. When used in this title-  

(a) The term dependent child means a child under the age of sixteen who has been 

deprived of parental support or care by reason of the death, continued absence from the home, or 

physical or mental incapacity of a parent, and who is living with his father, mother, grandfather, 

grandmother, brother, sister, stepfather, stepmother, stepbrother, stepsister, uncle, or aunt, in a 

place of residence maintained by one or more of such relatives as his or their own home; 

(b) The term aid to dependent children means money payments with respect to a 

dependent child or dependent children. 

Source:  Mink and  Solinger , Welfare, 74–76. 
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Appendix IV 

 

THE WHITE HOUSE 

Office of the Press Secretary 

(Jackson Hole, Wyoming) 

 
For Immediate Release August 17, 1996  

                     RADIO ADDRESS OF THE PRESIDENT 

                             TO THE NATION 

Jackson Hole, Wyoming  

THE PRESIDENT: Good morning. This year the American people are being offered a 

clear choice of economic plans; two very different visions of how to help our economy 

grow. This morning I want to talk with you about my plan for our nation's economy, about 

the differences between my plan and the plan offered by our opponents, and how we can 

keep the American Dream alive as we move toward the 21st century.  

This is a very hopeful time for our country. Our nation's enduring mission is to give every 

American opportunity, to demand responsibility from all of our citizens, and to come 

together as a community. We must go forward into this new century together.  

One of the things that helps us is a growing economy. A growing economy helps makes all 

those values -- opportunity, responsibility and community -- real for our families, our 

children, for all Americans.  

As America prepares itself for the possibilities of the new century they seem unlimited. 

But four years ago that wasn't so clear. Our economy was drifting then. New jobs were 

scarce, unemployment was 7.7 percent. Our budget deficit was at a record high and 

growing.  

I took office determined to set our country on a new course, and that is what we did -- 

cutting the deficit by 60 percent, investing in our people, expanding exports to record 

levels. And today we see the results. America is making more cars than Japan for the first 

time in a decade. We have 900,000 new construction jobs. There are hundreds of 

thousands of businesses owned by women; in fact, now, one in three businesses are owned 

by a woman.  
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4.4 million Americans have become homeowners. Another 10 million have refinanced 

their mortgages at lower rates. The combined rates of inflation, unemployment and 

mortgages is at a 28-year low. The budget deficit is now the smallest it's been since 1981, 

and our economy has created over 10 million new jobs.  

Finally, real hourly wages -- the paycheck of the American worker -- these wages are 

starting to rise again for the first time in a decade. As even our opponents have 

acknowledged, our economy is the soundest it's been in a generation.  

This opportunity strategy is working. But now we have to build on it -- to produce faster 

growth, more high-paying jobs, more successful businesses; to bring the benefits of 

economic growth to those who have not yet experienced them. First we have to finish the 

job of balancing the budget so that we can keep interest rates down and remove the debt 

burden from future generations. Then we have to give our people education and training, 

access to health care, and retirement security, so all working people can reap the rewards 

of this new economy.  

This week I will sign into law an increase in the minimum wage. For those who work hard 

to stay off welfare, but can't live on $4.25 an hour, this is a very important act. It will truly 

honor work and family. The same bill also provides help to small businesses to help them 

increase investment in job creation, and to increase their ability to save for retirement.  

Next we should give Americans a tax cut. We've already cut taxes for 15 million American 

working families through our dramatic expansion of the earned income tax credit. This 

year that tax reduction will be worth about $1,000 to a family of four with an income of 

$28,000 a year or less. Now we can, and we should, do more.  

In going forward I have proposed a program of tax cuts for working families that focus on 

education and child rearing, and are clearly within our ability to balance the budget so we 

can continue to keep those interest rates down and the economy growing. That's very 

important if we want our families to be strong and successful.  

On the tax cut front I think, first, we should give tax cuts to pay for a college education. I 

have proposed giving individuals a $1,500 tax credit each year to pay for two years of 

college tuition; a Hope Scholarship that will entirely pay for tuition at a typical community 

college. We have to make two years of education after high school as universal as a high 

school education is now.  

And, going beyond that, I proposed giving families a tax deduction for up to $10,000 a 

year for the tuition of all college costs, going beyond just the first two years. Over and 

above that, I have proposed collapsing all the federal training programs into a G.I. Bill for 

America's workers, so that those who are unemployed or under-employed can get a skills 

grant worth up to $2,600 a year to pursue their education.  
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This is a good, good foundation on building a network of lifetime learning that all 

American families will need to succeed in the global economy.  

The second thing we need to do is to give parents of children under the age of 13 a $500 

per child tax credit to help them to pay for child care. This also is very important.  

Thirdly, we ought to give people a tax cut through expanded IRAs that people can use to 

withdraw from without penalty in a way that helps them save not only for their retirement, 

but also for a first-time home, for medical care, or for a college education.  

That's our program -- targeted tax cuts; continuing to invest in education and research and 

new technologies; continuing to cut the deficit and balance the budget; expanding exports 

to record levels. This is the plan that will work. We know this growth strategy works; it's 

already produced over 10 million new jobs -- a very different situation that existed under 

the previous policy.  

Now, as you know, our opponents are offering a very different strategy, but it's the same 

one they've offered before. And our plans are very different. My tax cut is limited in size; 

it's worth $110 billion. Theirs is five times as much -- $550 billion. We can afford ours. 

We can't afford theirs.  

My tax cut is targeted; theirs is indiscriminate. Mine will be there when the middle class 

families need it to help them give their children and education, buy a home, pay for child 

care. Our opponents' plan gives indiscriminate tax cuts, regardless of the cost. In fact, 

millions of middle class families with children in college, or with adults in educational 

programs, would actually get a bigger tax cut under my plan than under our opponents' 

plan.  

And my tax cut is paid for with specific, tough budget cuts consistent with the balanced 

budget plan. Our opponents haven't said how they'll pay for their tax cut yet.  

Now, if they don't pay for it, their plan would balloon the deficit. That would increase 

interest rates, and that would slow down the economy and cost us jobs. Our plan, by 

contrast, would clearly help the economy.  

Higher interest rates under their plan would cancel out the tax benefits for most families. 

Under our plan, interest rates would come down because the budget will be balanced just 

as people are getting their tax cuts.  

On the other hand, if our opponents do pay for these massive tax cuts, that would mean 

even bigger cuts in Medicare, Medicaid, education, and the environment than they have 

already proposed. My plan pays for tax cuts without undermining our values. Their plan 

would deeply cut Medicare. My plan would not require new out-of-pocket costs for 

beneficiaries to pay for tax cuts. Their plan would undermine Medicaid's guarantee of 

quality health care to pregnant women, poor children, to families with people with 
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disabilities, and to the elderly. My plan would preserve Medicaid's guarantee for these 

groups of Americans.  

Their plan would cut education. My plan would cut taxes while increasing investments in 

education. Their plan would endanger the environment. My plan would cut taxes while 

continuing to clean up pollution and make our environment cleaner.  

So the American people have a clear choice in this election. We agree on one thing: 

Americans do deserve a tax cut. But we must choose between a tax cut that responsibly 

balances the budget and one that puts our economy at risk; between one that is targeted to 

help working families pay for education, health care and other pressing needs, and one that 

is indiscriminate; between one that is paid for by prudently cutting government, and one 

that is paid for by undercutting Medicare, Medicaid, education and the environment, or not 

paid for at all, bringing back those bad, old days of out-of-control deficits, high interest 

rates, slow growth, or recession.  

I look forward to discussing these plans before the American people in the coming months. 

This election will give our nation the chance to decide whether we want to continue 

forward on a path of opportunity, responsibility, work and growth. That kind of debate can 

only be good for our country.  

Thanks for listening.  

END  

Source: The White House, Bill Clinton Library 

https://clintonwhitehouse6.archives.gov/1996/08/1996-08-17-president-weekly-radio-

address-to-the-nation.html  
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Appendix V 

 

Remarks on Welfare Reform Bill Clinton 

August  22nd , 1996 

 

I'd like to say to Congressman Castle, I'm especially glad to see you here because 8 years 

ago about this time, when you were the Governor of Delaware and Governor Carper was the 

Congressman from Delaware, you and I were together at a signing like this.  

Thank you, Senator Long, for coming here. Thank you, Governors Romer, Carper, Miller, 

and Caperton.  

I'd also like to thank Penelope Howard and Janet Ferrel for coming here. They, too, have 

worked their way from welfare to independence, and we're honored to have them here.  

I'd like to thank all of the people who worked on this bill who have been introduced from 

our staff and Cabinet, but I'd also like to especially thank Bruce Reed, who had a lot to do with 

working on the final compromises of this bill; I thank him.  

Lillie Harden was up there talking, and I want to tell you how she happens to be here today. 

Ten years ago, Governor Castle and I were asked to cochair a Governors' task force on welfare 

reform, and we were asked to work together on it. And when we met at Hilton Head in South 

Carolina, we had a little panel, and 41 Governors showed up to listen to people who were on 

welfare from several States. So I asked Carol Rasco to find me somebody from our State who had 

been in one of our welfare reform programs and had gone to work. She found Lillie Harden, and 

Lillie showed up at the program.  

And I was conducting this meeting, and I committed a mistake that they always tell lawyers 

never to do: Never ask a question you do not know the answer to. [Laughter] But she was doing so 

well talking about it, as you saw how well-spoken she was today, and I said, "Lillie, what's the best 

thing about being off welfare?" And she looked me straight in the eye and said, "When my boy 

goes to school, and they say what does your mama do for a living, he can give an answer." I have 

never forgotten that. And when I saw the success of all of her children and the success that she's 

had in the past 10 years—I can tell you, you've had a bigger impact on me than I've had on you. 
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And I thank you for the power of your example, for your family's. And for all of America, thank 

you very much.  

What we are trying to do today is to overcome the flaws of the welfare system for the 

people who are trapped on it. We all know that the typical family on welfare today is very different 

from the one that welfare was designed to deal with 60 years ago. We all know that there are a lot 

of good people on welfare who just get off of it in the ordinary course of business but that a 

significant number of people are trapped on welfare for a very long time, exiling them from the 

entire community of work that gives structure to our lives.  

Nearly 30 years ago, Robert Kennedy said, "Work is the meaning of what this country is all 

about. We need it as individuals, we need to sense it in our fellow citizens, and we need it as a 

01society and as a people." He was right then, and it's right now. From now on, our Nation's 

answer to this great social challenge will no longer be a never-ending cycle of welfare, it will be 

the dignity, the power, and the ethic of work. Today we are taking an historic chance to make 

welfare what it was meant to be: a second chance, not a way of life.  

The bill I'm about to sign, as I have said many times, is far from perfect, but it has come a 

very long way. Congress sent me two previous bills that I strongly believe failed to protect our 

children and did too little to move people from welfare to work. I vetoed both of them. This bill 

had broad bipartisan support and is much, much better on both counts.  

The new bill restores America's basic bargain of providing opportunity and demanding, in 

return, responsibility. It provides $14 billion for child care, $4 billion more than the present law 

does. It is good because without the assurance of child care it's all but impossible for a mother with 

young children to go to work. It requires States to maintain their own spending on welfare reform 

and gives them powerful performance incentives to place more people on welfare in jobs. It gives 

States the capacity to create jobs by taking money now used for welfare checks and giving it to 

employers as subsidies as incentives to hire people. This bill will help people to go to work so they 

can stop drawing a welfare check and start drawing a paycheck.  

It's also better for children. It preserves the national safety net of food stamps and school 

lunches. It drops the deep cuts and the devastating changes in child protection, adoption, and help 

for disabled children. It preserves the national guarantee of health care for poor children, the 

disabled, the elderly, and people on welfare—the most important preservation of all.  

It includes the tough child support enforcement measures that, as far as I know, every 

Member of Congress and everybody in the administration and every thinking person in the country 

has supported for more than 2 years now. It's the most sweeping crackdown on deadbeat parents in 

history. We have succeeded in increasing child support collection 40 percent, but over a third of the 

cases where there's delinquencies involve people who cross State lines. For a lot of women and 

children, the only reason they're on welfare today—the only reason— is that the father up and 

walked away when he could have made a contribution to the welfare of the children. That is wrong. 

If every parent paid the child support that he or she owes legally today, we could move 800,000 

women and children off welfare immediately.  

With this bill we say, if you don't pay the child support you owe, we'll garnish your wages, 

take away your driver's license, track you across State lines, if necessary, make you work off what 
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you pay—what you owe. It is a good thing, and it will help dramatically to reduce welfare, increase 

independence, and reinforce parental responsibility.  

As the Vice President said, we strongly disagree with a couple of provisions of this bill. We 

believe that the nutritional cuts are too deep, especially as they affect low-income working people 

and children. We should not be punishing people who are working for a living already; we should 

do everything we can to lift them up and keep them at work and help them to support their children. 

We also believe that the congressional leadership insisted on cuts in programs for legal immigrants 

that are far too deep.  

These cuts, however, have nothing to do with the fundamental purpose of welfare reform. I 

signed this bill because this is an historic chance, where Republicans and Democrats got together 

and said, we're going to take this historic chance to try to re-create the Nation's social bargain with 

the poor. We're going to try to change the parameters of the debate. We're going to make it all new 

again and see if we can't create a system of incentives which reinforce work and family and 

independence. We can change what is wrong. We should not have passed this historic opportunity 

to do what is right.  

And so I want to ask all of you, without regard to party, to think through the implications of 

these other nonwelfare issues on the American people, and let's work together in good spirits and 

good faith to remedy what is wrong. We can balance the budget without these cuts. But let's not 

obscure the fundamental purpose of the welfare provisions of this legislation, which are good and 

solid and which can give us at least the chance to end the terrible, almost physical isolation of huge 

numbers of poor people and their children from the rest of mainstream America. We have to do 

that.  

Let me also say that there's something really good about this legislation. When I sign it, we 

all have to start again, and this becomes everybody's responsibility. After I sign my name to this 

bill, welfare will no longer be a political issue. The two parties cannot attack each other over it. 

Politicians cannot attack poor people over it. There are no encrusted habits, systems, and failures 

that can be laid at the foot of someone else. We have to begin again. This is not the end of welfare 

reform, this is the beginning. And we have to all assume responsibility. Now that we are saying 

with this bill we expect work, we have to make sure the people have a chance to go to work. If we 

really value work, everybody in this society—businesses, nonprofits, religious institutions, 

individuals, those in government— all have a responsibility to make sure the jobs are there.  

These three women have great stories. Almost everybody on welfare would like to have a 

story like that. And the rest of us now have a responsibility to give them that story. We cannot 

blame the system for the jobs they don't have anymore. If it doesn't work now, it's everybody's 

fault: mine, yours, and everybody else. There is no longer a system in the way.  

I've worked hard over the past 4 years to create jobs and to steer investment into places 

where there are large numbers of people on welfare because there's been no economic recovery. 

That's what the empowerment zone program was all about. That's what the community 

development bank initiative was all about. That's what our urban brownfield cleanup initiative was 

all about, trying to give people the means to make a living in areas that had been left behind.  
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I think we have to do more here in Washington to do that, and I'll have more to say about 

that later. But let me say again, we have to build a new work and family system. And this is 

everybody's responsibility now. The people on welfare are people just like these three people we 

honor here today and their families. They are human beings. And we owe it to all of them to give 

them a chance to come back.  

I talked the other day when the Vice President and I went down to Tennessee, and we were 

working with Congressman Tanner's district; we were working on a church that had burned. And 

there was a pastor there from a church in North Carolina that brought a group of his people in to 

work. And he started asking me about welfare reform, and I started telling him about it. And I said, 

"You know what you ought to do? You ought to go tell Governor Hunt that you would hire 

somebody on welfare to work in your church if he would give you the welfare check as a wage 

supplement. You'd double their pay, and you'd keep them employed for a year or so and see if you 

couldn't train them and help their families and see if their kids were all right." I said, "Would you 

do that?" He said, "In a heartbeat."  

I think there are people all over America like that. I think there are people all over America 

like that. That's what I want all of you to be thinking about today: What are we going to do now? 

This is not over, this is just beginning. The Congress deserves our thanks for creating a new reality, 

but we have to fill in the blanks. The Governors asked for this responsibility, now they've got to 

live up to it. There are mayors that have responsibilities, county officials that have responsibilities. 

Every employer in this country that ever made a disparaging remark about the welfare system 

needs to think about whether he or she should now hire somebody from welfare and go to work, go 

to the State and say, "Okay, you give me the check. I'll use it as an income supplement. I'll train 

these people. I'll help them to start their lives, and we'll go forward from here."  

Every single person needs to be thinking— every person in America tonight who sees a 

report of this who has ever said a disparaging word about the welfare system should now say, 

"Okay, that's gone. What is my responsibility to make it better?"  

Two days ago we signed a bill increasing the minimum wage here and making it easier for 

people in small businesses to get and keep pensions. Yesterday we signed the Kassebaum-Kennedy 

bill which makes health care available to up to 25 million Americans, many of them in lower 

income jobs where they're more vulnerable. The bill I'm signing today preserves the increases in 

the earned-income tax credit for working families. It is now clearly better to go to work than to stay 

on welfare—clearly better. Because of actions taken by the Congress in this session, it is clearly 

better. And what we have to do now is to make that work a reality.  

I've said this many times, but, you know, most American families find that the greatest 

challenge of their lives is how to do a good job raising their kids and do a good job at work. Trying 

to balance work and family is the challenge that most Americans in the workplace face. 

Thankfully, that's the challenge Lillie Harden's had to face for the last 10 years. That's just what we 

want for everybody. We want at least the chance to strike the right balance for everybody.  

Today we are ending welfare as we know it. But I hope this day will be remembered not 

for what it ended but for what it began: a new day that offers hope, honors responsibility, rewards 

work, and changes the terms of the debate so that no one in America ever feels again the need to 

criticize people who are poor on welfare but instead feels the responsibility to reach out to men and 
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women and children who are isolated, who need opportunity, and who are willing to assume 

responsibility, and give them the opportunity and the terms of responsibility. (Applause) 

Source: From “Remarks by President Clinton and Vice President Al Gore at the Signing of the Welfare 

Reform Bill,” Federal News Service, August 22nd, 1996.   

 

 

Appendix VI 

 

Perceived Need of Welfare Recipients 

 

            Percentage (Agree)

  

1)Most people on welfare who can work try to find jobs so they can  support themselves 31 

2)In your view, are most people who receive welfare payments genuinely in need    

of help or are they taking advantage of the system?  

Taking advantage  of the system     66 

Genuinely in need of help     34 

3) Most able-bodied  people on welfare prefer to sit home and collect benefits  

even if they can work?    59 

4) Most able-bodied people on welfare really want to work but can’t because of circumstances.       41 

5) Do you think that most people who receive money from welfare could get along without if they tried, or do 

you think most of them really need help? 

Most could get along without it                 61 

Most really need help                39 

Note: Results are based on national telephone surveys and exclude respondents saying “don’t know” or 

providing no answer.  

Source: Gilens, Why Americans Hate Welfare, 1140.   
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