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I  

Introduction: The Political Failure of the Progressive 

Response to Conservative Welfare Reform 

Despite the political resurgence of American conservatism during the past several decades,
1
 

the movement has achieved only modest success in scaling back the American welfare state.
2
 

With few exceptions, the social welfare programs established by progressive reformers during 

the New Deal and Great Society eras have remained intact.
3
 Moreover, this is especially true of 

the relatively small number of programs that account for most social welfare spending in the 

United States ï Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid.
4
 Indeed, if we compare the multitude 

of programs and legal reforms that progressives were able to put in place during the 1930s and 

1960s with the limited gains achieved by conservatives in rolling back those programs and 

reforms, the conservative ñrevolutionò
5
 would have to be judged a failure ï with one dramatic 

exception. That exception is ñwelfare reformò ï the redesign of public assistance programs for 

impoverished adults and their families.
6
  

                                                 
1
 For an account of the rise of the American conservative movement by a mainstream liberal historian, see Alan 

Brinkley, America Since 1945: The Rise of the Right, Columbia University Interactive, undated, available at 

http://cero.columbia.edu/0720/index.html,. For an account of the same history by a conservative historian, see See 

LEE EDWARDS, THE CONSERVATIVE REVOLUTION: THE MOVEMENT THAT REMADE AMERICA (1999).  

2
 For the importance of this goal to the conservative reform agenda, see M ILTON FRIEDMAN, CAPITALISM AND 

FREEDOM 161-95 (1962); GEORGE GILDER, WEALTH AND POVERTY (1981); and CHARLES A. MURRAY, LOSING 

GROUND, AMERICAN SOCIAL POLICY, 1950-1980 (1984). 

3
 I shall use the term ñprogressiveò to refer to the people and political tendencies generally encompassed by the 

term ñliberalò in the United States or ñsocial democraticò in Europe, along with elements of the democratic left that 

have been critical of American ñliberalismò or European ñsocial democracyò for failing to pursue progressive values 

with sufficient vigor. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights and its progeny ï including the economic and 

social human rights recognized therein ï provide the best summary statement of the values I am characterizing as 

ñprogressiveò in this usage. See DAVID WEISSBRODT, ET AL., SELECTED INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS 

INSTRUMENTS AND BIBLIOGRAPHY FOR RESEARCH ON INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS LAW, 3
rd
 Ed. (2001). 

4
 Real, per capita government transfer payments to individuals increased 65.2 percent between 1980 and 2003. 

This figure was dominated by a 199.4 percent increase in medical payments (mostly Medicare and Medicaid), but 

retirement and disability payments (Social Security) increased 30.7 percent on a per capita basis over this period, 

and income maintenance payments (a much smaller absolute figure consisting of means-tested aid) increased 29.9 

percent. Authors calculations based on data from U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States 

2006, 358, Table 527.  

5
  See EDWARDS, supra n. 1. 

6
 The New Dealersô response to this population focused on direct job creation in programs like the WPA and 

CCC, but these programs were eliminated when full employment was achieved during World War II. See PHILIP 

HARVEY, SECURING THE RIGHT TO EMPLOYMENT: SOCIAL WELFARE POLICY AND THE UNEMPLOYED IN THE UNITED 

STATES, 16-20, 99-106 (1989). Following the demise of this commitment to job creation as a social welfare measure, 

the Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) program ï later renamed the Aid to Families with Dependent Children 

(AFDC) program ï became the principal source of public aid for destitute families with non-working heads. 

Originally established in 1935, Social Security Act, Pub. L. No. 74-271, §§ 401-406, 49 Stat. 620, 627-29 (1935),  

this program provided means-tested public assistance benefits to poor families with children who had lost the 
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 In this area conservatives have been not only successful, but spectacularly so, achieving 

dramatic reductions in both the value of individual public assistance benefits
7
 and overall 

expenditure levels,
8
 the addition of substantial work requirements for the receipt of benefits,

9
 and 

a significant devolution of control over public assistance programs to the states (whose 

administration of such programs historically has been more in keeping with conservative social 

welfare doctrine).
10

  

Long a target of conservative criticism,
11

 the defunding of the Aid for Families with 

Dependent Children (AFDC) program began in the mid-1970s when state legislatures established 

                                                                                                                                                             
support of a parent (almost always the father) as a result of the parentôs death, incapacity, desertion, or (in about half 

the states after 1961) unemployment. The New Deal social welfare planners who proposed this program thought of 

it as ñ[a]id to fatherless children.ò Their goal was to relieve the mothers of these ñdependentò children of the 

necessity of working outside the home, so they could instead devote themselves to raising their children. 

COMMITTEE ON ECONOMIC SECURITY, REPORT 36 (1935), reprinted in NATIONAL CONFERENCE ON SOCIAL 

WELFARE, THE REPORT OF THE COMMITTEE ON ECONOMIC SECURITY OF 1935 AND OTHER BASIC DOCUMENTS 

RELATING TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE SOCIAL SECURITY ACT 56 (1985). Had the New Dealers thought these 

mothers should be working, there would have been no need for the program, since they simply could have been 

offered work (perhaps on a preferential basis) in one of the New Dealôs jobs programs. Despite this intent, though, 

the state-administered programs established with ADC funding conformed more to the old poor law tradition (which 

presumed the able-bodied poor were work shy laggards who should be supporting themselves) than to the New Deal 

goal of providing mothers who lost their mateôs support a ñmotherôs pensionò allowing them to stay home with their 

children. For a description of the poor law tradition in the United States, see M ICHAEL B. KATZ, IN THE SHADOW OF 

THE POORHOUSE: A SOCIAL HISTORY OF WELFARE IN AMERICA 3-213 (1986, 1996); and Philip Harvey, Joblessness 

and the Law Before the New Deal 6 GEO. J. ON POVERTY L. &  POLôY 21-41 (1999). For an account of the history of 

the ADC/AFDC program which focuses on the role work expectations played in its administration, see GERTRUDE 

SCHAFFNER GOLDBERT AND SHEILA D. COLLINS, WASHINGTONôS NEW POOR LAW: WELFARE ñREFORMò AND THE 

ROADS NOT TAKEN, 1935 TO THE PRESENT (2001). 

7
 See Committee on Ways and Means, U.S. House of Representatives, 1996 GREEN BOOK, 448 (November 4, 

1996). 

8
 See THEODORE R. MARMOR, JERRY L. MASHAW, &  PHILIP L. HARVEY, AMERICAôS M ISUNDERSTOOD 

WELFARE STATE: PERSISTANT MYTHS, ENDURING REALITIES, 85 (1990); ANN. STAT.  SUPP. SOC. SEC. BULL., 2005, 

Social Security Administration Publication No. 13-11700 (Feb. 2006), Table 9.G1.  

9
 See Family Support Act of 1988, PL 100-485, § 201, 102 Stat 2343 (October 13, 1988) (Hereinafter Family 

Support Act of 1988) (requiring ñall recipients of aid to families with dependent children é to participate in the [job 

opportunities and basic skills training] program); Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 

of 1996, Pub. L. No. 104-193, §§ 103, 365, 824, 110 Stat. 2105 (August 22, 1996) (Hereinafter PRWORA) (various 

work requirements throughout including for welfare and food stamp recipients). 

10
 See PRWORA, supra n. 9.  See also Ahmed A. White, Capitalism, Social Marginality, and the Rule of Lawôs 

Uncertain Fate in Modern Society, 37 Ariz. St. L.J. 759, 805 (stating that the ñPRWORA almost completely 

ódevolvedô to the states the role of administering public assistanceò and it ñótotally reorganized federal/state relations 

on welfare requirements[,] thereby ending a sixty-year-old federal entitlement system designed to provide a safety 

net for America's poorôò) (citing Brendon O'Connor, A Political History of the American Welfare System: When 

Ideas Have Consequences 228-35 (2004)); Gail P. Dave et al., Developments in Policy: Welfare Reform, 16 Yale L. 

& Pol'y Rev. 221 (1997). 

11
 Conservative criticism of ADC began in the early 1950s, paused during the Eisenhower years, resumed 

during the Kennedy administration, and has been unstinting ever since then. See GOLDBERG AND COLLINS, 

WASHINGTONôS NEW POOR LAW, supra n. 6, at 49-53, 128-201. 
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a practice of failing to increase AFDC benefits enough to match price increases.
12

 During the 

1980s conservative reformers were able to achieve reductions in federally mandated program 

benefits and the imposition of work requirements for the receipt of benefits.
13

 The real turning 

point came in the 1990s, though, when the conservative critique of ñwelfareò began to attract 

significant support from the middle of the political spectrum. Epitomized by President Clintonôs 

support for ñwelfare reformò legislation in 1996, this center-right coalition achieved a 

fundamental restructuring of public assistance policy along conservative lines.
14

 

These trends were strongly criticized by progressive scholars and anti-poverty advocates in 

the late 1990s,
15

 but this criticism died down when the harsh effects feared by opponents of the 

reforms failed to materialize.
16

  In recent years, most progressive anti-poverty advocates appear 

to have reconciled themselves to the promotion of private-sector employment as a means of 

escaping poverty. Instead of maintaining their opposition to the 1990s reforms, progressive anti-

poverty advocates have shifted the focus of their efforts to expanding the range and amount of 

assistance provided needy individuals in finding jobs,
17

 pushing for improvements in private-

                                                 
12

 See supra n. 7 & n. 8.  

13
 See Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1981 (OBRA), PL 97-35, 95 Stat 357 (August 13, 1981) 

(imposing a gross income limit for AFDC eligibility, capping the deduction for child care costs, establishing a 

standard deduction for other work expenses and ending the work incentive disregard after 4 months on the job); 

Family Support Act of 1988, supra n.9 (adding work requirements).  For a discussion of the changes in AFDC 

enacted in 1988, see THEODORE R. MARMOR, JERRY L. MASHAW, &  PHILIP L. HARVEY, AMERICAôS 

M ISUNDERSTOOD WELFARE STATE: PERSISTENT MYTHS, ENDURING REALITIES, 114-27 (1990). 

14
 Similar trends emerged in Europe at approximately the same time, with centrists like United Kingdom Prime 

Minister Tony Blair and German Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder playing a similarly decisive role in pushing what 

hitherto had been viewed as a conservative reform agenda. See Tony Blair and Gerhard Schroeder, Europe: The 

Third Way, Joint Statement by Tony Blair, British Labour Party Prime Minister, and Gerhard Schroeder, German 

Social Democrats Prime Minister, June 8, 1999, available at http://www.socialdemocrats.org/blairandschroeder6-8-

99.html. For an account of the similarities in ñwelfare reformò the United States and Western Europe during this 

period, see JOEL F. HANDLER, SOCIAL CITIZENSHIP AND WORKFARE IN THE UNITED STATES AND WESTERN EUROPE: 

THE PARADOX OF INCLUSION (2004). 

15
 See, e.g., Peter Edelman, The Worst Thing Bill Clinton Has Done, THE ATLANTIC MONTHLY, Vol. 279, No. 3 

(March 1997), pp. 43ï58; David A. Super, Sharon Parrott, Susan Steinmetz, and Cindy Mann, The New Welfare 

Law, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities  (August 13, 1996);  Patricia Ireland, then president of the National 

Organization for Women, Quoted in Lisa Bennet-Haigney, Welfare Bill Further Endangers Domestic Violence 

Survivor, National NOW Times (January 1997) (stating that the new law ñplaces 12.8 million people on welfare at 

risk of sinking further into poverty and homelessnessò).  

16
 See Rebecca M. Blank, What Did the 1990s Welfare Reforms Accomplish? in PUBLIC POLICY AND THE 

INCOME DISTRIBUTION 33-79 (Alan J. Auerbach et al., eds., 2006).  

17
 See, e.g., web site for Seedco, ña national nonprofit organization that works with local partners to create 

economic opportunities for disadvantaged job seekers, workers and neighborhood entrepreneurs,ò available at 

http://www.seedco.org/.  

http://www.socialdemocrats.org/blairandschroeder6-8-99.html
http://www.socialdemocrats.org/blairandschroeder6-8-99.html
http://www.seedco.org/
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sector wages and benefits,
18

 and promoting the provision of publicly-funded wage 

supplements.
19

  

The result has been a blurring of the distinction between conservative and progressive 

welfare reform initiatives and a consequent reduction in the political salience of policy debate in 

this area. Welfare reform is no longer a hot button issue. Left-of-center politicians may be 

thankful for that, since in recent decades the issue was used mainly by conservatives to beat up 

on them. Still, with overall poverty rates stuck above the levels achieved in the early 1970s and 

the absolute number of individuals living in poverty trending upward since then (See Figures 1 

and 2) progressives have reason to question the adequacy of their current policy stance. 

 

                                                 
18

 The so-called ñLiving Wage Campaignò led by the Association of Community Organizations for Reform 

Now (ACORN) exemplifies these efforts in the United States. See http://www.livingwagecampaign.org/. 

19
 See, e.g., Randy Albelda et al., Bridging the Gaps: A Picture of How Work Supports Work in Ten States, 

Center for Economic and Policy Research, Washington DC, and The Center for Social Policy, University of 

Massaschusetts, Boston, Oct. 10, 2007. 
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Figure 1 
U.S. Poverty Rate, 1959-2006

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

http://www.livingwagecampaign.org/


 

 5 

 

 

There is little doubt that poverty rates would decline if progressives got what they currently 

say they want, but for reasons I will explain below, there is no reason to believe this strategy is 

capable of eliminating poverty. If progressives seriously want to pursue the goal of eliminating 

poverty, they need a strategy that breaks more decisively with the existing policy regime. The 

purpose of this article is to identify and compare two candidates for that role which progressive 

scholars working outside the political mainstream have developed in recent decades. 

The first proposal is that all members of society be guaranteed an unconditional Basic 

Income without imposing any work requirements in exchange for the benefit. As explained on 

the web site of the U.S. Basic Income Guarantee (USBIG) Network, 

[A] Basic Income Guarantee (BIG) is a government ensured guarantee that no 

oneôs income will fall below the level necessary to meet their most basic needs for 

any reason. As Bertrand Russell put it in 1918, "A certain small income, sufficient 

for necessities, should be secured for all, whether they work or not, and that a 

larger income ... should be given to those who are willing to engage in some work 

which the community recognizes as useful. On this basis we may build further." 

Thus, with BIG no one is destitute but everyone has the positive incentive to 

work. BIG is an efficient, effective, and equitable solution to poverty that 

promotes individual freedom and leaves the beneficial aspects of a market 

economy in place.
20

 

                                                 
20

 U.S. Basic Income Guarantee Network, What Is the Basic Income Guarantee?, available at 

http://www.widerquist.com/usbig/ . 
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Figure 2 
Persons Living In Poverty in the 

United States, 1959-2006

Source:U.S. Census Bureau

http://www.widerquist.com/usbig/



