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In 1996, the Republican-controlled Congress passed
and President Clinton signed the Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families Block Grant of the
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act of 19961  the “welfare reform”
bill which ended Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC), a sixty-year old federal entitlement
program. Often it seems that this attack on welfare
(euphemistically called “reform”) is a new political
phenomenon. Because it was so closely associated
with the Newt Gingrich Congress, it is easy to see it
as the brainchild of the New Right and the "new
Republicans" who dominated the 104th Congress.

This article will track the ideological evolution and
policy developments that have led us to this point. It
situates the Right’s attack on welfare within the
broader framework of the agendas of the
submovements of the Right, analyzes the confluence
of the themes targeting welfare recipients as
responsible for societal problems, and discusses how
these various submovements have over 30 years
transformed their discourse into mainstream discourse
culminating in President Clinton’s signing of the
“welfare reform” bill. Underlying this transformation
is the powerful coincidence of two events: the growth
of the Right’s attack on welfare, and the arrival of
African Americans and other people of color on the
welfare rolls.

However, the targeting of welfare dates to the “Old”
Right of the 1960’s the movement headed by Barry
Goldwater and identified with the John Birch Society.
In the 30 years since the 1960s, right-wing think tanks
and intellectuals have polished and refined the
critique, and developed the policies that were
captured in the current bill. Often the actors who
advocate welfare reform represent different sectors of
the Right, all converging in a multithematic, thus
powerful, attack on welfare.

***
Prior to the 1960s, a number of states had found
methods to exclude large numbers of African
Americans from the AFDC program. In the early
1960s, several factors contributed to opening the rolls
to people of color, although the vast majority of
recipients continued to be white.3 The evolution of a
right-wing critique of welfare in the early 1960s
coincided with this shift in the racial composition of
the AFDC population.4

The AFDC or “welfare” program, which provides
sub-minimal cash assistance for poor children and
primarily their mothers,2 was enacted in 1935 as part
of the Social Security Act. Initially, it served
primarily white widows and orphans seen as the,
albeit complicated, “deserving” poor, for whom
society had a responsibility. Central to the recent
welfare debate, however, were assumptions that
AFDC was largely a program for African Americans
and that a consensus existed that it needed to be
thrown out, without recognizing that the current
“consensus” was in large part the result of a concerted
attack by the Right. How did such a dramatic change
in public perception occur?

The Old Right’s critique associated the War on
Poverty with communism, particularly focusing on
the AFDC program as a case study of how
“liberalism” destroys society.5 At the same time, the
Old Right used explicit racism to promote its message
that the civil rights movement was resulting in the
breakdown of law and order. By combining these two
messages, it becomes possible to single out a
vulnerable sector of the population, welfare recipients
(increasingly seen as African American and Latino),
as scapegoats to perpetuate an agenda of limited
government and rugged individualism.6
In the 1970s, the New Right updated the Old Right’s
focus, shifting it from anti-communism and explicit
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racial segregation to social issues. This shift in
political priorities a brilliant marketing strategy
opened new possibilities in the attack on welfare. It
allowed the New Right to develop and elevate the
stereotype of the “welfare queen,” which was then
skillfully used to full political advantage by Ronald
Reagan.7 This resulted in a singular, non-normative,
and non-contextualized image of the welfare recipient
as a socially deviant woman of color (unwed teen
parent, non-wage worker, drug user, long-term
recipient). With shrewd use of dissembling imagery,
exaggeration, and stereotyping, the New Right played
to fears of the welfare recipient as “other.”

1.8 children, slightly less than the number which the
general population has. In 1994, 72.6% of all AFDC
families had two children or less; the average AFDC
family size had dropped 30% since 1969.11 The
poverty rate in nonmetropolitan areas was 16%, while
the poverty rate in metropolitan areas was 14.2%,
including 20.9% in the central cities only.12
Depending on the method of calculation, 29-56% of
all AFDC recipients leave the rolls within one year,
48-70% leave within two years, and only 7-15% stay
on for eight consecutive years.13 These percentages
do not reflect an increasing “dependency” on AFDC.
A 1952 nationwide study of AFDC found that 20% of
families received AFDC for less than one year, only
11% received benefits for seven years, and only 3%
received benefits for more than eleven years.14 Sixtyfour percent of young women who grew up in
families that received welfare during their
adolescence receive no welfare during young
adulthood.15

This rearranging of the agenda has diverted attention
from the multiple economic, structural, and
institutional factors which contribute to shifts in
societal behavior and economic decline,8 thus
creating a discourse which connected many, if not
most, societal ills to the presence and receipt of
welfare.

Only 6.3% of AFDC families are headed by teens.16
Of these, most are 18 or 19 years old. Only 1.2% of
all AFDC mothers are less than 18 years of age.17
Teen birth rates in fact are significantly lower than
they were in the 1950s. In 1955, the adolescent birth
rate (ages 15-19) was 90.3 per 1000 females.18 It
reached an all-time low of 50.2 in 1986, rose to 62.1
in 1991, and dropped to 59.6 by 1993. 19 Between
1970 and 1993, the total number of births to
teenagers dropped from 656,000 to 501,000, with the
birth rate per thousand women 15-19 years old
dropping from 68.3 to 59.6.20

The Diversity Of Those Receiving AFDC
To understand how the Right cornered the debate, we
must first understand how many of our own images
and beliefs incorporate a carefully constructed
singular portrayal of welfare recipients as socially
deviant. Most of us care about certain definitions of
teen pregnancy, crime, drug abuse, and child abuse,
but somehow many of us have come to believe that
the causal connection of the receipt of welfare and
these social ills is a given and, in fact, a centrist
position. Mainstream media and policy discussion
discounts the welfare system as failed, without
recognizing the complexities of such a critique. It is
essential to our analysis that we understand how we
have been duped into simplistically believing on
some level that AFDC has fostered many of the
“evils” of our society.

The increase in childbearing by unmarried women21
cuts across class, education attainment,22 and age
lines. Most of this increase is in births to adult
unmarried women, not adolescents.23 Two-thirds of
all women who give birth outside marriage are not
living below the poverty level during the year prior to
their pregnancy.24 Most of them teen and adult
are white.25 Finally, teen mothers do not inevitably
end up as long-term welfare recipients.26

The population of families receiving AFDC is highly
diverse; therefore any attempt to generalize results in
an essentialized depiction which then leads to a rigid
and narrowly defined, rather than comprehensive and
nuanced, welfare policy.9 However, a few basic
statistics provide a backdrop for understanding the
deception of the Right’s attack.

Thus a reductionist view of welfare as an inner-city,
long-term, intergenerational, teenage pregnancy, or
illegitimacy problem does not capture the experiences
of the vast majority of mothers and children who have
been receiving those benefits. How has this
disjuncture in the thinking of the American electorate
come about?

In 1994 (the most recent year for which data is
available), 37.4% of AFDC families were nonHispanic white, 19.9% Hispanic, and 36.4% were
African American.10 The average AFDC recipient has
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The Deserving Poor

sketchy seasonal labor or indefinite domestic
service rather than receive a public
assistance grant.33

The United States has always been ambivalent about
assisting the poor, unsure whether the poor are good
people facing difficult times and circumstances or bad
people who cannot fit into society. Public welfare
programs in the United States originated as
discretionary programs for the “worthy” poor. Local
asylums or poorhouses separated the deserving poor,
such as the blind, deaf, insane, and eventually the
orphaned, from the undeserving, comprising all other
paupers including children in families, with wide
variation and broad local administrative discretion.27
“Traditional” family values have always been part of
the discourse. They were part of the debate in the
early 20th century about the undermining of initiative
and dignity by outdoor relief, the aspect of the
reformists’ movements that tried to control the
behavior and “better” immigrant poor women, and in
the 1971 Supreme Court discussion of the plaintiff
welfare recipient in Wyman v. Ja mes.28 There have
always been those who thought poverty was caused
by individual fault and that the receipt of any
governmental assistance was debilitating.

However, in the 1960s, the civil rights and welfare
rights movements resulted in the inclusion of many
who had been excluded from the original AFDC
program.34 Aggressive lawyering on behalf of poor
people removed many of the systemic administrative
barriers used to keep African American women off
the welfare rolls.35 As a result, the number of African
Americans on the AFDC rolls increased dramatically,
by approximately 15% between 1965 to 1971,
although the vast majority of those receiving welfare
continued to be white.36

Highlighting The "Undeserving" Poor
The Republican candidacy of Barry Goldwater for
President in 1964 was a turning point for the Old
Right.37 During that campaign, many of the themes
which later would form the multiple bases for the
New Right’s attack on welfare were explicit; rightist
publications attacked the welfare state for
undermining rugged individualism and private
property, fostering immorality and non-productive
activity,38 contributing to crime (particularly
associated with urban riots and the Civil Rights
Movement), and ultimately leading to Communism.39

The Social Security Act of 1935 emerged from the
Great Depression, when the massive unemployment
of previously employed, white male voters made it
politically impossible to dismiss the poor as
responsible for their own situation.29 The AFDC
program, only a small part of the Social Security Act,
covered children living with their mothers.30 The
legislative history of the Social Security Act allowed
the states, which administered the AFDC program, to
condition eligibility upon the sexual morality of
AFDC mothers through suitable-home or “man-inthe-house” rules.31 These behavioral rules were often
intentionally used to exclude African Americans and
children of unwed mothers from the rolls.32 One
Southern field supervisor reported:

The Old Right drew a classic parallel between
conditions in the US and the decline of the Roman
Empire,40 drawing especially from the work of
neoclassical economists like Friedrich Hayek, Ludwig
von Mises, and Milton Friedman. Hayek's The Road
to Serfdom warned of the consequences of
collectivism and that Western civilization was
abandoning "the foundations laid by Christianity and
the Greeks and Romans."41 In its 1959 founding
documents, the John Birch Society warned of how the
Roman Empire died from the cancer of collectivism.42
Believing that the welfare state destroyed
individualism and supported the growth of
collectivism,43 Goldwater stated “government policies
which create dependent citizens inevitably rob a
nation and its people of both moral and physical
strength.”44

The number of Negro cases is few due to the
unanimous feeling on the part of the staff
and board that there are more work
opportunities for Negro women and to their
intense desire not to interfere with local
labor conditions. The attitude that “they
have always gotten along,” and that “all
they’ll do is have more children” is
definite....There is hesitancy on the part of
lay boards to advance too rapidly over the
thinking of their own communities, which
see no reason why the employable Negro
mother should not continue her usually

More militant Christian groups further to the right
expressed the same equation more bluntly. Destiny
magazine stated in a 1961 article that “[o]ne has only
to read history to mark the awful price exacted from
the nation whose people followed a course that
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destroyed individual initiative and ambition [the
welfare state].” In 1962 The Cross and the F lag saw
the welfare state as “taxing away the rewards for
responsible behavior.”45 The welfare state would
leave to socialism and socialism would lead to
communism.

An example of the evolution of this strategy can be
seen by following the coverage of welfare in Human
Events, a leading Old Right publication which began
in 1944 as a voice of the reactionary wing of the
Republican Party. In the early 1960s, articles in
Human Events routinely attacked many aspects of the
War on Poverty, arguing that it took power away
from local governments, brought with it all the
associated problems of big government, contributed
to business investment decline, and created counterproductive behavior on the part of recipients.63

Receipt of welfare was also seen as encouraging
behavioral problems. The John Birch Society Bulletin
stated that governmental welfare programs led to “the
subsidization of illegitimacy, laziness, and political
corruption.”46 Goldwater stated “I don’t like to see
my taxes paid for children born out of wedlock.”47

The Johnson Administration’s Great Society
programs were accused of leading to “the virtual
extinction of local government except as a minor
bureaucratic instrumentality of federal power,” and
would “impose coerced conformity” instead of free
enterprise, individuality, and personal freedom.64
Poverty programs would result in consolidated power
in the hands of a few men who might abuse the
system.65 The programs were portrayed as
inefficient,66 primarily creating high salaries for
bureaucrats,67 and resulting in political corruption.68

The racism in the Right’s rhetoric of this period was
blatant in many subject areas,48 including welfare.
Thus laziness and immorality were frequently
explicitly tied to an image of AFDC recipients as
African American, e.g., the immoral sexual practices
of a “growing horde of lazy Negroes” living off the
public dole,49 “the unmarried Negro women who
make a business of producing children...for the
purpose of securing this easy welfare money.”50
Goldwater stated that welfare “transforms the
individual being into a dependent animal creature,”51
evoking traditional European American caricatures of
African Americans.52 Distribution of welfare was
designed to buy votes at the taxpayer’s expense,53
with the implication that recipients were African
American voters.54

Therefore, federal grants to states for relief should be
reduced or eliminated, and those who receive benefits
should not be allowed to vote until they paid back the
“loan.”69 Government had only three legitimate
duties: national defense, personal freedom from
attack by another, and “certain functions that it is not
in the interest of any single individual or small group
of individuals to undertake.”70

Crime was seen as an individual, rather than a social,
problem, and was another opportunity to raise the
theme of individual responsibility. “The Conservative
excuses nobody.”55 Therefore the welfare state would
not alleviate the “lawlessness” which our nation was
experiencing; only a return of respect for authority
could accomplish that.56 Goldwater stated “on our
streets we see the final, terrible proof of a sickness
which not all the social theories of a thousand social
experiments has ever begun to touch.”57 Indeed by
teaching that “the have nots can take from the haves”
through taxation, Goldwater portrayed the welfare
state as contributing to crimes of property and riots.58

A 1965 Human Events article argued that business
expansion within the free market structure is the
appropriate method to fight poverty and
unemployment.71 The reliance on Keynsian economic
theory in development of Great Society programs is
misplaced.72 Poverty can be conquered by individual
responsibility and thrift: e.g., if the $20 billion spent
each year on liquor and tobacco, not to mention
gambling, were invested in US industrial
development.73

After Goldwater’s defeat, the Right consciously
focused59 on the “white backlash,” particularly in the
South,60 as a means of exploiting the racial tensions
of the 1960s for political gain.61 Thus, at this critical
time when welfare rolls were finally being opened to
African Americans, AFDC, along with street crime,
non-discriminatory housing, deteriorating
neighborhoods, declining property values, school
busing, and affirmative action, became banners which
could popularize the Right’s agenda.62

The theme that receipt of benefits creates counterproductive behavior recurs. Programs for high school
dropouts encourage teens to leave school.74 The rise
in the numbers receiving welfare is attributed to
“illegitimate children fathered by men who wander
from woman to woman, unworried about who will
care for their offspring because they know that Aid to
Dependent Children payments will.”75 In criticizing
New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller’s welfare
plan for women with children with “no male member
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of the household,” the author comments that “[I]t
certainly does seem that most of the aid recipients are
skilled enough to know every trick of the trade in
getting relief and staying on it.”76 People receiving
welfare don’t want to work.77

whatsoever, but will heavily penalize those
states and localities which provide
substantial welfare for the poor.91
Thus the Old Right constructed a message based on
the confluence of poverty, race, labor unions,
violence and communism. In this way, the Old Right
was able to promote its agenda of lower taxes and
reduced government by beginning to use welfare and
the War on Poverty92 to capture the increasing racial
fears of much of white America at a time when
African Americans were asserting their rights in new
ways. This increasing use of welfare as a means of
crystallizing and legitimating racism was a
particularly successful ploy in breaking open the
Democratic white South.93

However, the tenor of the articles begins to shift in
1966. A connection between poverty programs and
the rise of the Civil Rights/Black Nationalism/antiVietnam War Movements becomes a theme, playing
to the fears of many whites.78 While discussion of
waste, corruption, and political patronage still form
the basis for some of the discourse,79 urban riots and
poverty programs are directly linked. Human Events
reports: “Evidence suggests that part of the reason for
the riots are militant ‘anti-poverty’ officials and
Negro agitators preaching hatred against the
whites.”80 Grants to “questionable” African
Americans are increasingly reported.81 This “army of
welfare warriors,”82 has strong ties with labor
unions83 and organizes partisan voter registration
drives, often in African American neighborhoods.84
While socialism was blamed for much of the world’s
poverty by “paralyzing human initiatives,”85 articles
document the connection between War on Poverty
programs and staff and communism.86 In addition, the
populist notion of giving a voice to people receiving
the benefits is criticized.87

Racism And Wage Work
The impact of this rhetoric and its racist
underpinnings is evident in the 1967 amendments to
the Social Security Act, which for the first time
placed mandatory work requirements on AFDC
recipients. As more white women moved into wage
work, at least on a part-time basis, and that became
more acceptable,94 and as the states were finally
required to open the welfare rolls to women of
color,95 the image of “productive” became more
complicated. In the rhetoric of the Right, “good”
(i.e., white) women were still relegated to their
calling as mothers and homemakers;96 although for
many “liberal” women, their self-definition and the
resulting partial societal understanding of them now
included a career.

Human Events articles begin to portray poor people
in more derogatory terms. A typical example is the
story of a Puerto Rican poverty program trainee who
failed to keep regular hours and when fired “flounced
away, but only after having told Syd’s workers they
were fools to stay on the job when they could take the
first subway to the Bronx and ‘make as much money
from the Program for half the work you’re doin’
here.’”88 An AFDC mother demonstrating for
children’s clothing allowances complains that her son
is “deprived of even a cotton undershirt to go to
school,” while smoking a cigarette.89

However, African American women had always been
expected and required to do wage work in US society,
predominantly as domestic and agricultural workers.97
Thus as the new image of welfare recipient was
constructed as African American, it was only to be
expected that they (unlike white women) should be
required to work.98 Note the assertion in Human
Events that relief recipients were not willing to take
crop picking work in California.99

At the same time, the "marketing of dissemblance" is
evident, as Human Events articles begin to undermine
the validity of the existence and extent of poverty.90
In critiquing a judicial decision that struck down
residency requirements for receipt of welfare,
unnamed “experts” are cited to underscore the
ludicrousness of the “long-time judicial activist,” and
“liberal” judges’ majority opinion:

Thus the images in the Congressional debate were of
unmarried illiterate women with a massive number of
children and a lack of appropriate parenting skills.100
Most of these women lived in inner-city slums,
particularly the largely African American
neighborhood of Harlem.101

Court decrees that welfare residency
requirements are “unconstitutional” are not
only absurd, say judicial experts who believe
there is no constitutional right to welfare
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This is only one example of the Right’s two-sided
attack on women. On one hand, a woman’s “natural
place” is in the home; she finds dignity and security
beneath the authority of her husband;102 and day care
is opposed because it keeps children away from their
mothers.103 On the other hand, a woman without a
man (i.e., a single mother welfare recipient) should be
in wage work. The implications of these two
arguments, as manifested in welfare policy, are
racially based. 104 A similar tension exists between
the Right’s commitment to limited government
intervention in individual’s lives and the
recommendations regarding welfare policy as a
mechanism for economically mandating “intact
marriages.”105

strong government, Peter Drucker connected race and
welfare:
Our welfare policies were...perfectly
rational--and quite effective--as measures for
the temporary relief of competent people
who were unemployed only because of the
catastrophe of the Great Depression.... And
small wonder that these programs did not
work, that instead they aggravated the
problem and increased the helplessness, the
dependence, the despair of the Negro
masses.110
In another Public Interest article published in 1969,
Edwin Kuh discusses opposition to welfare plans:

The Role Of Neoconservatives

Much of the white backlash, centered in the
ranks of blue-collar workers, has been of this
character. “Why,” such workers ask,
“should they (the poor Blacks) make nearly
as much money as I do without working
while we have to work?”111

It is important to distinguish between the rhetoric of
the Human Events branch of the Right and the
incipient Neoconservative movement during the
1960’s.106 While each contributed to the building of
contemporary welfare discourse, they did so from
different perspectives. The Neoconservative
movement, comprised largely of intellectuals with
roots in the Democratic Party, were initially
" moderately liberal " in domestic policy but hard-line
anti-communist in foreign policy.107 Out of this
complex ideology evolved much of the rhetoric of the
breakdown of the African American family,
constructing a racial pathology which obscured
economic inequality.108 This portrayal contributed to
the demise of AFDC, by connecting the receipt of
welfare to the rise of a behaviorally deficient African
American “underclass.”

And in a Public Interest article which ultimately gives
modest support to the concept of a negative income
tax, Edward Banfield cites to the Moynihan report
and from that draws his own conclusion that “it is
high AFDC rates that are causing the breakup of the
poor and hence the Negro family.”112
Adding to the complexities of the Right's various
movements and the lack of a single coherent agenda,
note that the negative income tax concept originated
with Milton Friedman, a self-styled libertarian,113 and
was the centerpiece of Richard Nixon’s Family
Assistance Plan which failed to pass Congress in the
late 1960s and early 1970s.114 One of the
justifications for a guaranteed income115 was that it
would reduce government interference in the lives of
the poor, and would simplify the governmental
system.116

In 1965, Daniel Patrick Moynihan softened the
ground with his controversial “Report on the Black
Family,” which contributed to the credibility of the
Right’s racist portrayal of poverty and indolence by
tying African American male unemployment to a
perceived break-up of the African American family,
and drawing a correlation between male African
American unemployment and AFDC cases opened.109

Despite the many differences between the Old Right
and Neoconservatives, these sectors of the Right
sometimes reinforce one another: in 1969, Human
Events reported that Moynihan “was the darling of
the liberals until he began speaking out for
himself.”117 In reviewing a book of Moynihan’s, the
article states:

The Public Interest, a leading Neoconservative public
policy journal edited by Irving Kristol, had more
balanced discussions of the welfare system in the
1960s than those of Human Events. However, some
articles reinforced the erroneous impression that
African Americans were the majority of current
recipients of welfare. In a 1969 Public Interest article
discussing how big government is not necessarily
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Mr. Moynihan’s book goes far beyond this
[documenting waste and misuse of poverty
funds], to the root error of the anti-poverty
program and to results of that error with
which we shall have to exist for years to
come. If Mr. Moynihan’s thesis is correct,
then much of the violence and disorder
which has marked these last years has
stemmed from policies of social activism
espoused by those who ran the poverty
program and gave it its direction under
President Johnson.118

and more people to vote conservatively, right-wing
strategists developed a “new found appreciation for
populism.”129
In the early 1970s, President Richard Nixon was
attacked by Human Events authors, who criticized
Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan (FAP) as an
extraordinarily costly expansion of the AFDC
program. They argued that the work requirements
would not succeed and attacked the guaranteed
income concept.130 Skyrocketing caseloads131 and lax
administration132 are regularly highlighted. (Again
note the implicit connection to the rise in African
Americans on the rolls).

Thus, since the 1960’s, the Right has united its
cultural or social populist conservatives with its free
market advocates and right-wing libertarians, around
an ideology that unites social conservatism with
economic libertarianism.119 This unity, or
“fusionism,”120 was nurtured through an attack on
welfare and defense of the work ethic. 121 The
Democrats were targeted as a party of affluent whites
and minorities who did not care about bread and
butter issues.122 As the power of old Democratic
machines (often working class Catholic or Protestant
Southern evangelicals) was being challenged by
1960’s New Left radicals and liberal reformers,123
welfare was a pivotal symbol of Democratic Party
acquiescence to African Americans at the expense of
the white working class a symbol to be constructed
and manipulated by the New Right.

Daniel Patrick Moynihan, as Nixon’s principal
counselor on FAP, was vilified as deviously rigging
data to support FAP’s enactment.133 The anti-FAP
message was graphically promoted by showing
pictures of various appliances with the headline
“Have you been saving for one of these?” and the
reply: “If Mr. Nixon’s new welfare plan passes
Congress, you may pay to have one of these items
delivered. Not to you, but to one of American’s 12
million new welfare ‘clients’(or one of our 10 million
old ones).”134
In contrast with the Nixon plan of the early 1970s, the
“welfare reform” of California Governor Ronald
Reagan is touted as “a program that would save
nearly three-quarters of a billion dollars, put many
welfare recipients to work and eliminate the
chiselers,”135 and California is cited as one of the
states which had done “belt tightening.”136

Refining The Critique
In the post-Vietnam era, the Neoconservative and
libertarian movements were swelled with recruits
(many with staunchly liberal backgrounds) reacting to
the turmoil of the 1960s.124 Another source of recruits
after 1976 was large segments of the working class
who also blamed the federal government for creating
inflation.125 At the same time, conservative
Christians began to emerge as a political force,
mobilized around issues of morality and family
values.126 The political rise of the Christian Right
during this period was spurred by events which
appeared to legally sanction an assault on the
“traditional American family” for example, the
Supreme Court’s 1973 Roe v. Wade decision
legalizing abortion, and the passage by Congress of
the Equal Rights Amendment.127 Welfare, portrayed
as linked to “family dissolution,” continued to
provide an issue on which conservative Christians
could align with Old Right, Neoconservative, and
other Right groups, albeit from different
perspectives.128 As the Right was able to trust more

Politicians are intimidated - squeamish about
resisting its [the welfare establishment’s]
demands. Gov. Reagan is almost the sole
exception, and he is feeling its wrath.137
Reagan is quoted as “being horrified” at the
implications of the Nixon Administration's FAP
program for California,138 and as urging that the key
to reform is state and local control.139
In the same spirit, conservative economics journalist
Henry Hazlitt, in his book titled Man Vs the Welfare
State?, states:140
We have to ask, for example, whether
liberty, economic progress, and political
stability can be preserved if we continue to
allow the people on relief the people who
are mainly or solely supported by the
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government and who live at the expense of
the taxpayers to exercise the franchise.141

In addition, this economic incentive would bring
about other social consequences, such as wives
leaving marriages to which otherwise they were
financially bound.154 He lauds the welfare reform
programs implemented by Reagan as governor of
California in 1971, as “‘purifying’ the welfare rolls of
those who were ripping off the welfare system”, and
urges “a return of responsibility for welfare to state
and local governments and to private institutions.”155

The advertisement for this book in Human Events
calls its thesis “a daring idea which could reverse the
trend that is destroying us....”142
Further developing the general critique of welfare, a
number of articles in Human Events during the early
1970s cited to behavior (rather than poverty) as the
welfare recipient’s “problem,” 143 and continued to
report on waste and fraud within the poverty
programs themselves.144 Human Events articles
described recipients as “bums, parasites and
leeches,”145 and discussed recipient fraud146 and
immorality.147 During this period, the ongoing
gender-role tension over whether mothers should be
in wage work (as Reagan’s proposal advocated), or at
home, reemerged.148 As evidence of this tension and
confusion, a portion of Nixon’s FAP which would
provide child care for welfare recipients was
criticized, along with other child care bills, as “social
engineering programs for children.”149

In criticizing President Jimmy Carter’s Program for
Better Jobs and Income (PBJI), which would have cut
benefits to AFDC recipients with children over the
age of six,156 Anderson says, “The states would, of
course, not allow benefits to be cut for ... mothers
with small children."157 Yet his reform proposals are
based on cutting benefits to the non-needy or to
certain “unworthy” categories, eliminating fraud and
enforcing a strong work requirement.158
One year later, Jack Kemp, who has been described
as representing “big government conservatism,”159
published his An American Renaissance , articulating
many of the same themes: criticizing the negative
income tax as creating less work effort, discussing the
high effective tax rate of the poor, and urging a return
of control to local governments.160 Assuming
economic motivation for all acts, he argues that “tax
reform” will change behavior.161 While arguing for
tax cuts, however, he does not see those cuts as
inevitably leading to cuts in poverty programs.162

In the mid-1970s, The Public Interest once again
aired some of the more complex of the Right’s
arguments against welfare. Nathan Glazer, stating that
welfare is an “attractive alternative to work” and that
there is “a dynamic interplay between welfare
availability and attractiveness and family breakup”,
argued that making work more competitive with
welfare could be done through health insurance,
children’s allowances, more vacation time, and
unemployment insurance coverage for all jobs.150
Chester Finn, legislative assistant to Senator Daniel
Moynihan, wrote a scathing review of All Our
Children: The American F a mily Under Pressure , a
study by the Carnegie Council on Children, in which
he attributes the deterioration of the American family
to “this society in which no one is truly accountable
for his own behavior, culpable for his own
shortcomings, or responsible for his own well-being,”
rather than considering economic explanations, such
as poverty.

It is useless to argue, as some libertarians do,
that we do not need redistribution at all. The
people, as a people, rightly insist that the
whole look after the weakest of its parts.163
Kemp’s solutions are based on the need to reward
savings and work instead of consumption and
leisure.164 Tax cuts, he argues, would encourage
welfare recipients to do wage work;165 “the positive
approach of income incentives and growth has the
effect of reducing the welfare rolls and federal
spending without lowering the safety net.”166 Thus,
Kemp rests his theories on pure economic motivation.
However, he differs from the social scientist Charles
Murray, who several years later based his influential
reform proposals on benefit reductions rather than on
incentives and growth.167

In 1978, Martin Anderson of the Hoover Institution151
published Welfare, an attack on the concept of a
guaranteed income, or a negative income tax, based
on the premise that people’s lives are governed
exclusively by rational economic decisions.152 By
documenting a high effective marginal tax rate for the
poor entering wage work, he argued that, as a matter
of economic theory, a guaranteed income would bring
about a reduction in work effort and labor supply.153

In the late 1970s, a number of articles in The Public
Interest attacked the concept of redistribution as not
only inefficient, but immoral.168 In a review of
Anderson’s Welfare, John Bishop joined Anderson in
opposing the idea of a guaranteed income, but stated
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that Anderson’s ideas for reform basically condoned
the current welfare system and therefore had not gone
far enough in “reducing dependency.”169 Other
authors discuss how those who are more productive
are “blessed with greater natural ability.”170

jobs in order to keep them quiet, thereby creating a
permanent welfare class”), and minimum wage laws
(by giving firms an incentive to only hire the most
productive).180 Williams asserts that one of the “best
strategies to raise the socioeconomic status of
Negroes as a group is to promote a freer market.”181
Earlier in 1977, Policy Review author John A.
Howard had struck a similar theme of rugged
individualism is his critique of the welfare state.182

In the mid-1960s, the Libertarian Movement split
with the traditional conservative movement over the
draft and the Vietnam War, which libertarians
opposed.171 However, in the 1970s, libertarians
joined with other conservative movements over
opposition to welfare. Their message was threefold:
few people in the United States are really in
poverty,172 the government should not tax those who
work to give money to those who don’t work,173 and,
consistent with their position that government should
not control people’s lives, “the welfare system is as
arbitrary and demeaning to the recipient as to the
unwilling donor.”174 The libertarian magazine
Reason erroneously reports that AFDC “accounts for
a large portion of today’s huge welfare bill,”175 and
“encourages unemployed and low income fathers to
desert their families and avoid work,”176 focusing on
the harm of government intervention rather than
striking a moral tone.

Other Policy Review authors develop complementary
themes, such as the argument that the welfare state,
by providing disincentives to produce in both
employers and employees, keeps resources in lowproductivity, and out of higher-productivity, uses.183
In criticizing capital gains and progressive taxation,
Policy Review authors cite back to Martin Anderson’s
description in his book Welfare of the work
disincentive created by the high marginal tax rates of
the poor, and connect this welfare/tax policy to a selfinterested theory of “power maximization by
government.”184 The authors then tie Anderson’s
argument to many traditional Rightist themes:
Tax reforms strengthen the power of
government relative to citizens generally
when they destroy private wealth and lead to
the creation of income claims that are
dependent on government
transfers....Substantial effort under the guise
of promoting justice has gone into
promoting guilt over economic success, but
what the elimination of poverty really
requires is a strong dose of middle class
values....Nothing but widespread individual
success can constrain the power of
government.185

The Heritage Foundation Weighs In
Although several Rightist think tanks had been in
existence during the early 1960s, they proliferated in
the 1970’s.177 In 1973, the Heritage Foundation was
founded by a group of conservative legislative aides,
to serve as a “talent bank” for Republicans while they
were in office, a “tax exempt refuge” when they were
out of office, and a nationwide communications
center among Republicans.178 Heritage decided early
on to target members of Congress and their staffs,
producing everything from one-page executive
summaries and twelve-page Backgrounders to fulllength books.179

Anderson himself, writing in the pages of Policy
Review, argued that Carter’s Program for Better Jobs
and Income would have expanded the welfare rolls to
assist families earning between $5000-10,000 (called
“higher-income classes), and would have given
earned income tax credits to families earning between
$10,000-15,000.

The Heritage Foundation journal Policy Review
quickly became an influential publication within
policy circles of the Right. In a 1977 article,
conservative economist Walter E. Williams argued
that an African American and Latin underclass was
being created because of excess government
intervention (direct income transfer programs, as well
as indirect costs in racial hiring quotas and busing),
unions (labor support of income transfer programs
disguises “true effects of restrictions created by
unions... by casting a few ‘crumbs’ to those denied

This is not welfare reform. This is a
potential social revolution of great
magnitude, a revolution that, if it should
come to pass, could result in social
tragedy.186
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He, along with others, made the now-familiar
arguments that poverty statistics are faulty, poverty
did not stop declining in the late 1960s, and there are
few poor people in the United States187 when one
counts the value of in-kind benefits, such as health
insurance (which is not counted for wage workers’
earned income) or housing subsidies (received by
only a quarter of families receiving AFDC).188 Other
Policy Review articles in the 1970s argued that
unemployment statistics are inflated because many
government benefit programs (e.g., AFDC and Food
Stamps) require recipients to register for work
“individuals who are either largely unemployable or
have no need or desire to work”.189

multiple programs which only some poor people
receive some of the time, Hobbs concluded:
Many welfare families are better off
financially, by their participation in several
programs, than are the families of workers
whose taxes pay for the welfare....The key
issue of welfare reform is the conflict
between work and welfare, personified by
the resentment of the tax-paying worker
toward his welfare-collecting neighbor.198
Thus we see the continuing framing of subtle themes
and twisting of information to appeal to white
working class resentment of the gains of the civil
rights movement and fears of inflation, that ultimately
divert “populist anger from Wall Street and the
rich.”199

And finally, Heritage publications argue that “the
need for day care was grossly exaggerated by its
supporters and the presumed benefits of day care to
the recipients were not proven because the data were
inadequate.”190 Informal day care, neighbors or older
children, should be able to provide the services.191
The day care lobby was comprised of day care
providers who are advocating for their own
interests.192

The Think Tank Presidency
Under Ronald Reagan’s Presidency the Right’s antiwelfare themes were sharpened and the message of
personal responsibility (as opposed to communal
support) became more pronounced. Reagan built on
racial conflicts by popularizing the disingenuous
image of the African American “welfare queen” who
is a rich con artist.200

Two Heritage “Backgrounders,” written by Samuel T.
Francis and published during the 1970s, attack
Carter’s PBJI, asserting that there was no need to
create jobs, because if there were a demand for jobs,
“the private sector would already have created
them”,193 that the training component may not train
for needed skills, resulting in failure to become
employed “with possible dangers to public
tranquillity”,194 and that the concept of a guaranteed
annual income violates “the American tradition of
individual responsibility and the personal quest for
opportunity and upward mobility”.195

The Reagan administration’s public policy initiatives
were substantially shaped by and dependent on New
Right think tanks. Reagan’s policy regarding AFDC
was largely influenced by three books, each a product
of these think tanks. Losing Ground, by Charles
Murray,201 and Wealth and Poverty, by George
Gilder,202 both were financially supported by the
Manhattan Institute for Policy Research. Mandate for
Leadership was published by the Heritage
Foundation.203 All three echoed the themes
developed in the 1960s and 1970s  that the receipt
of public assistance creates immorality and
dependence, undermines values, and increases
poverty.

Racial imagery is then subtly tied to this “danger.” In
discussing how the guaranteed income concept does
not differentiate between geographical regions,
Francis says:
A Southern Black may judge an adequate
income and a successful lifestyle very
differently from a Northern Black, not to
speak of an American Indian or a
Southwestern Mexican-American.196

George Gilder’s Wealth and Poverty, edited by
Neoconservative Midge Dector, was distributed to
members of the Reagan cabinet as “intellectual
ammunition.”204 Best known for its supply-side
economics theme, Wealth and Poverty described in
great detail why the existence of AFDC is the root
cause of poverty because, among other reasons, it
destroys the father's key role and authority within the

Finally, Heritage published a monograph by Charles
D. Hobbs, a principal architect of Reagan’s California
welfare reform programs,197 highlighting a theme
later used during the Reagan presidential years. By
again overstating the value of benefits by including
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family.205 Gilder describes the "life of the poor" as
"characterize[d] everywhere" by "resignation and
rage, escapism and violence, short horizons and
promiscuous sexuality."206

population now lives in the large cities, compared
with only 25 percent of white Americans, and that
over 20 percent of urban families are headed by
women. The South Bronx, which has lost 20 percent
of its residents during the last 10 years, has lost less
than 3 percent of its welfare cases.219

Charles Murray, in his 1984 book Losing Ground,
popularized the idea that poor people are motivated
primarily by economic incentives, and used the
economic decisions of a hypothetical couple, Phyllis
and Harold, to “prove” how illegitimacy, crime, and
family deterioration are caused by AFDC payments
and rules.207 In what at the time was viewed as a
radical proposal, Murray advocated the abolition of
AFDC.208 Ten years later, his prescient words were
cited by the libertarian Cato Institute in urging
President Clinton to “end welfare as we know it.”209

Also in Policy Review, a group of New Right and
Reagan Administration authors, asked to consider an
imaginary utopian conservative state, conclude that
“the ideal conservative state keeps interference with
our lives to a minimum because that maximizes our
freedom to be whatever it is we are intended to
be...individual rights come from God and the purpose
of government is only to secure those rights.”220 Yet
in this utopia, welfare payments must be coupled with
incentives to follow “traditional” values.221 Further,
the authors judge that our current “materially
successful society” wants to give recipients more than
they think they need themselves.222 And again,
showing a vast ignorance of the complexity of family
relationships, as well unquestioned patriarchal
assumptions, the authors state:

Although Murray’s use of data and his conclusions
were quickly destroyed by other researchers,210 he has
become a leading policy spokesperson on welfare
issues since his book’s publication. This is true
largely because of a concerted marketing strategy on
the part of the Manhattan Institute,211 which kept the
book in the public eye for many months.212

In a conservative utopia, every man would
have the opportunity to earn enough money
to buy a home and enable his wife to be a
full-time mother to their children. No laws
or taxes would discriminate against the
family or provide disincentives to the care of
children by the family.223

The Heritage Foundation’s Mandate for Leadership
is a 1000-page tome that was presented to the Reagan
transition team one week after Reagan was elected.213
The success of this book as a Washington, D.C. best
seller involved weeks of pre-marketing: advance
briefings with sympathetic reporters and leaks of
portions of the book to journalists.214 While it did not
contain detailed recommendations advocating for
reductions and restrictions in most welfare programs,
it discussed fraud, waste, and abuse in the Food
Stamp program, the school lunch program, and all the
programs operated by the US Department of Health
and Human Services (including AFDC), often
implying that "non-needy" individuals were receiving
benefits. 215 It emphasized the importance of
maintaining the distinction between "worthy" and
"unworthy" poor in administering welfare programs
versus social insurance programs.216 Finally, it set the
stage for Reagan’s reliance on the Heritage
Foundation for policy guidance.217

Changing The Behavior Of Women
Using the momentum of his early days in office,
Reagan propelled through Congress major welfare
revisions contained in the Omnibus Budget
Reconciliation Act. By revising the way in which
earned income was counted and removing many work
incentives, most recipients in wage work were
terminated from receiving supplemental AFDC
benefits.224 The result was that some wage earning
poor now were economically poorer than they had
been when they had received their AFDC supplement
and Medicaid225 and were not able to augment their
wages with benefits, a situation which allowed the
Right to play to hostility and frustration against
AFDC recipients who at that moment were not in
wage work.226

In this role, the Heritage Foundation developed and
marketed many of the welfare reform ideas adopted
by the Reagan Administration. For instance, Stuart
Butler, in a 1980 article, bolstered Reagan’s imagery
specifically connecting welfare and race. In
discussing the removal of government intervention in
urban "slums", and advocating Enterprise Zones in
order to reverse the decline of American cities,218
Butler stated that over half of the country’s Black

In addition, by both constructing a racist stereotype of
AFDC recipient as an African American “welfare
queen” and by playing to the historically contingent
understanding on the part of many whites that African
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American women should be in wage work, Reagan
was able to begin persuading even many “liberal”
white women who now were in wage work, and
advocating for the right to do wage work that welfare
recipients should not receive AFDC as a means of
allowing them to parent. Thus Reagan’s revisions,
which increased the work requirements begun in
1967 in both the AFDC and Food Stamp Programs,
found broader acceptance among the public.227

However, by the 1990s, most Republican
Neoconservatives had rejected their liberalism in
economic and civil rights issues.234
Further swelling the ranks of those opposing welfare
were increasing numbers of religious evangelicals and
fundamentalists, who were emerging as the political
force known as the Religious Right.235 The “profamily” agenda was particularly appealing to this
submovement; secular humanism was blamed for a
multitude of social ills, from teen pregnancy to high
divorce rates.236 Welfare became a magnet for
framing the debate and constructing an image of a
coherent right-wing agenda.

Although the Reagan (with Heritage Foundation
guidance) welfare reductions were ostensibly
designed to reduce government interference and
return control to state and local governments, they
laid the groundwork for the late 1980s and 1990s
government intervention to change poor women’s
behavior.228 In 1989, Policy Review published:

New Right single issue groups, such as Phyllis
Schlafly’s Eagle Forum, Rev. Donald Wildmon’s
American Family Association, or Rev. Louis
Sheldon’s Traditional Values Coalition, do not
necessarily place welfare reform at the center of their
agendas,237 but they frequently cooperate and overlap
ideologically with groups that do. For example, while
rarely discussing poverty and welfare, Eagle Forum’s
Phyllis Schlafly Report238 demonstrates the tension
over the role of women vis-à-vis work and home that
exists within the rhetoric of the Right.

The heart of such a position [the historic
gains of the Reagan budget as holding a line
on social spending] should be that the nation
now spends enough on social programs and
that the idea of “entitlements” should be
supplemented, and in some cases replaced,
as the underlying principle of American
social policy, by the idea of benefits
contingent on responsible behavior.229

Schlafly argues that fathers should support their
children (thus the importance of child support
enforcement),239 mothers should be at home (thus her
attacks on feminism, the Equal Rights Amendment,
federal child care legislation, and comparable worth
legislation, as well as tax code discrimination against
“traditional” families),240 and AFDC is “a conduit to
redistribute income from taxpaying Americans to
nontaxpaying Americans”241 and a disincentive for
fathers to support their own children. She claims that
government is subsidizing non-traditional families,
while at the same time creating disincentives for the
formation of the traditional family, which then results
in more children in poverty.242 And, according to
Schlafly, economic issues cannot be separated from
moral issues; the Great Society social spending
programs were “morally wrong.”243

Rightist publications attacked the media for unjustly
criticizing the Reagan welfare cuts.230 After Bill
Moyers’s CBS Report, “People Like Us,” which was
"relatively sympathetic" to welfare recipients, Reed
Irvine’s Accuracy in Media listed the sponsors of the
show and urged readers to voice their disapproval.231
Milton Friedman attacked Newsweek coverage in his
column in that magazine.232

The New Right Advances Its Agenda
As the Neoconservatives divided between the
Democratic and Republican parties during the 1970s,
Republican Neoconservatives initially remained
committed to aspects of the welfare state and to the
civil rights tradition:

Consistent with the agenda of federal government
downsizing and decentralization of programs,244 the
Reagan Administration in the early 1980s proposed to
convert AFDC into a wholly state-run and statefinanced effort,245 funded by block grants. When this
failed to win Congressional approval, Reagan
announced a total revamping of the AFDC program
through “state-sponsored, community-based
demonstration projects.”246 A limited federal waiver
statute247 (a waiver is a grant of “permission” by the

In economic and social policy,
[neoconservatism] feels no lingering
hostility to the welfare state, nor does it
accept it resignedly, as a necessary evil.233
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federal government for states to ignore specific
federal requirements in programs that are partially
federally funded) had previously been used primarily
to allow state administrative innovations to improve
the service delivery of the program or small projects
extending social services. However, the Reagan
administration began to grant states waivers from
many of the federal entitlement eligibility criteria,
allowing the states to terminate previously eligible
welfare recipients.

incentive to bear children]; and yet, even the
most casual observer of public assistance
programs understands there is indeed some
relationship between the availability of
welfare and the inclination of many young
women to bear fatherless children.256
Thus right-wing analysis increasingly focused the
debate on issues of “immoral” behavior, rather than
on an understanding of the complexities and nuances
of poverty. In this way, illegitimacy became the
primary cause of poverty not issues such as
unequal bargaining power in labor markets or poor
educational systems. Since welfare causes
illegitimacy, welfare is the cause of poverty. The
majority of New Right groups coalesced around this
ideological formulation that welfare causes the
breakup of the American family, and decreases
individual initiative and personal responsibility.257

In order to do this, the Reagan Administration
established the Low Income Opportunity Advisory
Board (LIOAB) to expedite requests for waivers of
multiple programs.248 Waivers were to be consistent
with the policy goals of the 1987 report issued by the
Domestic Policy Council Low Income Opportunity
Working Group, which specifically put forth the idea
of withholding welfare as a means of controlling
behavior.249 In addition, waivers were to be cost
neutral.250 As Stuart Butler of the Heritage
Foundation stated: “[t]hough the Board has attracted
scant press and public attention since its creation in
1987, it is one of the most important gains for
federalism in recent years.”251

In 1988, a major welfare reform bill, The Family
Support Act, was enacted, providing additional
requirements for job participation and child support
enforcement.258 The Act’s primary sponsor, Daniel
Patrick Moynihan, articulated a rationale consistent
with his previous “Report on the Black Family:”

The first waivers252 included Wisconsin’s Learnfare
program, which reduced AFDC benefits for families
whose teenagers did not attend a sufficient number of
days of school. For the first time, a waiver was
granted that allowed a state to reduce AFDC benefits
solely to affect “deviant” behavior of welfare families
outside of a labor market context. Subsequent
waivers allowed the denial of increased benefit for
additional children conceived while receiving AFDC
(Family Cap or Child Exclusion), reduced benefits for
children not immunized, and reduced benefits for
families who moved from one state to another.253

Unlike the problems of children in much of
the world; age-old problems of disease, new
problems of ecological disaster, the
problems of children in the United States are
overwhelmingly associated with the strength
and stability of their families. Our problems
do not reside in nature, nor yet are they
fundamentally economic. Our problems
derive from behavior.259
However, not surprisingly, at the same time that
rightist policymakers were targeting the minuscule
AFDC budget as the cause of major systemic
problems of poverty, states were not spending even
the money appropriated under this Act to implement
job programs to move AFDC mothers into wage
work.260

In previous articles, I have documented how the
premises upon which the waivers were based were
flawed, relying not on the complexity of welfare
recipients’ experiences, but on the Right’s
ideologically driven reductionist, misleading, and
racist political rhetoric.254 For example, seventy-six
social scientists with varying political viewpoints
issued a joint statement that previous research does
not support the conclusion that welfare is a primary
cause of rising non-marital births.255 Yet, the “Report
From the White House Working Group on the
Family,” headed by Gary Bauer, now director of the
Family Research Council, stated:

The passage of the Family Support Act coincided
with the release of Issues ‘88: A Platform for
America , a three-volume study of “a political
platform for a stronger America” jointly published by
the Heritage Foundation and the Free Congress
Foundation. The authors opposed “high” welfare
payment levels which would bring welfare recipients
to or above the poverty level, advocated for

Statistical evidence does not prove those
suppositions [that welfare benefits are an
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mandatory, full-time workfare programs, and strongly
supported the “right” of women to work at home on
cottage industry piecework.261

By the 1990s, the Right’s “misinformation” on AFDC
recipients and poverty had become mainstream
discourse. While rightist Lawrence Mead272 in his
book The New Politics of Poverty was stating as truth
that “[t]he main cause of poverty today...is the
reluctance of increasing numbers of the poor to
work,”273 Democratic D.C. Mayor Marion Barry was
advocating mandatory Norplant injections for welfare
recipients.274 As the Right’s rhetoric on welfare
became reputable, rather than fringe, Right
spokespersons became regular media stars275 and
newspaper columnists.276 Forums, conferences and
briefings are held for members of Congress,277 with
direct results in terms of Congressional proposals and
debate.278 “Researchers” are asked on a regular basis
to testify before Congressional committees on
“welfare reform.”279 The Heritage Foundation, and
other New Right think tanks have been centrally
involved in the development of Republican welfare
policy and negotiations around the terms of various
bills.280

Rather than limit government regulation, this platform
proposed an enormous intervention in the lives of
adults, supporting restriction of divorce, and
advocating for school prayer and routine testing of
schoolchildren for HIV and drugs.
Thus, rather than supporting the job training
programs outlined and funded through the Family
Support Act (with matching grants from the states),
conservative think tanks such as the Heritage
Foundation were designing and lobbying for many of
the contemporary and still current behavior
modification proposals.262
At the turn of the decade, a number of right-wing
spokespersons were articulating a new theory of
“empowering the poor” freeing the poor from the
shackles of their poverty and the demoralization of
bureaucratic control through federal government
incentives.263 As the threat of communism and the
Right’s opposition to additional growth of big
government ebbed as issues around which the Right
could effectively mobilize, the Right adopted a
particularly American value-oriented brand of
populism, with welfare as a central wedge issue.264
Thus the justification for the elimination of federal
social programs shifted; they should be defunded not
because they tax our pay checks, but because they
destroy recipients’ character.265

Central to the Right’s current success on cornering
the welfare “debate” is the selling of the American
public on the notion that dramatic increases in
illegitimacy is a central problem in the US,
particularly among African Americans, and that the
existence of AFDC is largely responsible. The
“selling” has been led in large part by Charles
Murray, notably in his influential op-ed in the Wall
Street Journal .281 This argument gave the Right a
cover to discuss race:282
Within the black community, the increase in
the proportion of births to single mothers has
been particularly dramatic: from 23 percent
in 1960 to 28 percent in 1969, to 45 percent
in 1980, to 62 percent at the beginning of the
1990s.283

The Right’s Cornering Of The Debate
In documenting the threads of right-wing rhetoric on
welfare, I have largely focused on newsletters,
journals, and think tank publications. I am unable in
this article to fully document the multiple ways in
which the rhetoric was then marketed. However,
others have noted this marketing in great detail: the
use of direct mail scare tactics, the use of the media
through televangelists and talk shows,266 the process
of “selling” its propaganda,267 the rightist critique of
media as “liberal,”268 the pressuring of mainstream
media through boycotts of advertisers’ products and
letter-writing campaigns,269 the encouraging of think
tank staff and “scholars” to write op-ed pieces270 
all toward the goal of “stirring up hostilities” and
“organizing discontent.”271

Yet as Michael Lind, in his recent book Up F rom
Conservatism,284 has pointed out, this portrayal of
illegitimacy statistics produces a deceptive
impression. Census Bureau data documents that fourfifths of the increase in the proportion of illegitimate
births result from married, employed African
American women deciding to have fewer children,
and that “the rate of babies being born to unwed black
teenagers about 80 per 1,000 unmarried teenagers remained virtually the same from 1920
through 1990.”285 Still, Heritage’s Robert Rector
highlights “America’s No. 1 social problem: the
catastrophic rise of illegitimacy.”286 And Adam
Wolfson, in the Neoconservative journal
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Commentary, cites to William Bennett for the
proposition that illegitimate birth rates rose 400
percent since 1960.287

Florida) holding up a sign that read “Do Not Feed
the Alligators” stated:
We post these warnings because unnatural
feeding and artificial care creates
dependency.296

Thus a hoax, not an error,288 has been perpetrated on
white Americans; the “conservative disinformation
apparatus” used an African American illegitimacy
“epidemic” to further culture war politics.289

Representative Barbara Cubin (R-Wyoming)
compared welfare recipients with wolves.297
Representative E. Clay Shaw, Jr. (R-Florida) said that
poor teen mothers were “children you wouldn’t leave
your cat with on a weekend”.298

For weeks after the publication of his Wall Street
Journal op ed, Murray himself appeared on numerous
TV networks and his ideas were regularly referred to
by other commentators.290 After deciding that the
Republican “welfare reform” bill currently being
debated was “too timid,” William Bennett (Heritage
Foundation fellow and co-director of Empower
America) and others wrote follow up op eds which
appeared in 25 major newspapers, and Bennett
appeared on Rush Limbaugh’s show discussing
“welfare reform.” Representative James Talent (RMissouri), who proposed an alternative bill, ascribes
the success of Murray’s ideas both to the relative
“moderate” status of Murray and Bennett (as opposed
to Pat Buchanan or Senator Jesse Helms), and to at
least a partial endorsement by President Clinton.291

When a Latina mother in Massachusetts was charged
with child abuse, her story became a cause celebre,
not for expansion of child protection programs, but
for welfare cutbacks.299 Governor William Weld sent
all state legislators copies of the Boston Globe article
about her family.300 He discussed the story with Jack
Kemp and William Bennett (who “started to foam at
the mouth”).301 Months later, when he spoke at the
conservative American Enterprise Institute, he began
his keynote address with a description of this family
as the symbol for all welfare recipients.

Building on that momentum, when President Clinton
released his “welfare reform” plan in June 1994,
Neoconservative Irving Kristol (who had played a
central role in translating Murray’s ideas into political
action) orchestrated a Capitol Hill press conference
featuring Bennett and Congressional conservatives to
denounce the plan as “marginal tinkering” and “half
joke-half fraud.” Over the next week, Kristol,
Bennett and others were media stars, presenting a
vision of AFDC as responsible for the country’s
moral decay.292 Representative Talent, Heritage’s
Rector, and the Christian Coalition were credited with
driving the campaign against illegitimacy in the
House.293

The Think Tank Factor Continues
The marketing of misleading and reductionist
information continues to be a prominent part of the
Right’s attack on welfare. For example, in September
1995, the Cato Institute, a right-wing Libertarian
think tank,302 issued a report concluding that welfare
pays far more than a low-wage job in every state in
the nation:
The value of the total package of benefits
[received by AFDC recipients] relative to a
job providing the same after-tax income
ranges from a high of $36,400 in Hawaii to a
low of $11,500 in Mississippi. In eight
jurisdictions...welfare pays at least the
equivalent of a $25,000 a year job.303

By articulating a definition of poverty that associated
it explicitly with illegitimacy, then associating
illegitimacy with race, the Right made it acceptable to
express blatantly racist concepts without shame.294
For example, when Charles Murray wrote The Bell
Curve ten years after Losing Ground, he argued that
welfare should be abolished, not simply because of
the economic incentives it creates, but because it
encourages “dysgenesis,” the outbreeding of
intelligent whites by genetically inferior African
Americans, Hispanics, and poor whites.295

However, in calculating the benefits that AFDC
recipients receive, Cato counted WIC benefits304
which more than 80% of children receiving AFDC do
not receive, housing assistance which three-quarters
of AFDC families do not receive, and low-income
energy assistance (LIHEAP) for which no reliable
data exist on the correlation between receipt of the
two programs.305 Even in computing those benefits,

When the Republican welfare bill was being debated
in Congress in 1995, Representative John L. Mica (R-
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Indiana legislature on welfare,317 but was retained by
Wisconsin’s Governor Tommy Thompson to advise
the state Department of Health and Social Services on
welfare issues.318

levels of food stamps and LIHEAP are
overcalculated.306 In addition, Medicaid is counted as
income for AFDC families in the Cato study,
although benefits from this program go directly to
health care providers.307

The Heritage Foundation publishes an annual guide
for media which lists 1500 conservative “experts”
catalogued in 70 policy areas, including welfare.319
Thus it is not surprising that Heritage was cited by
media sources more than any other major think tank
in 1995.320 In addition, Heritage’s Policy Review
articles on welfare are both cited to and excerpted.321
For an excellent example of how the New Right
gradually advances its agenda, remember how Stuart
Butler of the Heritage Foundation described the Low
Income Opportunity Advisory Board as a critical step
in the right direction on welfare reform because it
would give states discretion.322 Yet in 1995, Robert
Rector of Heritage stated that “waivers are mostly a
public relations gimmick:”

The reverse occurs in the undercounting of income of
low-wage families in wage work. Cato does not
include employer-provided health insurance or
Medicaid although census data show that 62 percent
of children living in working poor families receive
these benefits. It does not include Food Stamp
benefits paid to two million working poor families
(80 percent with children), and does not factor in the
percentage of working poor who also receive WIC,
energy assistance, and housing assistance.308
In spite of these distortions, the Cato study received
widespread media attention. It has been cited by New
York Governor Pataki and California Governor
Wilson, both of whom have ties to the Heritage
Foundation309 as justification for AFDC benefit
reductions (as much as 26 percent in New York
state).310

We’ve had a lot of waivers over the last five
years, but the welfare caseload has gone up
30 percent and illegitimacy rates are
reaching epidemic proportions.323

Similarly, Heritage’s Robert Rector argues in support
of across-the-board benefit reductions because benefit
levels “already put recipients well above the poverty
level.”311 The Christian Science Monitor states:

Complex Agendas Within The Right
The success of the Right’s campaign against welfare
stems from its ability to weave together diverse antiwelfare themes from different submovements,
creating a powerful synergism and unity among many
sectors of the Right. AFDC proved a common theme
that captured for the Right the resentment generated
by the country’s conservative religious revitalization,
the contraction and restructuring of the economy, and
white race resentment and bigotry.324 That is not to
say, however, that there is always agreement over
welfare reform among the Right’s submovements. 325
For example, I have discussed earlier the ongoing
tension over the proper role for women. The
dominant formulation housewife and mother for
middle class women and wage-laborer for poor
women, especially poor Black women is not
universally supported within the Right.

Liberals and conservatives alike agree on the
problem of perverse incentives that mean a
mother receiving...AFDC and Medicaid
literally cannot afford to take an entry-level
job....312
Using equally inflated statistics, Heritage reports that
aggregate government welfare spending over the past
three decades is $5.4 trillion in constant 1993 dollars,
an annual average of $3,357 for every taxpaying
household in the country.313
New Right think tanks are actively involved not only
at the national level,314 but regularly brief state-level
politicians on welfare policy. For example, a
misleading radio ad run by Senator John Warner (RVirginia) used Heritage Foundation data.315 The
previously discussed Cato Institute study, which
found that Florida was one of 40 states whose
benefits package is worth more than an $8.00 an hour
job, was used as the basis for discussion by Florida
legislators at a seminar sponsored by the conservative
think tank Foundation for Florida’s Future.316 The
Hudson Institute not only testifies and advises the

A spokesperson for the California-based Traditional
Values Coalition criticized Governor Wilson’s
proposed welfare cuts because one result might be an
increase in abortions among poor women.326 Yet the
Christian Coalition criticized the “welfare reform”
plan proposed by the National Governors Association
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in 1995 because it was “too soft on out-of-wedlock
births.”327

values and behavioral poverty analysis as part of a
consciously constructed “culture war” (which in part
replaced the “class war”),332 was a way of furthering
the Old Right’s previous agenda. These include
minimizing government and creating anti-government
hostility on grounds that government equals
“liberalism,” and restoring Christian hegemony,
patriarchal dominance, individualism333and western
civilization as superior to any other.

Representative Newt Gingrich, then a member of the
Conservative Opportunity Society (COS), a group of
“young Turk” Republicans in the House, argued in
COS’s “manifesto”, Window of Opportunity, for tying
welfare benefits to desirable patterns of behavior,328
but stated that “[r]unning a cheap welfare state cannot
be our goal.”329 The libertarian publication, Reason,
criticized how “COS members have worked
assiduously, often in alliance with the Moral Majority
and other New Right groups, to erode individual
freedom in several areas.”330

The development of a right-wing populist movement,
based on fear and nostalgia rather than economic
issues, led to the scapegoating of welfare recipients as
the cause of all economic and social woes. Race and
gender played central roles in the promotion of the
stereotype of the unworthy welfare recipient. The
Right utilized welfare as a wedge issue, an issue
which could pry voters away from their traditional
allegiances.334 “Several different forms of prejudice
can now be advocated under the guise of
populism.”335

Conclusion
The New Right has achieved popular acceptance for
the annihilation of a federal entitlement to welfare by
misleadingly portraying the very small AFDC
program as the cause of a broad range of perceived
social ills. As a result, public concern for material
poverty has been transformed into a concern over the
behavior of the poor. Understanding how this story
passed from the margin to the mainstream, how Old
Right ideas were turned into popularly acceptable
public policy,331 is key to unraveling the current
discourse regarding welfare and formulating a counter
strategy.

The attack on welfare coalesced multiple ideological
strands protecting private property, maintaining
traditional gender roles and protecting the family, and
playing to encoded racism. It also provided a
mechanism for recruiting many people and groups
that had not been part of the Right in the past. In so
doing, the New Right co-opted many voters at a time
of intense economic anxiety because of a decline in
buying power, economic restructuring and a dramatic
upward redistribution of wealth.336

In many ways, the New Right’s victory is the final
victory of the Old Right. The evolution of a family
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