
Welfare  
 
New Deal 
ADC 
Work schemes 
 
Types of welfare 
 
AFDC – Aid to families with dependent children 
TANF- Temporary assistance to needy families 
Food Stamps 
Social Security 
Medicaid 
Medicare 
 
American definition of welfare 
 
Great Society and “war on poverty” 
-end poverty (too ambitious?) 
-extra welfare rights 
-involve the poor break out of culture of poverty (community 
development) 
 
-1970s attempt to create a basic income welfare system 
 
Conservative attack 
-unrealistic expectations and lack of limits 
-too expensive 
-welfare seen increasingly as an entitlement, not as temporary relief thus 
welfare dependency created 
-culture of poverty argument used to criticise the lifestyles of the poor 
--Reagan’s attack on “welfare queens”  
-public opinion moves to the right 
 
 
Solutions 
-Reagan cut funding 
 
-Liberals a better government response, more help 
 
-Clinton 1992 (Third Way) 
-Temporary 
-Guaranteed jobs 



-More training 
-State based 
-Deadbeat Dads and child support payments 
-Child-care and extended medical cover 
-work orientated 
-increased minimum wage and EITC scheme 
-failed to get his legislation through in 1994 
 
Time limits dangerous? 
 
1994 political earthquake: The Republican Revolution 
-Gingrich’s ideological and nationalised campaign based around the 
Contract with America leads the GOP to victory in the House and Senate 
(thus control the legislative agenda) 
 
-Contract included a 10 key promises/pieces of legislation 
 
-Action on the welfare promise (the others less successful) 
 
-“illegitimacy” number one motivation 
-teen pregnancy and “minority pregnancy” 
-welfare caps 
-individual responsibility 
-work requirements  
 
Debate between Clinton White House and GOP congress 
 
Outcome 
 
Starting with its title, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act is an openly ideological piece of legislation. Its 
preamble, titled “findings,” makes the intentions of the act very clear, 
setting out the concerns that shaped the PRWORA. The opening line 
reads:  

 
The Congress makes the following findings:  
(1) Marriage is the foundation of a successful society. 
(2) Marriage is an essential institution of a successful society which 
promotes the interests of children. 
 
 

 



To properly understand the ideological intent of the PRWORA, it is 
useful to take a good look at the principal changes to American welfare 
laws that the act brought about: 
• States are given clear incentives to get as many of their welfare 

population working as possible. The federal government is granted the 
power to set states work targets and states can be financially punished 
for failing to meet them. 

• The AFDC program is abolished and replaced by Temporary 
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), which is now the major 
program targeted to assist single parents with children.  

• TANF is administered at the state level. Each of the fifty states 
receives a block grant. While states are expressly disallowed from 
weakening the TANF regulations if they wish to receive federal funds, 
they may add restrictions or limitations upon those imposed by the 
federal government. The states can also set their own rules on time 
limits and work requirements, with considerable latitude.  

• The PRWORA sets a five-year federal limit1 on a recipient’s 
eligibility for TANF payments. However, a state can exempt 20 
percent of its caseload from this limit and still receive federal funding. 
States can set the TANF time limits as low, or as high, as they wish. A 
state wishing to exempt more than 20 percent of TANF recipients 
from the five-year lifetime limit can do so—at its own expense. (At 
present the evidence is that states are more likely to set limits lower, 
rather than higher, than five years. For example, before the PRWORA 
was passed, Connecticut had received a “waiver” to establish a 
twenty-one-month limit on the availability of AFDC). 

• The PRWORA requires that single parents be engaged in employment 
after a maximum of two years on TANF regardless of the age of their 
children. The states can require that recipients begin working 
immediately after the birth of a child in order to receive TANF 
payments. 

• States have the discretion to deny benefits to unmarried teenage 
mothers. The states can mandate teenage mothers attend school, or 
require unwed minors to live with a parent or guardian, to receive 
TANF payments. 

• The states can set welfare “caps” on TANF payments to a family. This 
means that recipients do not receive any further money if they have 
more children while on the TANF program. 

                                                
1. The five-year TANF limit is a lifetime limit, that is, a recipient can either reach this limit after five 

consecutive years on welfare, or after five years accumulated, presumably over a lifetime, as they move on and off 
the TANF program.  



• The states can choose to hand over the administration and 
disbursement of welfare to private charities, religious organizations, or 
private enterprise.  

• New legal immigrants to the United States are not eligible for welfare 
benefits until they become citizens, which requires a minimum of five 
years legal and permanent residency in the United States (refugees as 
well as those granted asylum in the United States are exempt from this 
welfare restriction). 

• The rules for the Supplementary Security Income (SSI) program (a 
welfare program for families with “disabled” children) have been 
considerably tightened, setting much tougher standards on how 
children’s disabilities are measured. 

• The food stamps program received sizeable cuts including: A three-
month limit on food stamps to able-bodied single people between the 
ages of eighteen and fifty every three years. Current legal immigrants 
residing in the United States at the time the PRWORA was signed 
were denied food stamps and SSI for ten years or until they became 
citizens.  

• The act required the federal government to spend $50 million per year 
on a new abstinence education program in American schools. 

• Lastly, the PRWORA provides financial rewards to states that reduce 
the number of out-of-wedlock births as long as there is not a 
corresponding increase in the number of abortions performed in that 
state.  

 
There are three federal safeguards, which cannot be legally ignored by the 
states: 
1. Benefits cannot be cut to parents with children under six, if the 
parent’s failure to find work is due to a lack of child care (the PRWORA 
allocated an increase of $45 million to be spent yearly on child care for 
welfare recipients). 
2. Emergency medical treatment cannot be denied to legal or illegal 
immigrants. 
3. Former TANF recipients must receive one year of medical benefits 
paid for by the government after leaving the welfare roll. 
 
 
Impact 
 



Figure P.1: ADC/AFDC/TANF Welfare Rolls (1936-2001) 
ADC/AFDC/TANF Recipients
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Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2002a). 
 
Latest statistics 2008: 1,629,345 Households on TANF. Total number 3,780,542 

 
Figure P.3: U.S. Poverty Statistics (1959-2001) 

Historical Poverty Data (United States)
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Source: U.S. Census (2002) 
 
Last statistics: The official poverty rate in 2008 was 13.2 percent, up from 12.5 
percent in 2007. Near 40 million people at the latest estimate. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:US_poverty_rate_timeline.gif 

 
How do I think the welfare reforms of the 1990s should be judged? If the statistics on welfare rolls and 
poverty rates (see figure P.3) were judged like a balance sheet of numerical profits versus losses, 
welfare reform would be judged as a resounding success. However, with social policy, such an 
assessment is too sweeping. If we take poverty reduction as the key statistic, a significant number of 
recipients are better off, but some people have been left with no welfare rights and could well be 
struggling with abject poverty. If this is occurring and there is evidence to support that it is (Loprest, 
1999), questions need to be asked about how this impacts on the values of a society that it is prepared 
to leave some people behind. Loprest’s study of welfare leavers found that around 12 percent of leavers 
had no welfare support or financial support from a partner (Loprest, 1999). LaDonna Pavetti’s study of 
the “hard-to-employ” contends that “An analysis of Census Bureau data shows that as many as 70,000 
families with children had less income in 1999 than in 1995” (Pavetti, 2002: 136). If such outcomes 
were to be judged simply on a numerical basis, we would accept them because as Bush stated in 2002, 
5.4 million fewer people live in poverty than in 1996. But that would be the law of jungle or the policy 



approach of a social Darwinist. Social policy is needed that protects those left behind by welfare 
reform. I would argue that social policy should be judged on how it impacts on the most vulnerable 
members of a society. Once again utilitarian versus universal judgments can be made here that would 
come to opposing conclusions. However, this stand off can possibly be avoided in the future.  
 I believe the emphasis on work in the PROWRA should be continued because it has been 
more successful than many, including myself, might have imagined; but what is needed in addition to 
this policy is a backup program that offers greater help to the hard to employ and a welfare safety net 
for children regardless of their parents’ behaviour. The answers here are not simple. Some would argue 
for a New Paternalism where the government attempts to change the behaviour of the poor. Others 
would prefer a guaranteed income strategy for families. Whatever the approach, no social policy can 
rightly claim to be a success without guaranteeing the rights of children to proper financial support. 
When a government abrogates this responsibility, its welfare policies should be judged a failure. This 
conclusion is not said without recognition of the difficulties of achieving this in practical terms. 
However, for truly successful welfare reform to occur, this challenge needs to be addressed.  

Those looking for better approaches to these difficult problems would be well advised to look at 
the comparative research. Other western nations have things to learn from the American welfare 
experience; similarly America would be well served by looking at how other nations deal with welfare 
and poverty. In the area of child poverty, the basic numbers tell us that, although child poverty in the 
United States has dropped in recent years from around 20 percent in the mid-1990s to 16 percent in 
2000, child poverty still remains higher than in nearly all other OECD nations. In the Scandinavian 
nations, child poverty is between 2.5 and 4 percent. In France, Belgium and the Netherlands child 
poverty levels are well under half the American levels (Vleminckx and Smeeding, 2001). These 
statistics alert us to the fact that it is too early for America to proclaim a “welfare reform miracle.” 
 

Opening Questions: 

Incarceration and structural racism: 

Structural: laws, institutions, electoral system, culture?, police,  

Behavioural?  

New Jim Crow, Chapter 2. 

 
Author Loury, Glenn C.  
Title Race, incarceration, and American values  
Publisher Cambridge, Mass. : MIT Press, 2008. 
 
 
Welfare reform raises the behavioural v. structural debate 
 
Charles Murray – ANALYSIS: behaviour, incentives, morals SOLUTION: minimal 
welfare 
 
Structure – ANALYSIS slavery, capitalism, patriarchy, racism, SOLUTION: Govt 
programs 
 
Third Way – combine conservative and liberal understandings.  
 
Why Poverty USA? 
 



Simple response: limited welfare (gov support); little unemployment benefits; 
minimum wage very low - $9. Capitalism more rapacious in US than elsewhere. 
Medical expenses high; savings poor? Credit and debt common; recycling jail 
population, decline of manufacturing work; end of anti-poverty measures – time 
limited welfare and unemployment insurance 
 
unionisation decline. Tough working contracts – employer as king.  
 
Historical and ongoing racism 
 
What are the causes of inequality?   
 
Tax system. Wealth tax avoidance and low marginal rate by international standards. 
36%. Reagan cuts made a difference. 
Rise of finance. Finance income is a wealth generator. Takes money out of physical 
goods and places it in financial goods. Wealth inequality greater in US leading to 
greater income inequality. Lack of policies on inheritance, retirement income 

“From 1973 to 1985, the financial sector never earned more than 16 percent of 
domestic corporate profits. In 1986, that figure reached 19 percent. In the 1990s, it 
oscillated between 21 percent and 30 percent, higher than it had ever been in the 
postwar period. This decade, it reached 41 percent. Pay rises in the sector were just as 
dramatic. From 1948 to 1982, average compensation in the financial sector ranged 
between 99 percent and 108 percent of the average for all domestic private industries. 
From 1983, it shot upward, reaching 181 percent in 2007.  

The great wealth that the financial sector created and concentrated gave bankers 
enormous political weight—a weight not seen in the U.S. since the era of J.P. Morgan 
(the man). In that period, the banking panic of 1907 could be stopped only by 
coordination among private-sector bankers: no government entity was able to offer an 
effective response. But that first age of banking oligarchs came to an end with the 
passage of significant banking regulation in response to the Great Depression; the 
reemergence of an American financial oligarchy is quite recent.” 
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2009/05/the-quiet-coup/307364/ 

Executive salaries. 
 
Companies using Congress to increase their wealth – see Pierson and Hacker chapter. 
 
  Tim Noah – US less economic mobility now than most of Western Europe; breaks 
the exceptionalist view that the children of the poor rise! 
 
Women and children often at the very bottom.  
 
Globalisation – free trade – need of long bomb – manufacturing jobs – unions – 
government policies – Supply side economics – new Gilded Age attitude to wealth 
and income  
 
Inequality as the charts on our website shows has a racial character to it. 
 



What of the voters? 
 
Why more equal in Australia  - higher wages at bottom; more government assistance 
for less well off, more progressive tax; finance sector power not at US levels.    
 
Has Obama made a difference?  
 
Stimulus in 2009 – helped unemployed  
Helped extend unemployment insurance 
Obamacare – big help for working poor 
 
Push for path to citizenship for illegals would make a difference   
Push for increase in minimum wage 
Student loan relief 
Mortgage relief – not much compared to banks support 
End of Bush tax cuts – wants it, didn’t achieve this! Lack of political courage??? 
 
A LOT OF GOOD SPEECHES ON inequality – doesn’t talk about POVERTY much 
though 
 
International tax haven; tax avoidance and raise highest rate to 39% Clinton level.  
 
SLOW recovery…Supply side though should no longer be credible. 
 


