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Abstract 

 

Social policy has the primary function in society to prevent those who are pushed out of the labor 

force from starvation. Social policy works as a shock absorber for life’s risks such as illness, old age, 

unemployed, becoming disabled. Most countries in this world have some sort of system of social 

programs to absorb these shocks for their citizens. The extent of how much of the shocks that will be 

absorbed by their government varies and is subject to economics and politics. The United States also 

has a system of social programs that absorb some of the shocks life throws at American citizens. 

When compared to other developed nations in the West, the United States forms a category of its own 

with its own principles and views on the role of both the government and social policy in Americans’ 

lives.  

This paper will map out the emergence of nationwide social programs in the United States 

evolving from local private charities in the nineteenth century up and till the contemporary policies 

with a specific focus on welfare. Linked to social policy is the concept of citizenship. Throughout 

history we see this concept and its ensuing rights and duties being redefined as a result of changing 

political and economic climates. The question that is asked over and over again when redefining the 

paradigm of citizenship is: who deserves help? As American society grew more complex over time 

so grew the answer to that question more and more complex. The result is an amalgamation of 

programs that have their own conditions to be met in order to qualify for assistance.  

 

 

Key words: social policy, private charity, T.M. Marshall, social citizenship, ADC, AFDC, TANF,  

Neoliberalism, social security, Social Security Act, Lebron v. Wilkins, drug screening, 

Reagan, Clinton. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

This MA thesis as final research project of a Master's in North American Studies will deal with a very 

specific aspect of American social policy. Namely, the history of testing for deservingness of 

Americans on welfare. Before getting into the specifics of what this is and why we need to spend 

time studying it, it is noteworthy to mention how this project fits into the scope of American Studies. 

American Studies finds its origins in analysis of the United States and American culture through the 

lens of the disciplines of literature and history. At first the trend in the field was that American Studies 

looks at the United States from an American perspective. As of roughly fifteen years ago a trend 

started to materialize to look at the United States from an outside perspective (Valenta). This trend 

of transnationalism in American Studies implies that American Studies no longer is an academic 

discipline that exclusively views the United States from an American perspective. It allows for 

outside perspectives and interpretations of American culture and policies. This transnationalist view 

on the U.S. also allows for an in-depth and critical analysis of American welfare policies, but from a 

Western-European or social-democratic perspective. As this MA-thesis is being written by someone 

who lives in a social-democracy who is trying to be as objective as possible, it is however next to 

impossible to completely remove the Western European social-democratic lens while analyzing 

American social policy. 

 Social policy affects every American at some point in their lives but its analysis remains under 

lit within the discipline of American Studies. This is due to the fact that American Studies originates 

in analysis of the nation and culture through history and literature. Analysis of policies belongs more 

to the realm of sociology which explains its absence in an academic American Studies program. And 

that is regrettable, because not only is it an interesting view into the psyche of American government 

and how Americans view their government's role, but due to its high impact on Americans' lives it 

deserves more attention than it is getting within the discipline of American Studies. To name a few 

examples of how American social provisions affect Americans' lives: from a tax reduction based on 

earned income to Unemployment Insurance or Old Age Insurance after retirement. For those 

Americans who are not, or who are no longer eligible for Unemployment Insurance the social 

assistance programs such as TANF and the food stamp program make up the final safety net before 

becoming homeless. Seeing that social policy affects so many Americans' lives and that it is 

undeservingly under lit within American Studies the idea was born to write this MA-thesis on a very 
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specific aspect of American social policy. Americans on welfare1 and the history of secondary 

requirements applicants have had to meet in order to be eligible for a public assistance program.  

 Since implementation of social policy in its most rudimentary form from the late nineteenth 

century onwards those applying for public assistance have had to prove their deservingness of help. 

The United States was founded on principles set forth by among others Thomas Jefferson and it has 

been a product of Enlightenment thinking. Jefferson envisioned an agrarian democracy and a limited 

role of the federal government. In Jefferson's agrarian democracy every American should be a self-

reliant farmer. Prerequisite for this agrarian democracy to succeed was the availability of farm land 

and citizens to be industrious. By working hard and not expecting the government to care for them 

the young nation would live up to Winthrop's2 vision of the city upon a hill: the ideal society and the 

envy of the world. Since the late eighteenth century a lot has changed in the world and in American 

society as well. As life became more complex due to people having a job instead of farming their 

own land so, too, did the role of the American government become more complex and pervasive in 

Americans' lives. However, one central thought has remained: the adherence by Americans to 

Jefferson’s original idea of an industrious self-reliant people who work hard and who should not 

expect any hand-outs from their government. In the popular Netflix show House of Cards about 

American politics, President Underwood accurately describes the American view on social policy: 

"You are entitled to nothing. America was built on the spirit of industry. You build your future; it 

isn't handed to you" ("Chapter 28" 41:20 - 43:00). Coupled with the idea of self-reliance is 

Americans’ preference for small government. Responsibility of helping out the less-fortunate in 

society lies with individuals in a community or a church-based charity organization and not with the 

federal government per se. And yet, in modern day America various social policies have been 

implemented by the government. The next four chapters will describe and explain how some of the 

key social policy programs have been implemented and why. 

 This paper looks at American welfare policy through the model of British social scientist T.H. 

Marshall in which there are three phases of citizenship. From civil citizenship of the eighteenth 

century that revolves around property rights and the ability to engage in contracts through political 

citizenship of the nineteenth century revolving around the right to vote, we arrive in the twentieth 

century in Marshall’s model in which we find the third phase of citizenship. This third and last phase 

                                                
1 The official name for the policy that is popularly known as "welfare" is currently "Temporary Assistance to 

Needy Families" also known as TANF. There have been other acronyms in the past, but the current policy is 

known as TANF.  
2 John Winthrop was among the earliest settlers of the British colonies in North America in the early 17th 

century. He envisioned a creation of an ideal society that the world would envy. In his journals he refers to 

this society as "a city upon a hill, the eyes of all people are upon us". The ship he was on was caught in a storm 

and Winthrop landed in Plymouth in modern day Massachussetts ("Massachussetts Bay- "The City Upon a 

Hill" pars. 1-3). 
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of citizenship is about the right to income and basic subsistence. Social policy scholars, such as Linda 

Gordon and Nancy Fraser, argue that there is no social citizenship in the United States (Fraser and 

Gordon 45). I would argue that there is a form of social citizenship, but in a much more rudimentary 

form when compared to Canada or [western] European nations. Social citizenship in American 

society has been more conditional and eroding of American civil citizenship.  

 American social policy is a highly complex system of various legislations and policies that 

are fragmented and can be best described as non-universal. The various social programs vary from 

state to state due to the federal system. This federal system also is one of the causes for the lack of 

universality. States have the freedom to opt out of certain aspects of federal policy. Through the 

option to opt-out, programs are not the same in every state and do not cover exactly the same 

categories of beneficiaries. An example of lack of universality from the past: when Unemployment 

Insurance was first created in the 1930s, legislation was written thusly to exclude those professions 

in which African-Americans were highly represented. Or, one could also say that just because 

American policymakers felt it necessary to describe categories specifically eligible for 

Unemployment Insurance it shows a lack of universality. In the Netherlands for example 

Unemployment Insurance works as follows: everyone who receives a salary from an employer has 

money deducted from the net salary. That deduction is then put into a general unemployment fund 

that is being administrated by the government and everyone who loses their job can request their 

share of the pooled money. That is a form of a universal policy: it is for everyone. Another cause for 

the fragmentation in American public policy is the fact that programs are not run by just one 

department. For example, the Department of Health and Human Services runs the TANF program. 

However, the food stamp program3 is run by the Department of Agriculture. 

 There is a racial component that runs like a common thread through the various welfare 

programs, but more than racially charged I would argue that American welfare policy is very 

gendered. Initially in the 1930s, "welfare" was created for single mothers exclusively. The 

government, through social workers visiting recipients' homes, dictated how mothers should be 

running their households. This practice has continued in modern-day. The American government 

through the bylaws of certain social programs means to dictate women what is best for the lives of 

her children and what is best for her. People on public assistance seem to lack a sense of agency in 

their own lives. It has already been stated that this thesis will be about the secondary requirements 

that applicants of social assistance have to meet. A brief elaboration: throughout history the various 

welfare programs have been means-tested. In other words, is a person poor enough. But, as will 

become apparent in the next sixty or so pages, an applicant's lifestyle is also reviewed in order to 

                                                
3 The official name for the food stamp program is Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). 
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ascertain whether this person is deserving of help. In the United States a distinction is made between 

the deserving poor-- the elderly, the handicapped, and army veterans-, and the non-deserving poor-- 

single mothers that have out-of-wedlock babies. 

 Over the course of time all developed nations have designed a safety net for citizens to take 

away the sharp edges of life's risks: unemployment, illness, old age to just name a few. This safety 

net steps in whenever a salary earned through labor is absent. Usually, there is a maximum amount 

of time a person can either be on unemployment insurance, or on sick pay. The reason behind this is 

that citizens should be working in order to add to the aggregate income of a nation. The United States 

is no exception to this basic premise. As in most Western countries, American social policies, too, 

are geared towards bringing a citizen back into the ranks of the working because the idea is that every 

capable member of society needs to be a producer and not a liability. However, where the United 

States deviates from other Western countries is the austerity of welfare policies and the reluctance of 

the American government to accept responsibility for taking away the sharp edges of life's risks for 

its citizens.  

 Now, it could be argued that this reluctance is a positive or a negative, but that is not the 

objective of this thesis. This thesis is meant to be a historically informed critical analysis of welfare 

policies in the United States. From before its creation as national policy up and till the current Obama 

administration. Because the focus of this thesis is a very specific aspect of welfare policy it is 

legitimate to look at a long period of time. However, emphasis will lay on the period from Reagan 

onwards because it is mostly during his administration that the gradual dismantling of American 

social provisions started and has continued ever since. 

 The history of American social policy can be divided into three phases and they are connected 

to larger economic developments in the United States and the world. The first phase would be the 

time between 1870 and 1935 which is about creating the national welfare state during the Gilded Age 

and its aftermath. The second phase would be between 1935 and 1968 wherein the welfare state 

expanded to its maximum. It is connected to The Great Depression and the post-war boom that lasted 

until Nixon's first term. The third and last phase is from 1968 onwards and can be described as the 

gradual dismantling of the welfare state. In 1973 the first oil crisis occurs and with it the post-war 

American economy slows down for the first time in decades. A period of rising unemployment and 

rising inflation emerges. In all three phases there has been a public assistance program that gives cash 

assistance to needy families. The extent and level of generosity of these policies can be connected to 

these economic developments. Throughout these phases the secondary requirements for eligibility 

change as well. Central questions that need to be answered throughout this paper are: How does the 

American social system work? For whom was the welfare policy designed? What are the secondary 

conditions of morality or deservingness that need to be met in order to be eligible for the program? 
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Why is there a distinction between the deserving and the non-deserving poor? The thesis of this paper 

will be that in the United States, because of the ambivalent attitude towards social citizenship, those 

that try to exert their social rights seem to erode some of their civil rights. Among the effects of this 

erosion of civil citizenship rights are intrusion and invasion of privacy by the American government. 

In the next five chapters it will be explained how the American social system works and how and 

why it was created in the first place. Another important aspect of American social policy that will be 

discussed in this paper is the level of intrusiveness on recipients' lives. Multiple examples of court 

cases, policy analysis, and policy texts will be presented that show how, over the course of time, the 

various state governments have put limits on eligibility into the welfare programs based on secondary 

requirements that applicants need to meet. Some of these requirements have been successfully 

contested and terminated. Others have remained. What all requirements share is that they deeply 

impact the applicant's personal life. Central thought of this paper is: in the United States there is this 

contradictive idea of while economically qualifying for government assistance a person morally 

disqualifies for assistance at the same time. Due to this moral disqualification the recipient of 

government assistance forfeits certain personal rights. Rights that are observed and respected for 

Americans that are not on government assistance. In an egalitarian society this would be an anomaly 

and worthy of further scrutinization. 

 This paper follows the division of welfare policies into three phases. Chapter division has 

been made accordingly. In chapter two various models and theories on social policy will be discussed 

as well as the overall function of social policy in a society. One of the models put forward in chapter 

two was created by Danish sociologist Esping-Anderson. He organizes Western countries and their 

social policies systems into three categories based on generosity and relation of the policies to the 

market. Connected to the model of Esping-Anderson are the previously briefly described three forms 

of citizenship as defined by social scientist T. H. Marshall. It relates to how a government will accept 

the responsibility of citizens' risks in life: the risk of becoming ill, of becoming unemployed, and of 

growing old. Chapter three will discuss the proto-welfare state and the creation of a nationwide 

welfare policy as a result of the Great Depression up and till its widest expansion in the late 1960s. 

A historic overview of the various welfare programs between the late 1800s and the late 1960s will 

be given. In this period access to social programs became part of the fight for citizenship for women 

and non-white minorities. In chapter four the gradual dismantling of the American welfare state will 

be discussed: from the Reagan era to the Clinton administrations, during which an enormous overhaul 

of the welfare programs took place. The current welfare program-TANF- was created under Clinton.  

It is the most austere program since the creation of a national welfare program in the 1930s. Finally, 

chapter five will offer a case study of modern day TANF policies in Florida. It will show the nature 
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of current policies and how a trend in current welfare policy is being contested by applicants and 

recipients of TANF. 
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Chapter Two  

Theories and Concepts of American Social Policy 

 

This second chapter will explore the various theories and views on American social policy. Beginning 

with the basics: what is social policy and why is it necessary? To begin with the first question: social 

policy is an amalgamation of legislation that is focused on, as the London School of Economics and 

Political Science describes:  

 

  those aspects of the economy, society and polity that are necessary to human  

  existence and the means by which they can be provided. These basic human needs 

  include: food and shelter, a sustainable and safe environment, the promotion of  

  health and treatment of the sick, the care and support of those unable to live a fully 

  independent life; and the education and training of individuals to a level that enables 

  them fully to participate in their society. (Lewis par. 2) 

 

In other words: it is policy that has been implemented in order for citizens of a country to live their 

lives as best as they can. It consists for example of but is not limited to: policies for public/social 

housing, a minimum wage, healthcare, old age pensions, unemployment insurance, labor laws for 

safety standards at the workplace but also a maximization of work hours. Just to give a few examples. 

This chapter will present various theories on the purpose of social policies as well as presenting 

various models of the characteristics of a welfare state.  

 Why should have any of these policies? Economic historian and expert in American public 

policy, Colin Gordon, says that social policy was implemented at some point in history to step in 

where market forces exclude certain workers. Charles Noble, political historian, says the same in his 

book Welfare as We Knew It (C. Gordon 2014; Noble 7; Myles and Quadagno 41). An example could 

be the elderly: after a certain age elderly workers will become less productive due to various physical 

impairments. Another example, during an economic downturn there will be an excess of workers. 

However, because of the shrinking market workers have become a surplus. Provisions for the – 

temporary- unemployed have been put in place in order to attempt not having the unemployed reduced 

to beggary and homelessness.  

 In an article on the history of public policy written by social policy experts Francis Fox Piven 

and Richard Clowen the origins of relief for the poor is traced back to early 16th century Europe. 

They also note that a rudimentary system of old age pensions already existed in 1523 in Leisnig, 

Germany. In Leisnig there was a community chest for those who "labored honorably at their craft or 

in agriculture" (Fox Piven & Clowen 8, 9). They continue by listing several other examples from 
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similar provisions in France and the Netherlands. The emergence of poor relief is connected to the 

transition from feudalism to a capitalist system. In other words, the transition from people working 

their own plot of land to people providing a service and be paid for it in order to buy their food. Fox 

Piven and Clowen describe how a growing European population caused migration of the poor to other 

areas in search of work and subsistence. They continue by presenting the case of Lyon, France: to 

quell the threat to civil order by beggars in the streets and for fear of riots by the hungry the city 

government created a centralized administration for disbursing aid to those who needed it. While 

creating this administration of aid the city simultaneously outlawed begging in the streets (10, 11). In 

other words: social policy in order to keep order in society. 

 In an extensive review on twenty-five years of social policy scholarship written by John Myles 

and Jill Quadagno these two public policy scholars discuss one of the most important books on 

welfare policy: The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism written by Danish sociologist Gøsta Esping-

Anderson. After having looked at the eighteen richest countries in the early eighties he concludes that 

there are three types of welfare states based on generosity, and how welfare is organized by the 

government. He looks at the degree of involvement of the state, market, and family in welfare policies 

in the respective countries. Esping-Anderson distinguishes the liberal or market oriented, the 

conservative, and the Nordic social-democratic regimes. The first group he associates with the Anglo-

American countries; the United States and Canada (Esping-Anderson 27). The second group is 

associated with countries from continental Europe. The third and last group is connected to the 

Scandinavian countries. Seeing that Esping-Anderson’s model stems from the 1940s it is debatable 

whether or not Canada and the United States should still be lumped together in the same category. To 

illustrate a big difference between the two nations: Canada has implemented universal health care for 

its insured citizens. Coverage is substantial without any out-of-pocket expenses for care. This 

deviation of the two countries in regards to public policy began in the 1970s; long after Esping-

Anderson presented his model (Bernard 1,2). 

 Myles and Quadagno interpret Esping-Anderson's models and explain them as follows: in 

liberal4 regimes, such as in the United States, benefits tend to be low and market-conforming. Citizens 

are encouraged to obtain their welfare in the private sector while receiving government subsidies. 

The government in question refuses to label these provisions as entitlement or a social right (Myles 

and Quadagno 39,40). For example, the current American food stamp program works this way: 

recipients receive a card with a certain amount of money prepaid on it. With this card those on food 

stamps can go to any grocery store that accepts this means of payment. The second type of regime 

goes by three names according to Myles and Quadagno: conservative, corporatist, or Christian-

                                                
4 liberal here means liberal in economic terms: free market economics with the least amount of government 

interference as possible. It does not refer to the political term of liberal or liberal-democrat. 
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Democratic. It is anti-liberal and not at all concerned with market-conformity. Social rights are 

extensive and there is a minimal role for the market where welfare is concerned. Welfare policy tends 

to be centered around a male breadwinner ideal. The last group of regimes is explained as social 

democratic welfare states that are characterized by their redistributional and universalistic policies. 

These emphasize equality of citizenship while providing a high level of income security.  Last but 

not least Myles and Quadagno note that in Esping-Anderson's model not only the generosity of the 

welfare system differs, but the three types react differently to changes in the market. They describe 

how in the Nordic and continental models there is a considerable bargaining power for employees 

when it comes to job security and equal distribution of income. Regulations implemented by the 

government are put in place to absorb shocks created by market forces to curb the negative effects 

for its citizens (Myles and Quadagno 40, 41). 

 It was already mentioned that relief for the poor emerged during in Europe during the 

transition of feudalism to capitalism. Western countries are mostly capitalist countries and the United 

States is no exception to that statement. The U.S. is the exception as to how generous its system of 

public assistance is. Charles Noble explains how, compared to other developed nations, the United 

States spends the least amount of money of what he calls "social protection". American employers 

are under less rules to provide their employees with health care, pensions, or paid vacations. American 

private employers have considerable discretion to decide what benefits to provide for their employees. 

He points to a more market-conforming American view on the social safety net of its citizens (8). 

One of the explanations Noble provides is American adherence to classical liberal values in which 

social provision is perceived as a negative. Noble connects American dislike to social provisions to 

their distrust of big government (10). More important than cultural preference for little government 

and adherence to classical liberal values of the American citizen, Noble also describes how the 

absence of a strong labor movement, the absence of an effective socialist party, the influence of big 

business on public policy, and the absence of a cross-class coalition of workers and farmers in the 

early twentieth century have helped shape American social policies as they are today (13).  

 In her book Protecting Mothers and Soldiers one of the leading authors in the field of social 

policy scholarship, Theda Skocpol, introduces the concept of pre-Social Security Act voluntarism as 

part of the reason why the American system of public policy has developed as it has. Voluntarism 

takes the federal government out of social provisions and citizens voluntarily pool their money 

together to insure themselves against the risk of unemployment or sickness for example. However, 

interestingly enough she also points to the fact that these late nineteenth century and early twentieth 

voluntary associations or groups lobbied with the federal government in order to transfer the 

responsibility of risk management onto the federal government. Skocpol connects voluntarism with 

an American distrust of the federal government, but at the same time she notices that some public 
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provisions such as a nationwide public school system were not received with hostility. She explains 

that education is more in line with American ideals of equal opportunity and supporting individual 

initiative (16, 17). And yet, there is social policy in the United States therefore there must be a reason 

to do so. Who then deserves help?  

 Exploring that question leads to asking another question: are social provisions an integral part 

of American citizenship? Nancy Fraser and Linda Gordon, both social policy scholars and professors 

at Northwestern University and the University of Wisconsin respectively, explore that question in 

their article "Contract Versus Charity: why is there no social citizenship in the United States?" They 

present the model of three phases of citizenship coined by T.H. Marshall, a British social scientist. In 

1950, Marshall published his three-phase model of citizenship. The first phase is civil citizenship 

connected to the eighteenth century struggle to acquire individual property rights, individual freedom, 

and the right to justice through the legal system. The second phase, political citizenship, is about the 

nineteenth century struggle of being able to participate in the political process by holding office and 

by having the right to vote. The third and last phase of Marshall's model is about his envisioned 

twentieth century guarantee to economic security (Fraser and Gordon 48). In other words, a guarantee 

to a job and with that, an income. Even though Marshall's model has been criticized by Marxists for 

omission of a stage in which citizens control the means of production and for being too much geared 

towards the position of men by feminists his model is applicable to the American situation: because 

of his description of social citizenship and the conflicting American view that there is no natural right 

to an income and a job for American citizens (Noble 11; Fraser and Gordon 48, 49). 

It was already iterated in the introduction that Fraser and Gordon’s statement of absence of 

social citizenship is debatable. There is a safety net for citizens to prevent Americans from starvation 

and homelessness, however the safety net is based on conditionality from the government. Therefore, 

because of the presence of welfare policies it could be argued that the United States has a form of 

social citizenship. However, it is not in the same form as in other developed nations such as Canada 

or any of the EU countries. In the United States social policy is more conditional. Because of the 

conditionality the divide arose between the deserving and the non-deserving poor in which applicants 

or recipients have to prove their deservingness of help. The American conditional form of social 

citizenship runs as a common thread through American social policy and it is one of many factors 

why welfare policies have developed the way they have; racism, gender inequality, 

heteronormativity, the American ideal of self-reliance and individualism have been other factors that 

contributed to shaping this system of public policies to its current form. All these factors have 

contributed to the development of the American paradox in public assistance policy: once Americans 

qualify for social assistance through absence of an income, they morally disqualify for it. Or, once 

Americans exert their social rights they then seem to lose certain civil rights that belong to Marshall’s 



   van der Wal 0711195/16 

civil citizenship. This ranges from protection from unreasonable searches and seizures through 

unannounced visits by social workers to prevention of interstate travel due to residency restrictions 

(Fraser and Gordon 62). Debates on American welfare policy have revolved around what privileges 

and duties come with American citizenship. Under influence of changing economic and political 

climates these duties and rights have been shaped and reshaped throughout the twentieth and the early 

stages of the twenty-first centuries. 

 Fraser and Gordon examine the relationship between civil and social citizenship. They trace 

American society back to the theories of Hobbes and Locke in which society is a form of social 

contract in which individuals voluntarily give up a part of their freedom in favor of a government that 

uses its coercive powers to keep order and to protect individual property rights. Fraser and Gordon 

argue that civil citizenship has been geared towards white men throughout American history. Women 

and non-whites had a status of non-citizenship: women were either the responsibility of their fathers 

or their husbands'. The same goes for those bound by slavery: even in the U.S. Constitution it reads 

that a slave only counted for sixty per cent of a white person to establish the correct number of 

inhabitants of a state. This had implications on their protection of property rights and the right to find 

justice through the court system (52). The case of Dred Scott comes to mind to illustrate the inability 

of non-whites to seek justice through the American court system. 5  

 With legally protected property rights through voluntary and mutually beneficial contracts 

becoming the norm it also generates the concept of charity thusly argue Fraser and Gordon. The 

aspects as complement of the concept of contract: a contract is mutually agreed upon and legally 

binding. Charity is the opposite: voluntary, non-obligatory and unilateral upon which the recipient 

has neither claim nor entitlement. Two examples stemming from the nineteenth century are 

workman's compensation and mother's pensions. Workman's compensation or industrial accident 

insurance is a form of public policy that falls into the contract category whereas the mother's pension 

arrangements fall into the charity category. The basis for the current two-track system of a 

contributory provision-- seen as an entitlement- versus non-contributory assistance-- seen as charity- 

was created here. Fraser and Gordon continue by claiming that social citizenship is absent in the 

United States. However, they do point to welfare advocates labeling public assistance as property in  

 

 

                                                
5 Dred Scott (1800-1857) tried to buy his freedom from his mistress. She refused to accept Scott's offer to buy 

his freedom after which he sued her to obtain his freedom. After ten years of legal battle the case was refused 

by the United States Supreme Court based on the argument that Scott was not considered an American citizen 

and therefore had no right in using the legal system to sue anyone in order to obtain his freedom ("Judgment 

Day" pars. 1-8). 
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order to secure public assistance for their clients (59-63)6. In chapter three it will be discussed how 

civil rights organizations tried to couple the struggle for obtaining political citizenship together with 

acquiring social citizenship for their clients. 

 At this point it is good to discuss a couple more factors that are connected to American public 

policy. Federalism is one of those factors. The United States of America is a federal state and 

throughout the various states variations on federal legislation occur. TANF policy is no exception. 

Table 1 shows how, under the current system of funding the public assistance program known as 

TANF, individual states receive a block grant of roughly $12 billion over which they have huge 

discretion how to spend it. If further scrutinized, the influence of federalism on the various social  

 

Table 1 Funding of the TANF program; "Real  Figure 1 Levels of TANF Assistance  

Federal TANF Funding Has Steadily Declined"; nationwide; "Maximum TANF Benefit 

cbpp.org; web 6 Nov. 2015.    Levels Leave Families Well Below 

       Federal Poverty Level";cbpp.org; web 

15 Apr. 2015. 

 

provisions a non-equal playing field becomes more apparent. Some states are more austere than the 

national average while some have implemented a more generous system of social policies. Under the 

federalist system there are differences in a number of policies between the various states in the  

union: differences in minimum wage, differences in height of social provisions payments or 

differences in eligibility to be accepted for certain public policies. 

                                                
6 Workman's compensation was created in the late nineteenth century to help families survive in which the 

man had got injured or killed while on the job. The insurance paid out a wage so that the family could survive 

("Office of Workers' Compensation Program" par. 1). Mother's pensions were created for mothers with 

dependent children but without an adult male present in the family. The reasoning behind this pension was 

showing gratitute for the mother's service to the country by raising children who would be future workers in 

society (Mother's Pensions par. 1). 

 

http://cbpp.org/
http://cbpp.org/
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 If connected to the economic theory of split market labor,7 then an assumption among 

American politicians is laid bare: more generous benefits and provisions will have a positive 

migratory effect on the state's population. To phrase it differently: because of the differences from 

state to state those seeking the highest level of benefits and cash assistance will move to that state 

which offers the highest amount of benefits. At least, that is the argument that opponents of a generous 

welfare system will use. In order to prevent that effect from happening there is interstate competition 

for the least generous system of social provisions. Seeing that the scope of this paper is about 

Americans on A(F)DC / TANF, figure 1 will give an overview of which states are more generous and 

which states are more austere. In this map created by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities we 

see that a lot of Southern states together with Idaho and Arizona are the ones who provide their 

populations with the least generous monthly benefits under the TANF program. The most generous 

states are Alaska, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New Hampshire, New York, and Wisconsin. However, 

benefits in those states still are well below the feral poverty level because even the most generous of 

states will provide assistance that is at a maximum of fifty per cent of the federal poverty level. 

In the next chapter the discretion that states have to spend the federal dollars coming from Washington 

on social provisions will be elaborated on. For now, it suffices to understand that there are differences 

in levels of spending on TANF. 

 In an ideal society everybody works and everybody produces to further advance society. 

However, those incapable of being a producer in society because of physical impairments or those 

pushed out of the labor force through market mechanisms will be given assistance through social 

provision lest they not starve to death or bring social unrest. As already discussed earlier in this 

chapter this has been a common practice throughout the Western world since the sixteenth century. 

Those who are physically able but nonetheless reluctant to contribute to society's aggregate income 

find themselves under paternalistic measures by the government to gently-- sometimes not so gently- 

push these people back among the ranks of the working. Now, how paternalism fits into this equation 

is that the government will use its coercive powers in order to force those on public assistance back 

into the producer status and back to being a person that actively contributes to the overall prosperity 

of society. Therefore, the government is trying to mold the citizen on assistance back into what it 

considers good behavior: working and being self-sufficient.  

 The American government is not the only one that has paternalistic tendencies. On top of that, 

not all paternalistic measures are negative per se. In his article “Telling the Poor What to Do”  

Lawrence Mead, political scientist and professor at New York University, argues that there are plenty 

                                                
7 Split market labor theory was originally devised to explain wage differences between different ethnic groups. 

Those competing for the same finite number of jobs but from different ethnic backgrounds were offered 

different hourly wages with the result that the employer got his labor at the lowest possible cost. The theory 

connects those recently immigrated to those offered the lowest wages (Martinez par. 1)  
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of examples of paternalistic measures by the government that are very beneficial to us. One example 

of paternalistic policy Mead offers is Prohibition. In this case the American government decided that 

drinking was bad for American citizens and that it should be outlawed. It is a commonly known fact 

that Prohibition failed miserably (Mead 100 - 102). This policy seems quite invasive, because not 

everyone that has an occasional drink after work is an alcoholic. Another example would be the 

prohibition of texting while driving a car. This would be a safety-related rule implemented for our 

benefit in order to prevent traffic accidents. However, Mead takes issue with a phenomenon in 

American policy in which the government punishes the recipient of public assistance by withholding-

[partial] payment of that assistance in case of non-compliance to certain rules.  

 Mead notes that paternalism goes beyond mere regulation of behavior. He also states that 

paternalism is connected to the idea that citizens need direction in order to make decisions that are in 

their own interest (99). Mead makes an important distinction: paternalism was present in American 

social policy prior to the 1935 Social Security Act. Before that time case workers from private charity 

organizations would visit single mothers and her household would be intensely scrutinized as well as 

her sexual morals. The allotment of aid would be entirely up to the discretion of the caseworker. In 

American welfare policy after the overhaul of 1996, paternalism works through regulations for work, 

job seeking, and work preparation courses. Ergo, in his view it is less geared towards individual 

morality and more geared towards moving Americans on public assistance back to a producer status; 

back to holding a job.  

 Mead makes a list of causes for paternalism in social policy. As the post-war boom came to 

an end the American economy cooled off, limiting access to certain social provisions through 

behavioral rules saved the American government money. Another cause Mead mentions is the rise in 

conservatism since 1980 together with the expansion of Republicans' political power since the 1960s8. 

Republicans favor market mechanisms in all aspects of American society thusly explains Mead. 

Social policy is therefore no exception. Mead's third and maybe most important argument is about 

public opinion on social provisions. Mead sees a contradiction: on the one hand Americans will blame 

government for not caring enough for the needy, but on the other hand Americans will blame poor 

people for having children out of wedlock and for being poor (103, 104). In the meantime, political 

reality has caught up with the article because this article was written in 1997. In chapter five 

discussion of current trends in American social policy will show that paternalism as explained by 

Mead has changed and that in fact scrutinization of personal morality of welfare recipients is finding 

its way back into American social policy. 

                                                
8 Johnson's Great Society program was the second expanding moment in social policy in the twentieth century. 

After his presidency ended in 1968 a continual decrease in social spending started. This decrease in social 

spending was temporarily overturned under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 in order to 

combat the economic recession that started in 2008. 
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 One final concept that is important to have on the radar before reading any further in this 

paper is the concept of Neoliberalism. As of the late 1970s the Western economic climate started to 

change and with it the American political landscape. In their co-written article on the neo-liberal era 

we live in at the moment, Berkeley professor Evans and University of Chicago professor Sewell 

describe how advanced Western states such the U.S. and European countries started privatizing state-

owned companies and how through the World Trade Organization and the International Monetary 

Fund the capitalist world entered into a global economy with integrated markets (1, 2). It begs the 

question how globalizing economies and free-markets affect American social policy. The answer is 

a series of cause and effect. As has already been discussed, social policy picks up the pieces that the 

market drops. In other words: those workers or producers who are pushed out of the labor market. 

They are cared for through a network of policies. Policies that require the aggregate fruits of the rest 

of the country's labor in order to pay for these policies and its recipients. Evans and Sewell rightfully 

distinguish the Neoliberal economic theory that denotes a globalized and free-market economy as 

described above from the political ideology that affects American social policy to this day. 

Neoliberalism according to Evans and Sewell is about lowering taxes, cutting public spending, 

disempowering unions and lowering regulatory measures on economic activity by the state (3, 4). 

The exact effects of Neoliberalism and American politics will be the scope of chapter four in which 

a detailed picture will be given on how and why Neoliberalism found its way into American public 

policy as of the Reagan years and how through reshaping the definition of American social citizenship 

it has affected American welfare policy.  

 Something that resurfaces time and again in scholarly work on social policy in the United 

States, is Americans' distrust or dislike of the federal government. And yet, many Americans will turn 

to that same federal government to either collect Social Security after retirement or to collect their 

Earned Income Tax Credit9. Many Americans working minimum wage jobs will be very content to 

experience that the state they live in has implemented a minimum hourly rate as reward for their 

labor. Americans are happy to use the omni beneficial system of interstate highways built and paid 

for by the federal government, but will oppose a new measure that is perceived as intrusive10. As 

mentioned earlier in this introduction: in the Jeffersonian tradition a government that governs best 

governs least. With this sentence Jefferson accurately describes his view on the role of government 

in society. However, in modern day life with all of its complexities a society needs [social] policies 

                                                
9 EITC works as a negative tax: there is a reduction in the amount of taxes that is due for every American that 

has worked in that particular year. It works as a reward for having been productive. 
10 A good example would be the Affordable Health care Act. Americans are obligated to buy health insurance. 

Those with lower incomes can get a monthly subsidy in order to do so. Many Americans see this law as 

intrusive. Some go as far as labeling it tyranny from Washington. From an outside perspective these sentiments 

are surprising to say the least. One would expect citizens to be happy if covered for medical expenses through 

government subsidies. 
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to keep the country from falling into civil war or anarchy. On top of that there is a contradiction when 

it comes to care for the poor by the American government. Americans want their government to care 

for the poor but are reluctant to pay for it. Every American should be self-reliant unless they are 

retired, handicapped or widowed mothers. Single mothers will be cared for but begrudgingly and they 

are usually met with derision because they are not living up to what is expected of a good American 

citizen. An American is supposed to be industrious and self-reliant. A life of dependency while living 

off public assistance is therefore perceived as un-American. Americans will distrust their government 

and will be very wary of an overreach of power. And yet, they will turn to that same government to 

care for the poor as long as they do not have to contribute to that care. However, in relation to bringing 

the non-working back into the ranks of the working a lot of Americans--as long as it does not affect 

them- do not mind the government using its coercive powers to realize that goal. Some will even 

argue that the government does not use enough force to bring the non-working back into the labor 

market which lays bare the paradox in American social citizenship. The minute American citizens 

start exerting their rights connected to social citizenship an erosion of their civil citizenship begins.  
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Chapter 3  

From Private Charity to Public Policy and the Expansion of the Welfare State 

 

Even though the scope of this paper is Americans on welfare since the Reagan administrations, it is 

important to have a clear image of how social legislation in the United States came into being. One 

aspect has been present in American social policy from the very beginning: intrusion. On top of that, 

if we are to understand the changes in welfare that were made during the Reagan and Clinton 

administrations it is vital to have a clear idea of how the policy evolved throughout the twentieth 

century and how welfare recipients have dealt with restrictive conditions whilst on welfare. As has 

already been discussed in the previous chapter: social policy in the United States is perceived a form 

of charity that is being administered by local and state governments. It is conditional and not seen as 

an integral social right that is connected to citizenship. A historic overview will be presented in this 

chapter starting with the private charities that took care of poor single mothers in the nineteenth 

century. In the early twentieth century these privately-run charities would evolve into public policy 

with the passing of the Social Security Act of 1935. This chapter will guide the reader through various 

historical events and important court cases to show the development of this particular aspect of public 

policy leading up to the drastic reform during the Clinton administration. 

 Let us start with the very beginning. During the second half of the nineteenth century the 

United States was rapidly industrializing. During this Gilded Age, as the period between 1870 and 

1900 is called, the United States' economy grew immensely. Men and women left the rural areas to 

move into the cities where factories offered manufacturing jobs that required limited training while 

offering a modest yet steady wage. During this period African-Americans left the racist South for the 

North hoping for a better future and a better economic position. Harsh living and poor work conditions 

was what most recent urban dwellers found instead. To combat these effects of a modernizing and 

industrializing nation, a group of middle class reformers took it upon themselves to change certain 

conditions in society. It is in this era that the private charities were founded that as of the passing of 

the Social Security Act in 1935 evolved into, among other things, the welfare program known as Aid 

to Dependent Children-- ADC.  

 In their extensive comparative article, "Womanly Duties: Maternalist Politics and the Origins 

of the Welfare State in France, Germany, Great Britain, and the United States", social policy scholars 

Seth Koven and Sonya Michel explain how maternalism and private charity work acted as an 

intermediate step through which middle class women were not only able to advance their ideas of 

how social policy ought to be organized in society, but also how by becoming vocal about the plight 

of the less fortunate in society these women were able to improve their own political influence and 

societal status. But even more importantly, it resulted in social policy on a national level when the 
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state took over the programs that were started by these private charity organizations (Koven and 

Michel 1076, 1077, 1079). As already described, middle class women were not supposed to work 

outside the home. However, Koven and Michel note that caring about the fate of less fortunate women 

and children came as a natural result of motherhood for these middle class women. Also, because 

these middle class women were mothers they seemed the obvious choice to act as spokespersons 

advocating social justice and social welfare. Koven and Michel present the example of Florence 

Kelley, a social reformer, who insisted that women possessed a certain superiority over men where 

social policy was concerned. Mothers have an important role in society. They produce the future 

generation of workers and soldiers. Therefore, it sounded logical that women knew about (single) 

mothers' problems and needs (1078, 1084, 1086).  

 In the late nineteenth century the ideal was that no respectable woman lived on her own. 

Women were supposed to either live either with their parents or with their husband in order to be 

perceived as respectable. As Nadasen et al. explain in their book Welfare in the United States: back 

then the single mother posed a problem for society. In the case of abandonment or death of the 

husband the single mother had a double role of both the provider for the family and the caregiver of 

her children. It is easy to imagine that this was difficult to do seeing that women's wages were lower 

for the same job as that of a man. The philosophy behind this was that working class women worked 

to supplement the family's aggregate income. The primary wage earner was the man of the house. In 

an era where women did not even have the right to vote let alone have the right to equal pay for an 

equal job; being a single mother equaled hardship. What happened was that working class women, 

on top of the workload they had at their jobs and the running of their household, would often take on 

housework such as mending clothes in order to supplement the family's income. However, the 

International Ladies Garment Workers Union managed to fight successfully for an increase in 

women's wages for those who worked in the garment industry. It could therefore be argued that there 

were currents in society fighting for the plight of women. In the nineteenth century, ideally, women 

did not have to work at all and could spend their time caring for their families. Some chose to add a 

charity project such as caring for the less fortunate. However, that privilege was only bestowed on to 

families that were better off. Working class families were not that fortunate in general. Back then 

unions emphasized men's roles as providers and used that argument to secure higher wages for men 

exclusively (Nadasen et al. 11, 12). By speaking up for less fortunate mothers and children and by 

fighting for social reform legislation these women's organizations managed to cash in on the 

momentum of the need for social reform in the United States while simultaneously showing that 

women could have an important function outside the home and in the public DoMAin.  

 Social reformers such as Jane Addams of Chicago's Hull House took on the plight of women 

that came to big cities looking for a better future. However, Hull's maternalist view on how these 



   van der Wal 0711195/24 

women should live their lives is characteristically for the private charities helping single mothers in 

the late nineteenth century: social workers would come into these women's homes to inspect the 

house, the children and to also observe the mother's morality. Private charities doing social work 

resulted in a patchwork of organizations and clients of said organizations being completely left at the 

mercy and discretion of the social worker visiting the home. It also created the gendered nature of 

help to single parents as well as the intrusive nature of that help (Storrs). The origins of contemporary 

paternalistic social policies as described by Lawrence Mead lie in this period of time. Social workers 

decided what was best for the recipients of their charity as well as the good housekeeping stipulations 

by which these mothers had to abide. On top of that, seeing that these were local initiatives social 

citizenship as explained in Marshall's model did not yet apply to these private charity organizations. 

The offered help was a conditional gift to the recipient provided she behaved well.  

 One of the first steps towards a more universal, and above all, national system of social policy 

was the creation and implementation of the Workman's compensation and Mothers' Pensions 

legislations. However, the two track system of social policy we still know to this day began with the 

implementation of these two pieces of legislation. The first track based on pre-paid insurance and the 

second one based on non-contributory public assistance. The former being acceptable and the latter 

being stigmatizing. The stigma comes from the fact that the former track is literally the fruits of one’s 

labor while the latter comes from the fruits of other people’s labor and is therefore viewed as parasitic. 

However, as will be discussed later on in this chapter; because of the racially charged debate about 

the limits of American political and civil citizenship, not everyone that relied on assistance programs 

was in that program by personal choice.  

 What is Workman's Compensation and how did it work? Workman's compensation was paid 

when the [presumed male] breadwinner had an accident or died while on the job. It was paid for 

through an insurance for which a premium had been paid. For the family of the deceased workman 

there was a monthly payment to live on. The Mothers' Pension was a program designed for deserving 

women with children who were abandoned by their husbands or who for some reason found 

themselves single with children. The idea was to pay these women a monthly pension as a thank you 

for raising good American citizens that will form the future labor force and possibly soldiers to defend 

the republic in time of need. Nadasen et al. also describe how the Mothers' Pension was meant to 

keep the mother out of the labor force and inside her home with her children. They also note the 

continuation of intrusiveness as was the practice by private charity organizations to test for 

deservingness and "moral character" of the recipient. The recipient had to abstain from extra-marital 

sexual relations, be a fulltime mother, run an immaculate household, and her children needed to be 

spotless and clean. Also, she had to obey the social workers that came to inspect her household (14-

16). Here we see how, on the one hand a widowed mother is doing her civic duty by raising her 
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children and living her life in a respectable way by staying out of the labor market while living on a 

monthly stipend from the government. And on the other hand how, because she exerts her 

rudimentary social citizenship rights she becomes subject to erosion of certain rights connected to 

civil citizenship. How exactly are her civil rights encroached upon?  It could be argued that the home 

inspections as well as the scrutinization of the mother’s sexual life by social workers are an 

infringement of civil liberties protected by the Fourth Amendment of the Constitution which relates 

to the protection of unreasonable searches and seizures.  

 During the Great Depression the demand for Mothers' Pensions grew and counties could no 

longer afford to pay the pensions. Desperation and destitution levels were high throughout the 

nation. With the passing of the Social Security Act in 1935 a program called Aid to Dependent 

Children-- ADC- was created. The Social Security Act passed a number of work-based insurance 

programs. For example: Unemployment Insurance, Old Age Insurance11, Old Age Assistance. It 

was a revolutionary piece of social legislation. University of Iowa professor, Colin Gordon, 

connects the passing of the Social Security Act to the voluntarist system welfare capitalism in 

which companies opt in to pool together money to safeguard employees from the risks of 

employment and old age. The passing of the Social Security Act was also a huge step in the 

direction of Americans acquiring social citizenship. 

 Before the passing of the Social Security Act, to quell the desire for employees to unionize 

some employers came up with private social policy schemes. For example, there private schemes of 

unemployment insurance, workman's compensation for accidents occurred on the job. But also, 

private schemes of old age insurance that provided pensions for retiring employees. This voluntary 

system of welfare capitalism that is discussed at length in Colin Gordon's article "New Deal, Old 

Deck: Business and the Origins of Social Security, 1920-1935" in which he argues that because of 

these private social schemes costs for employers went up. Employers therefore tried to put pressure 

on local legislators in order to create a public social policy affecting every business in the state and 

which in turn would level the field again because every company would have to deal with the same 

policies affecting personnel costs. In other words, there was a movement to convince policymakers 

to expand social citizenship rights on a national level born out of an economic motif. Ironically 

enough, Gordon also notes that before the stock market crash of 1929 unions were opposing public 

welfare legislation. Another interesting feature of these voluntarist social plans that Gordon 

discusses is the huge discretion employers wielded over payment of pensions and benefits. 

Employees that went on strike could potentially lose their pension upon retirement because as 

Gordon puts it: "Pensions were conditional on lengthy uninterrupted service". Because of its 

                                                
11 When people refer to being on "Social Security" they often mean receiving Old Age Insurance. 



   van der Wal 0711195/26 

controlling and discretionary character, it would be expected that unions would be in favor of a 

more universal system of workman's compensation laws as well as old age pensions. But, these 

private plans were non-contributory. Therefore, it was a gift of the employer to the employee which 

renders it charity and not a right as such (167 - 172). This would be in line with the view that was 

presented in chapter two on the form of American social citizenship in the United States: social 

policy is a privilege but not an inherent right. It also illustrates the conditionality of American social 

citizenship. If we connect that with a tradition of the giver of the charity deciding what the recipient 

receives and under what conditions the voluntarist welfare capitalism is in line with other private 

charity schemes or organizations.  

 With the passing of the Social Security Act of 1935—SSA- a lot changed in the American 

public policy. Unemployment Insurance was created as well as Old Age Insurance and Old Age 

Assistance. Both policies care for the elderly, but the Old Age Insurance—OAI- is a contributory 

policy for which the recipient has paid for through his or her salary during the years of paid 

employment. Old Age Assistance is for those people who have not had paid employment in their 

lifetime, or whose job was not eligible to contribute to the OAI program12. Here we see the same 

provision under the two-track system: OAI the respectable track because it has been paid for by the 

recipient throughout the years by working. The assistance track is stigmatizing due to the fact that the 

program is paid for by community funds. The latter seen as a form of charity over which no 

entitlement exists. And through this two-track system of policies the distinction of deserving versus 

non-deserving was created. As expansive and extensive as the SSA was in regards to bringing stability 

in—some- Americans' lives through unemployment benefits and pensions, however, because policies 

were non-universal it therefore excluded millions of Americans based on race and profession. If 

Marshall's model of citizenship is applied, we see that the U.S. government was still debating who 

was included in civil and political citizenship. At the time African-Americans were excluded from 

political citizenship and only had civil citizenship in theory. As racist views on non-whites pervaded 

policies in the Union, non-whites were excluded from certain social provisions such Unemployment 

Insurance as well as Old Age Insurance. The result was that some non-whites had to rely on a 

stigmatized version of social policy in spite of a desire to be part of a contributory and, therefore 

respectable, policy scheme.  

                                                
12 In order for Roosevelt to get this socialist leviathan piece of legislation through Congress he had to make a 

lot of sacrifices. FDR heavily depended on the Southern Democrats to help him pass his legislation. To appease 

them he had to make sure that Unemployment Insurance as well as Old Age Insurance would not upset the 

class and race balance in the South. In other words: jobs in which African-Americans were highly represented-

- agricultural and domestic labor- were excluded from eligibility to the policy. As a result elderly African-

Americans had to rely heavily on Old Age Assistance in spite of the fact that a large part was more than willing 

to contribute to the system, but were not allowed to (Noble 60-62; Katznelson 42 - 44). The ensuing stigma 

appears to be short-sighted and baseless.  
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 Let us leave the other policies that were created under the Social Security Act of 1935 and 

return to the ADC program. ADC stepped in where breadwinners were absent. What did ADC do? In 

a piece written for the Social Welfare History Project Linda Gordon explains the basic concept of 

ADC. It provided single mothers with an income on which to live and to take care of her children. It 

was a continuation of the Mothers' Pensions policy, but on a national level. However, states had the 

option to opt out of the policy. As a result, four years after the passing of the SSA there were eight 

states in the Union that did not have an ADC program. With the advent of ADC, the distinction 

between deserving and undeserving blurred somewhat. Through the ADC program single mothers 

could get financial aid. Prior to the passing of the SSA only widows were seen as deserving of 

assistance. Unmarried single mothers were seen as undeserving and irresponsible to raise a child or 

children out of wedlock. In an era in which men were expected to be the breadwinner and women 

stayed home to care for the children ADC was a highly gendered program. It was based on the premise 

that a single mother could not and should not provide for herself and her children. That is why the 

government took over the role as male breadwinner. Single parenthood could potentially upset the 

balance in society and therefore these women needed help (L. Gordon 2013 pars. 1- 5; Bryant pars. 

3, 4). 

 But of course there were strings attached to this help. Let us take a little step back to further 

investigate how this policy came to see the light: because Roosevelt had to deal with senior Southern 

Democrats at key positions in the Congressional committees in which deliberations about the Social 

Security Act took place two things happened: devolution to the states and discretionary eligibility. In 

other words, ADC became a federal program that was run by the individual states over which they 

wielded huge discretion in relation to eligibility to the program. In his book When Affirmative Action 

Was White Ira Katznelson talks about this phenomenon. He observes a federal program that was paid 

for by both Washington and the individual state, but in spite of the fact that the federal government 

put up one third of the funding to the program administration of the program was exclusively done 

by the state government. During committee hearings Southern Democrats were able to minimize the 

role of the federal government as much as possible and discretion of benefit levels as well as eligibility 

was left to state legislators and local bureaucrats. This way legislators could make sure that the race 

and class balance in Southern states would not be hugely affected with the passing of this important 

piece of legislation (L. Gordon par. 1; Katznelson 45). 

 Returning to the strings attached to ADC aid. In spite of the fact that the test for deservingness, 

as had been the practice of private charity workers, had been eliminated there was one important 

provision that could prevent families from getting onto the ADC program. The provision that the 

children needed to live in a "suitable" home. A clear definition of what constituted a "suitable home" 

had been left out, therefore opinions varied on the matter. This opened the door to arbitrary decisions 
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from caseworkers. According to Katznelson state legislators used the suitability clause to exclude 

Southern black families from eligibility into the ADC program: 14.4 per cent of eligible white 

families were accepted into the ADC program versus 1.5 per cent of black families. Overall 

Katznelson observes a higher need among black families but a lesser degree of access into the 

program (45, 46). The SSA was racially charged from the start, because state legislators and local 

bureaucrats did their best to keep as many colored people out of the ADC program. Again the divide 

deserving versus non-deserving appears. In this case policymakers and caseworkers did their best to 

keep many needy African-American families out of the ADC program. In his book Shifting the Color 

Line on race and the American welfare state Robert Lieberman observes that without exception every 

policy created through the passing of the SSA carried with it exclusions based on race (23). Over the 

course of time civil rights organizations made acquiring welfare benefits for black families part of 

their objective in their struggle to obtain full civil and political citizenship. Through the exclusions 

of African-American families from ADC in spite of their need and with that need their hypothetical 

qualification for eligibility we once again see the conditionality of American social citizenship. Poor 

black families tried to exert their social rights at a time when no consensus had been reached about 

their civil and political citizenship. Therefore gaining access to the ADC program was granted  at the 

discretion of local administrators on the condition they proved their deservingness. However, in this 

case, one of the conditions—being white- was one no black family could meet. Therefore, as 

Katznelson describes: only 1.5 per cent of black families made it onto the welfare rolls. However, a 

change was on its way.  

 After the Second World War America's economy was booming and the standard of living 

went up considerably. It was also the time when American social policy entered its second phase: 

expansion of existing policies. And yet, as social scientists discovered in the 1960s there was a 

substantial number of Americans living in poverty. In Michael Katz' The Undeserving Poor the 

historian and social theorist explores the American poor throughout the twentieth century. He notes 

that at the beginning of the 1960s forty to fifty million Americans were living in poverty. According 

to the 1960 census the United States had a population of 179 million ("1960 United States Census" 

par. 1; Katz 10). Ergo, forty to fifty million inhabitants of the United States living in poverty is a 

substantial number: roughly between twenty and twenty-five per cent of the American population. A 

key book that brought this to Americans' attention was Michael Herrington's The Other America in 

which he argues that "the poor" are a class of their own and that for most of the times their poverty 

has occurred beyond their control. Keeping in mind that one of social policy's objectives is to keep 

social order; these poverty numbers required intervention of the ruling elite to lift these Americans 

out of their impoverished conditions. This line of reasoning found its way into policymaking (qtd. in 

Katz 15). It was in this era of fighting poverty that Johnson's domestic Great Society started its War 
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on Poverty. This period was, after the New Deal, the second time in American history that there was 

a window of opportunity to significantly expand welfare programs across the nation. One of the yet 

existing programs, ADC, changed its name into AFDC: Aid to Families with Dependent Children. 

 AFDC was a continuation of its predecessor ADC and had similar strings attached where 

eligibility and states' discretion were concerned. Before getting into the specifics of the rules for 

recipients on AFDC it is useful to have a clear image how the provision was defined. Children were 

eligible because they were "deprived of parental support or care because their father or mother is 

absent from the home continuously, is incapacitated, is deceased, or is unemployed” (qtd. in Page 

and Larner 21). The provision was for children and payments were made to the parent, however, the 

children were the beneficiaries. Furthermore, even though it was federal money allocated for AFDC 

assistance, the individual states had a great amount of control over how to dispense the funds sent in 

from Washington (Brown 48). 

 In 1962 ADC evolved into AFDC. The word "family" had been added, but still the program 

was geared towards single-mothers with children. Funding from the states was equally matched by 

the federal government based on states' AFDC budgets submitted to the federal government 

(Klobuchar 617). Much like ADC, this program too can be best described as state and federally 

funded but executed by the individual states at their own discretion. In her contribution to the Social 

Welfare Project Linda Gordon observes a very paternalistic attitude of AFDC workers: cutting off 

payments when violating any of the AFDC rules (L. Gordon pars. 5,6). It is a form of keeping control 

over people's behavior by denying them money to live on for non-compliance.  Poor people who are 

depending on cash assistance will go to great lengths in order to be seen as deserving of assistance.  

Although the program changed its name, the program’s aspect of conditionality did not. One 

of the AFDC rules was about co-habitation: women were cut from the AFDC roles if a social worker 

would find a man co-habitating in the house. The fact that the co-habitating man was not the children's 

father and was therefore under no obligation-- not legally nor morally- to provide for these children 

was irrelevant (Moffit, Reville and Winkler 26,27). It would make more sense that the government 

would try and track down the father of the children in question in order for the mother to collect child 

support and to offset support costs from the AFDC. Under TANF this has been implemented, but 

specifics on TANF will be discussed in chapter 4. The National Welfare Rights Organization-- 

NWRO- was one of the organizations that actively fought against this policy of cutting AFDC 

payments if a mother was co-habitating with a man that was not the father of her children (Toney par. 

1). The NWRO assisted mothers with legal aid to stay on the welfare rolls and it viewed welfare as a 

civil right. In 1968, this culminated in a lawsuit that challenged exclusion of welfare recipients based 

on co-habitation rules that came before the Supreme Court: King vs Smith.  
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 King vs Smith challenged the co-habitation regulations; it was the first case that did so and 

many would follow. In this landmark AFDC case the Supreme Court struck down an Alabama "man-

in-the-house" rule that viewed the man co-habitating in the household and supporting the family as 

parental care even though he was not morally or legally obligated to do so. In view of this co-

habitation, Alabama authorities saw just cause to terminate AFDC payments for the children to the 

mother (Sugarman 2527; Moffitt,Reville and Winkler 26,27; L. Gordon pars. 5,6). This 1968 case 

did not stand alone. In spite of King v Smith many states still had co-habitation rules. This policy led 

to another Supreme Court case: Lewis vs Martin. In this 1970 co-habitation case from California, the 

Court ruled that without any evidence that the co-habitating man was actually contributing for the 

children's upbringing and that he assumed responsibility for their support, there was no reason for 

AFDC payments to be stopped.  

What King v Smith and Lewis v Martin show us is the desire of the American government to 

see a single mother forming a family with a man. Or at least, unloading the burden of caring for a 

single mother once she paired up with a man. It appears there was both a moral and economic motif: 

as Nadasen et al. already observed, the single mother supposedly posed a threat for society’s stability. 

The economic motif is almost self-explanatory: once the mother finds a new partner, he will then 

assume responsibility for her and her children. By doing so he will release the American government 

from providing for this woman and her children. King v Smith and Lewis v Martin argued over the 

indiscriminatory ways in which that responsibility was ascribed to co-habitating men by local AFDC 

administrators. The American government’s preference for the nuclear family would be a recurring 

theme in the 1996 overhaul of AFDC.  

 As of the 1981 Opportunity and Personal Responsibility Act a special provision has been 

included for stepfathers: a part of their income would be deducted from the AFDC payment (Moffit, 

Reville and Winkler 26,27). In a way this makes sense because, even though the stepfather is not the 

children's biological father, he has assumed joint-responsibility for the children by marrying their 

mother. Not counting the income that is brought into the family by the stepfather would be wrong 

and unfair. Therefore, there is a difference between a conscious decision by a man to assume 

responsibility for a mother and her children than the state ascribing that responsibility through mere 

co-habitation. The intention of these co-habitation rules was to ensure that people were removed from 

the welfare rolls as fast as possible and possibly back into the care of a man. This would be in line 

with the idealized system of the family wage wherein the husband provides and the wife is at home 

with the children. What is remarkable in these co-habitation rules is the paternalistic view of the 

American government that it feels it should regulate and dictate with whom and under what 

circumstances a single mother should live. And more importantly, it is based on the false assumption 

that children are always best cared for in a two-parent household. 
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 It is important to keep in mind that AFDC was created to provide for families with absent 

fathers. It was also part of Johnson's larger social plan, the War on Poverty, which was launched in 

the wake of Kennedy's assassination to combat poverty in America. Poverty affected African-

American families harder than it did white families. On top of that, African-American families were 

three times more likely to be female-headed in both urban and rural settings ("The Negro Family" 7). 

This statistic would not go unnoticed and it worried lawmakers. 

 In 1965 Daniel Patrick Moynihan presented his, confidential at the time, report to the Johnson 

administration: “The Negro Family: A Case for National Action”. In this report Moynihan describes 

problems within the African-American community. His objective was to call the Johnson 

administration into action to combat these issues of unemployment, single-parenthood, and poverty. 

Moynihan connected emasculated African-American men to the history of American slavery and 

racism. Because of racism in American society African-American men did not get the chance to be 

proud men because "sassy niggers" used to be lynched. On top of that, Moynihan observed black 

male underemployment--working a job with a wage too low to support his family-- as another major 

issue among African-American families. This caused black mothers to find a job to supplement the 

family's wage. Ironically enough, Moynihan observed that African-American women found 

employment in prestigious white collar positions which further eroded the black male's masculinity. 

This reflected on black men's roles as heads of their households. According to Moynihan, this led to 

households in which the woman could be more dominant than in other families. This in turn would 

lead to a man not really being the head of his family. The possible consequence of an emasculated 

African-American man would be leaving his family to cope with his hurt pride. The main effect 

Moynihan saw among the black community is a "tangle of pathology". Or, in other words a culture 

of poverty (qtd. in Katz 17-21). It is important to keep this rhetoric of culture of poverty in mind, 

because in later presidential administrations, and even to this day, this will come back as an argument 

to cut welfare spending because recipients are beyond help due to this supposed pathology of poverty.  

 As already mentioned: Moynihan wrote the report to make the Johnson administration spring 

into action to combat the problems the African-American community was facing at that time. 

However, what happened was that critics of expansion of welfare policies cherry-picked the report to 

help their argument against expansion of public policy. They focused on the culture of poverty and 

the pathology of being poor and therefore being beyond help. In spite of Moynihan’s good intentions 

even civil rights organizations reacted with vitriol towards the report because it undermined their 

rhetoric of black pride. What reporters and scholars missed in their arguments is that unemployment 

and underemployment formed the basis of the problems African-American families were facing (Katz 

22). Moreover, because of Moynihan's choice of words his report backfired as opponents used his 

words against expansion of welfare policies based on the "pathology" of poverty.  
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 As both Michael Katz in The Undeserving Poor and Marissa Chappell in The War on Welfare 

have written: the Moynihan report was hijacked and misinterpreted by opponents of AFDC to make 

it appear as if black families were beyond help (Katz 18; Chappell 38,39). In the opponents' line of 

reasoning it therefore made no sense funneling money into these predominantly female-headed 

families that were doomed to stay poor anyway. Opponents of AFDC saw it as a government 

sponsored way that not only promoted single-motherhood and out-of-wedlock childrearing, but also 

a life of dependency. These same opponents would argue that the government picked up the slack of 

fathers failing to fulfill their manly duties of providing for his wife and children. In other words, for 

the mere fact that African-American mothers acted as heads of the household they acquired a stigma 

and were subsequently left at the mercy of AFDC caseworkers. What we see happing here are two 

things: some policymakers apparently had reservations against black female-headed households and 

African-American mothers trying to acquire social citizenship. The former is a gender politics issue 

and the latter is both racially charged and also part of the general paradox in regards to social 

citizenship in the United States. It has already been iterated that the single [white] mother posed a 

problem in American society to policymakers. A single African-American mother trying to reach for 

the same level of social citizenship as her white counterpart was even more threatening to 

policymakers. Therefore, the emphasis in the rhetoric of opponents of extending eligibility of AFDC 

to African-American families lay with the pathology of poverty among these families; a hopeless 

condition that no amount of money could cure. 

 It could be argued that caseworkers scrutinizing the personal relationships of a single-mother 

are of no business of the American government. However, it appears that due to its normative nature 

AFDC and its bylaws opened the way for the American government to encroach on Americans' right 

to privacy (Roberts par. 8-10). One of the goals of this intrusion is to have a repellant effect on 

applicants of public assistance. The meddling of the American government through its co-habitation 

rules would help not only to uphold a mother's morality but also that the AFDC program would 

become the very last line of defense before homelessness. Single mothers would be encouraged to try 

anything else but public assistance if they did not want their personal lives scrutinized.  

 This paper looks at the limits of American social citizenship and its ensuing intruding tests 

for deservingness as a result. One case in which the plaintiff successfully fought the intrusion of the 

government in order to contest recipient's deservingness is King v Smith. However, some cases were 

ruled in favor of the government. An example of a Supreme Court ruling in favor of the intrusiveness 

of the government can be found in Dandridge v Williams. In this case from Maryland the court ruled 

that it was justified to cap the AFDC payment to $ 250.- per month in spite of the fact that these 

payments were not sufficient for the large family to exist on. The court reasoned that this way a family 

would have an incentive to find better paying employ (Roberts par. 12; "Dandridge v Williams" par. 
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1,2). To deter mothers from seeking refuge in AFDC levels of benefits were often kept below the 

federal poverty line. On top of that, most cash assistance throughout the second half of the twentieth 

century was not indexed which left a family in 1994 on welfare poorer than that same family in 1970 

(Page and Larner 21). The non-indexation would be in line with the charitable aspect of welfare 

assistance. The recipient should be grateful to receive anything seeing that there is no entitlement to 

it. It is also indicative of the rudimentary version of American social citizenship: there is a safety net 

that prevents complete destitution among poor Americans. However, it does not do a lot more than 

provide the bare minimum.  

 Being on welfare is a stigmatized condition. It is perceived as something negative because 

leading a life of dependency or non-self-reliance is perceived as un-American. President Nixon came 

up with the Family Assistance Plan which was to provide American households with a $1,600. - 

guaranteed annual income should there be no other family income to live on. This plan was to replace 

AFDC, but it was never implemented. However, it did pave the way for the possibility of welfare 

benefits for two-parent families --AFDC-UP- and the concept of workfare: doing (unpaid) work in 

return of receiving cash assistance. Nixon strategically referred to this plan as guaranteed income and 

not assistance or welfare to increase political support for it. (Alberti and Brown pars. 8, 10). Because 

the Family Assistance Plan13 was never implemented the specifics and the potential testing for 

deservingness it may or may not have contained are irrelevant within the scope of this paper. It 

suffices to understand that in the wake of the Civil Rights Movement and advocacy groups such as 

the NWRO that went to trial in order for non-white women to be accepted onto the welfare rolls 

opponents of AFDC and an expansive social welfare system did their utmost to hollow out the system. 

There was, however, a provision made under AFDC-UP that provided coverage for two-parent 

families of which the father had been unemployed. Sentiments in society were turning against 

government support of the non-working --and predominantly non-white- poor that were flowing into 

the AFDC system (Quadagno 13; Chappell 36; Winkler 4,-6, 8, 14, 15). Electoral pressure on 

politicians through changing sentiments in society only added to the government's practice to better 

control those on AFDC. And so the American welfare system entered a new phase.  

                                                
13 However, the idea of a guaranteed income has resurfaced in recent years; both in- and outside of the United 

States. Opponents will argue that it will negatively impact productivity outside of the home. A study conducted 

by researchers from Harvard and MIT conclude that a guaranteed income has no significant effect on 

productivity outside of the home (Banerjee et al. 1- 18).  

For example, in Finland an experiment with guaranteed income has started as well in a number of Dutch cities. 

In Finland the idea is that every citizen will receive a basic non-taxed income from the government. The idea 

behind it is that people will be more likely to take on a temporary position to supplement the guaranteed 

income. Taxes are to be paid over this additional income only. The policy, if implemented will reduce 

bureaucracy of administrating social programs considerably which in turn will cut costs enormously (Ukuri 

pars 1-27). In the Dutch city of Utrecht a similar experiment is being discussed. In Utrecht however, the 

program would be limited to those on welfare (Perry  pars. 1-3).    
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 As the liberal hour under Johnson ended so did the expansion of American welfare policies. 

An expansion that had taken place between the 1930s and late 1960s. From building up the proto-

welfare state to the welfare state at its most generous during the late 1960s. From private charity to 

national public policy: welfare had become a household name celebrated by its supporters and had 

been vilified by its opponents. But, the phase of expansion of the welfare state was drawing to a close 

with the election of Nixon in 1968. The failed attempt by Nixon to provide an alternative to AFDC 

is just one example of the gradual dismantling of the welfare state that started during his first 

administration. In the next chapter we jump to the Reagan era. During his administrations 

considerable austerity rules to the federal budget were implemented with huge consequences for those 

on public assistance programs. Whether it was private charity in the nineteenth century or AFDC in 

the 1960s, both had a normative character: in order to receive aid, the potential recipient had to show 

deservingness for the assistance. These tests for deservingness were meant to repel Americans from 

applying for assistance and towards a life of self-reliance by any means necessary.  
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Chapter 4 The Dismantling of the Welfare State: From AFDC to TANF 

  

Over the course of the 1970s, anti-welfare rhetoric increased. Then governor of California, Ronald 

Reagan, was one of the frontrunners to lead the assault on AFDC and its supposed big government. 

In her book The War on Welfare, Chappell criticizes Reagan for calling welfare the U. S’s number 

one problem in 1971. This in spite of the fact that at the time thousands and thousands of American 

soldiers were losing a war in Vietnam which cost the federal government a tremendous amount of 

money. Chappell also notes that during his tenure as governor of California, Reagan implemented 

work requirements for welfare recipients even though this went against the policies of the Department 

of Health, Education and Welfare. Chappell omits Reagan's Proposition 13 that was adopted in 

California in 1978 which capped state property taxes and which put strict limits on state spending on 

social programs. His initiative became a trend in the Union and soon dozens of other states were eager 

to adopt similar legislation that put caps on public spending on social policy (Norton et al. 575).  

 In the introduction it was already stated that social policy is connected to economic climate. 

If we look at the economic climate the United States of the 1980s, we see a decline that had begun in 

the 1970s. In the 1970s the booming post-war American economy came to a screeching halt: one of 

the first signs of collapse was the 1973 oil crisis and the period of stagflation that ensued. Stagflation 

is a combination of stagnation and inflation. It is an economical term for a period with both high 

unemployment and high inflation in an economy that is no longer showing any growth. Usually it is 

an either or situation: economists at the time were at a loss on how to deal with the situation. This 

situation of stagflation coincided with a period of deindustrialization. The American auto-industry 

for example went through a sharp decline: competition from cheaper non-domestic car manufacturers 

caused a series of knock-on effects that resulted in many lay-offs in American industrial jobs. Many 

blue-collar Americans lost their jobs (Norton et al. 570 -572; Evans and Sewell 12).  

 While on the subject of economics and economic theory: an introduction should be made 

about Neoliberalism and how it has found its way into American politics since the 1970s. In their 

extensive study on Neoliberalism in the United States Peter Evans, sociology professor at USC 

Berkeley, and William Sewell, political science and history professor at the University of Chicago 

trace the origin of Neoliberalism. In their paper "The Neoliberal Era: Ideology, Policy, and Social 

Effects" they begin with explaining what Neoliberalism is and why it became en vogue during the 

1980s. Evans and Sewell observe a transition from state-centered economies based on Keynesian 

principles14 to a more globalized system of free market, low trade barriers, and scaling back of welfare 

                                                
14 In Keynes' economic theory the consumer is the driving force behind the economy. Consumption and 

spending of money is essential. In  an economic downturn the government needs to take over the role as 

consumer to keep the economy going. Deficit spending is allowed. The opposite of Keynes' theory is that of 
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obligations (1, 2). Neoliberalism differs from classical economic liberalism where the role of the 

government is concerned. Whereas in classical liberalism the government has the role of a night 

watchman over the economy, in neoliberal economic theory however the government should actively 

create advantageous circumstances for businesses to prosper. Among other things, the government 

should deregulate the labor market, privatize state-owned companies, lower the influence of unions, 

and lower trade barriers15 in order for a more globalized economy to bloom.  Evan and Sewell 

continue by opining that the downturn that began in 1973 was not only a crisis in the economy. It was 

also a crisis of the capitalist system at the time. The crisis sparked by the oil boycott and the war in 

Vietnam among other things marks the end of the post-war boom and demanded a change of course 

in economic policy. It marked the end of the era of Bretton Woods16 and was the beginning of a 

monetary policy not related to fixed currency values which in turn were related to the gold standard. 

Neoliberalist ideology had been around before WWII. However, as Evans and Sewell thusly note, it 

had been drowned out by Keynesian economic theory. Neoliberalism gained momentum during the 

1970s (3-16). It has affected public policy since then due to unsustainability of the economic system 

at the time and therefore changes had to be made.  

 As the two poster children for Neoliberalism and monetarism, Thatcher and Reagan, were 

elected in 1979 and 1980 respectively the two leading financial centers of the world, the London City 

and Wall Street, became dominated by neoliberal ideologies. Reagan started cutting taxes and 

privatizing public services. A big ally in Reagan's economic policy became the National Labor 

Relations Board as it functioned as a tool to break up union shops throughout the country. From the 

UK and US neoliberal ideas were transferred to other Western countries, the Netherlands being one 

of those countries (Evans and Sewell 17 - 19). Without going into in-depth specifics: by the late 

1970s, in the Netherlands, too the welfare state had become too costly and changes had to be made. 

The end of the generous welfare state is a phenomenon seen throughout a number of western 

European countries in the late 1970s and 1980s. It was not limited to the United States and United 

Kingdom alone. In times of crisis it is easy to attack those who are not in the driver's seat of 

government. In this case welfare recipients; they were with many but were unorganized and without 

any political clout. The United States has had a tradition of low union membership and a weak labor 

                                                
Milton Friedman. His monetarism is  based on the principle that the market will regulate itself. In times of 

crisis or downturn intervention will only make the crisis deeper. Deficit spending is not an option in Friedman's 

theory (Conybeare).   
15 Trade barriers are those policies that hamper trade: tariffs, bureaucracy, permits, licensing policies, import 

& export quotas are examples of trade barriers (Conybeare). 
16 Bretton Woods is the post-WWII system of monetary policy in which value of currencies are connected to 

the gold standard. The International Monetary Fund and World Bank are also part of this system to interconnect 

monetary policies between countries in North America, Western Europe, Japan, and Australasia. Under the 

Bretton Woods system countries with balance of payment problems could borrow from the IMF in order to fix 

that imbalance (Conybeare). 
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movement. This would be another cause of why the American form of social citizenship has been  

shaped this way. In Western countries with more powerful labor organizations, such as France, social 

citizenship is at a different level than in the U.S. This was not the case in America. During both 

Reagan administrations, in an economic and political climate that favored corporate America and 

without a well-organized labor movement or socialist party speaking up for society's weaker 

members, those living a life of un-American dependency on welfare were easy targets. The economic 

policies of the Reagan administrations, which shall be discussed in the following paragraphs, will 

underscore this hypothesis. This paper focusses on welfare policy in the United States throughout the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries, but to fully understand the American economic climate and 

trends at the time of election of president Reagan this sidestep of economic theory was necessary. Let 

us return to Reagan's rhetoric in order to advocate his [anti]- welfare agenda and the ensuing changes 

in social policy. 

 Against a backdrop of a declining American economy, anti-welfare rhetoric scores many 

votes without too much effort: hardworking Americans losing their factory jobs while those on public 

assistance expect a free ride. Throughout the twentieth century A(F)DC recipients had been easy 

targets for American politicians and during this time of economic downfall Reagan's rhetoric was no 

different. During his presidential campaign Reagan would often tell the fabricated story of an African-

American welfare mother that used several social security numbers to collect as many welfare checks 

as she could get her hands on (Chappell 201).  

The objective of Reagan’s story was to divide and conquer Americans along racial lines, but also 

along the lines of producer versus recipient of charity in society: it is a story of “us” versus “them”. 

The “us” in this story may be us white Americans versus “them” African-Americans with their 

pathology of poverty. Us can denote “us” producers versus “them” recipients of society’s charity. It 

can also refer to white recipients of welfare versus African-American recipients of welfare. Seeing 

that citizenship is defined by politics and economics, definitions and expectations of citizens may 

vary over the course  of time. The thing the reader needs to keep in mind is that, even though on paper 

non-whites had acquired both civil and political citizenship in the United States, but once they started 

using their political citizenship by electing politicians in office who were sympathetic to their needs 

a backlash occurred. Because poverty levels were high among African-American families, many of 

them were eligible for social programs. Therefore, in a way African-American families became 

victims of their own success of exercising their political and social rights. Again, we see the paradox 

that pervades American welfare policy: there are programs available, but once people start to make 

use of these programs it becomes problematic.  As the Reagan presidency began and the welfare 

policies became more austere, the idea of workfare and a more quid pro quo style in welfare emerged. 

It was a trend that began here and which continues to this day. 
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Table 2 Total Social Spending 1981 - 1987; "The Budget and Social Programs: Costs" 

Danziger and Haveman, May 1981; web; 4 Dec. 2015. 

 

 

 As the Reagan conservatives took the majority in Congress and the presidency in 1980, social 

policy in America was about to change. Reagan and his advisors openly questioned whether "big 

government" could actually serve the American people. The economic climate during the first half of 

Reagan's first administration was not good. 1982 in particular was a bad year. Massive numbers of 

businesses went bankrupt. Reagan introduced his policies of supply-side economics17: this economic 

policy consisted of four pillars: reducing the growth of government spending and reducing rates of 

income tax and capital gains tax. The third pillar was about reducing regulation. Finally, Reagan's 

economic policy consisted of reducing the rate of inflation. These four pillars were supposed to lead 

to an increase in savings and investment. It would also balance the budget, restore financial markets, 

and reduce inflation and interest rates (Niskanen par. 1; "The Economy in the 1980s and 1990s" pars. 

1- 6). The idea was that supply-side economics would make the American economy grow again.  

 Once in the Oval Office Reagan continued his campaign against social policy spending he 

had begun while being the governor of California. Part of his Reagonomics program were rigorous 

cuts in welfare spending through the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act --OBRA- of 1981. It cut 

[AFDC] benefits for 400,000 Americans worth $ 1 billion by the fiscal year of 1982 (Chappell 202). 

Table 2 shows the expenditures on AFDC and Food Stamps for the years 1981 through 1987. 

Expenditures were cut by $1.2 billion, but as Table 2 shows, were nonetheless at a total of well over  

$ 5.5 billion per year throughout the rest of Reagan's tenure. Considering that in Esping -Anderson's 

model American social policies are market conforming or market oriented it stands to reason that in 

an economy that is showing signs of decline cuts to social spending are to be expected. Once again 

                                                
17 Also knows as Reaganomics or trickle-down economics.  
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the division of deserving versus non-deserving that had been a common thread in American public 

policy reared its head.  

 How did the rules change that forced these 400,000 Americans off the welfare rolls? OBRA 

made AFDC much more austere than it had been before. It cut benefits for pregnant women and 

fulltime students between eighteen and twenty-one. It also required meticulous monthly income 

reporting by recipients. Receiving any payments for housing assistance or any other assistance was 

counted as income and was deducted from the welfare payment. An interesting aspect that returned, 

in spite of King v Smith, was the previously struck down co-habitation rule. By labeling the male co-

habitant stepfather the ruling in King v Smith was sidestepped. In his study on OBRA John O'Connor 

observes that, as Reagan looked to stimulate work, OBRA foresaw in a subsidy for work-related 

expenses of $75.- per month as well as a $ 160.-subsidy for childcare. However, these subsidies were 

not reflecting the actual costs of child care or monthly costs of commuter transportation. Before 

OBRA, all reasonable work related costs had been deductible after taxes for calculation of the cash 

benefit. This was now capped because of fraud and rising costs and deducted from before taxes 

income.  

 The 1984 Supreme Court case Heckler v Turner, for example, was about how to calculate that 

deductible: from the gross income or the net income. California legislators argued that it should be 

deducted from the gross income--positively impacting their desire of cutting costs- while recipients 

argued that the $ 75.- be deducted based on the net income as had been the practice prior to OBRA. 

This in turn would benefit the recipients. The ruling in this California case came in February 1985 

when it was decided in favor of AFDC recipients: the deductible would be based on the after tax 

income (Klobuchar 624, 625; "Heckler v. Turner" pars. 1-9). OBRA also contained a framework for 

compulsory work requirements for AFDC recipients. O'Connor continues by saying that states 

retaliated to the harsh cuts made by the Reagan administration by raising the needs limit to soften the 

blow of the cuts in benefits; implying that not all policymakers were proponents of a more austere 

social policy. The 1984 study conducted by two affiliates of the University of Minnesota, Ira 

Moscovice and William Craig, says that it was expected for the working poor to be worse off than 

prior to OBRA and even less self-reliant (O'Connor 41 - 43; Moscovice and Craig 50). This is an 

interesting find: a public policy that has a debilitating effect on its participants. The intended effect 

was supposed to be quite the opposite: workfare was supposed to promote welfare recipients to find 

a job and to become self-reliant again. The opposite was happening: recipients of AFDC were 

required to work, but the money they made through this labor was deducted from their monthly 

welfare payment. The result was a certain form of limbo from which escape was hard. Job training 

programs instead of working a minimum wage job as work activity could not only have had a more 

constructive effect; it could also have been the most productive way out of AFDC. The debilitating 
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aspect of AFDC policies would take center stage during debates on the welfare system during the two 

Clinton administrations.  

 OBRA caused massive public outrage: demonstrations by welfare advocacy groups, unions 

organized protests and ran advertisements in magazines and newspapers accusing the Reagan 

administration of favoring tax breaks for the wealthy and for corporations by taking funding for social 

welfare programs such as AFDC. Especially unions were very careful not to speak specifically about 

the cuts to AFDC, but referred to it as the cuts to all welfare programs. However, a collective political 

counter movement was absent (Chappell 214-228). OBRA was just the beginning of a more austere 

social policy; there was more to follow.   

 An interesting theory on the appeal of a meager social safety net to politicians and for 

corporations can be connected to an argument presented by professor at the University of Wisconsin, 

Murray Edelman, in his book Constructing the Political Spectacle. In this book he notes that in the 

United States because of an absence of a strong labor movement caused for a strongly deregulated 

labor market: low minimum wages, non-union employees are less protected against frivolous 

employment termination to name a few. In other words, employees who are afraid to lose their jobs 

will be a docile employee because the alternative is a monthly Unemployment Insurance or AFDC 

payment that will be less than the current salary (Edelman 13 - 16).  How does that connect to 

Reagan's move to cut expenses of the AFDC program? In a time where unemployment was already 

high president Reagan gave corporations more power to wield over the American workforce by 

cutting AFDC programs with roughly twenty per cent of its annual funding. When unemployment is 

high and welfare payments are low the incentive to take a low paying job is high. Because, as the 

proverb goes: better the devil you know than the devil you do not know. In this case that would mean 

people would rather accept a lower paying job than that they are used to than being on the unfamiliar 

and un-American position of being on welfare. Corporations benefit from this situation by being able 

to hire employees at a lower than usual cost. It is a basic rule of the law of supply and demand: when 

supply is high the cost of the commodity goes down. In this case the price of labor would go down.  

 It could also be argued that this imbalance of power between employer and employee is part 

of a larger system of structural violence that is inflicted on a population by its rulers. Those who have 

the means to dictate the norm through influence in society will apply normative violence on that 

individual that deviates from the generally agreed upon norm. Johan Galtung, professor at the 

University of Hawaii and prominent scholar on structural violence, makes a number of distinctions 

of systemic violence in society. His second distinction is about reward and punishment of behavior 

(170). Good behavior will be rewarded and bad behavior will be punished. In relation to welfare 

policies: good behavior would be leading a life of self-reliance without any intrusion of the American 

government as the reward. A question Galtung asks is whether destruction of something can be 
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considered violence. Galtung argues that as long as there is acceptance of suffering either direct in 

objective or as collateral damage this can be considered violence (170, 171). The willful dismantling 

of the American social system since the Reagan administration can be construed as a form of 

structural violence, because the effect has been that more Americans are now living in poverty. 

Policymakers are for whatever individual motivations accepting that citizens suffer because of their 

policies. In relation to welfare policy: Americans on AFDC suffer either through denial of welfare 

benefits for non-compliance to certain stipulations or by purposefully setting welfare payment at a 

level below the poverty level leaving Americans living in poverty. In spite of their individual 

rationalizations it is an indication that the ruling elite is willing to accept that those on the lower socio-

economic rungs of society are punished for non-compliance of whatever it is they mean to dictate to 

others through legislation and national policies. More specifically, because of absence of a unified 

labor movement, the abhorrence of socialism, weak unions, the reverence of self-reliance Americans 

on welfare are subject to intrusion in their personal lives by their government. An intrusion that does 

not seem to be present to the same extent as those Americans that are self-reliant. 

 Under OBRA America’s definition of social citizenship was being reshaped. In a declining 

economic climate budget cuts are expected in a market conforming system of social policy. Because 

of the introduction of workfare single-mothers were now obligated to leave their homes in order to 

“earn” their AFDC check every month. That left these women in a difficult position: who takes care 

of the children while mother is at work. Normally, raising children in a family is a team effort of both 

the father and the mother. Mothers on AFDC do not have the other member of the team which is 

precisely why they are in that program to begin with. And yet, these mothers were somehow forced 

to make it all work while being at risk of losing their AFDC for non-compliance of the changed 

regulations. Forcing welfare recipients into a minimum wage job makes the labor force bigger. 

Because, before these people had been sitting on the side line of the labor market. Driving more 

laborers into an already shrinking labor market lowers wages due to laws of supply and demand. This 

gives employers an even bigger upper hand. It would also be in line with theories from the Reagan 

administration on supply-side economics. Minimum wage and wage politics can be coupled with 

social citizenship, because social citizenship is about income security and the right to income.  

As the Reagan presidency ended and that of president Bush Sr. began no major changes were 

made to welfare programs during this administration. As a former cabinet member of the Reagan 

administrations, Bush Sr. was a continuation of the Reagan revolution and the Christian Right. It was 

not until the Clinton administrations that major changes in the AFDC program would be 

implemented. These changes will be discussed in this second half of the chapter.  

 A significant change in AFDC took place when president Clinton signed the Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act --PRWORA- in 1996. It changed the way 
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funding of AFDC took place by allocating block grants regardless of the number of cases. Also, 

AFDC changed its name to Temporary Assistance to Needy Families --TANF-. Again, American 

social citizenship was being reshaped with the passing of this piece of legislation. Why was an 

overhaul necessary? Over the last years of the 1980s and the early years of the 1990s concerns over 

growing number of welfare cases had arisen. Stephen Page, PhD, associated with MIT, and Mary 

Larner who is associated with Center for the Future of Children, do observe that in spite of a ninety-

one per cent growth of AFDC cases between 1970, and 1993, the overall AFDC budget rose a mere 

forty-four per cent. This is due to the lack of indexation of the allocated benefits; meaning that the 

height of the benefits is not adjusted to inflation (23-25; "Major Provisions of the Welfare Law" pars. 

3,4).  

 Before moving ahead with the discussion of TANF policies since 1996 it is important to have 

a clear idea of what the TANF program is. What is TANF exactly? TANF is one of the social 

programs that is part of a larger piece of legislation abbreviated as PRWORA. Almost all federal 

policy for TANF relates to its cash assistance programs. However, TANF also includes: help to the 

working poor --child care, refundable tax credits, subsidized jobs, pre-kindergarten early childhood 

education (McCarty 4). The Department of Human Health and Services describes it as follows: "The 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program—TANF-is designed to help needy families 

achieve self-sufficiency. States receive block grants to design and operate programs that accomplish 

one of the purposes of the TANF program". Its four main goals are: "[To] provide assistance to needy 

families so that children can be cared for in their own homes. [To] reduce the dependency of needy 

parents by promoting job preparation, work and marriage. [To] prevent and reduce the incidence of 

out-of-wedlock pregnancies. [And finally, to] encourage the formation and maintenance of two- 

parent families"18 ("About TANF"). The fourth goal that has been set by the government is an 

interesting one: a government that plays matchmaker in order to unload a citizen from its welfare 

                                                
18 This was not the first instance that the American government was promoting the preferred situation for 

children to be raised in two-parent families. In 1990 the Family Support Act was passed by President Bush Sr. 

Its objective was to reduce the two-parent penalty for families on AFDC. The basic assumption of the Bush 

administration was that AFDC promoted single-motherhood and that families would split up in economic hard 

times in order to become eligible for government assistance. AFDC was created with single  mothers in mind. 

As of 1961 and the implementation of AFDC-UP this changed: two-parent families were also eligible for 

AFDC assistance. However, states had the option to opt out of this program. At the passage of the Family 

Support Act twenty-two states did not offer the AFDC-UP program. The Family Support Act expanded the 

AFDC-UP program to all fifty states so that two-parent families with an unemployed main breadwinner would 

be eligible for public assistance allowing the family to stay together. The "UP" in AFDC-UP stands for 

Unemployed Parent. It refers to a program within AFDC that supports poor two-parent families of which the 

main breadwinner is unemployed. The main breadwinner is he or she that over the previous two years prior to 

application for the AFDC-UP program had the highest income. As we have seen in earlier passages of this 

paper AFDC was a means-tested program targeted to combat poverty among single mothers: in other words: 

is the mother in question below a by the state or county determined level of income. Before AFDC-UP a two-

parent household was by definition ineligible for AFDC due to the two-parent situation and the subsequent 
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rolls. Prior to PRWORA, through co-habitation rules responsibility over the single-mother and her 

children had been indiscriminately ascribed to men. The motif of the government was an economic 

one: by coupling the single mother with a partner she no longer was a burden on the government and 

no longer their responsibility. Under PRWORA this economic motif had been incorporated into the 

legislation.  

 PRWORA reshaped American policymakers’ view on social citizenship. No longer was it 

acceptable for recipients of  TANF to stay at home, because over the course of the 1970s and 1980s 

a lot of American mothers had joined the workforce. Mothers on TANF would be considered similar 

to their working counterparts. Working mothers juggled the tasks of running a household, taking care 

of the children while spending considerable time working a job outside of the home. Gender patterns 

had evolved by the end of the twentieth century. Not every mother stayed at home fulltime with her 

children. Women were stepping out of the domestic sphere that had been their assigned territory up 

and till the 1960s. Therefore, during the overhaul of welfare policy in the early to mid-1990s it did 

not appear excessive in the eyes of policymakers to ask from single mothers to somehow participate 

in society as a trade-off for receiving that monthly TANF check.   

Work participation has become the condition for monthly cash assistance. Section §261.10 of 

"Subtitle B- Regulations Relating to Public Welfare" states that after two months of receiving 

assistance the recipient has to start doing community service. The general idea is that within two 

years the recipient should be having a job unless the caseworker exempted the recipient of the work 

activities stipulation ("45 CFR 261.10 - What work requirements must an individual meet?" pars. 1-

3). For a single-parent household this means that the parent has to display work activities at an average 

of thirty hours per week, but no less than twenty hours on average per week. For two-parent families 

the requirement has been set at a minimum of fifty-five hours of work activity. These work activities 

may consist of subsidized public or private sector jobs, job training programs, community service 

jobs. In other words: TANF recipients need to either be in a job program or work. 

The law is not specific over the division of participation between the two parents as long as the 

aggregate of work activity hours comes to the total of fifty-five hours per week on average per month 

("Calculation of Participation Rates" pars. 1 - 12; "Engaged in Work" pars. 1 - 3).  

There are exemptions of course. For two-parent households in which one parent is disabled 

work activity requirements are lower. Only the non-disabled parent is required to show any work 

                                                
two-parent penalty of the program. According to a study conducted by social scientist Anne Winkler the 

Family Support Act had a negligible effect on two-parent families on AFDC-UP. The act merely shows the 

preference of the American government to promote the forming of two-parent families based on the premise 

that this would be beneficial to the children. However, the Family Support Act did mainly focus on 

heterosexual two-parent families. Because in its bylaws it reads that only "co-habitating natural parents of a 

dependent child" are eligible for AFDC-UP (Winkler 4,-6, 8, 14, 15).  
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activities at the same level as a single-parent household would. This would be a good example how 

the divide deserving versus non-deserving comes into play. Being disabled is presumed to have 

happened through no fault of the individual. Therefore, the disabled person is exempt from the work 

requirement because this citizen has been awarded the unconditional form of American rudimentary 

social citizenship. For single parents with a child or children under the age of six the work activities 

have been limited to a maximum of twenty hours per week. For single-parents under the age of twenty 

the requirement is that they have to keep a satisfactory high school attendance record or be in a work 

training program for at least twenty hours per week. No stipulation is made about a grade point 

average ("Calculation of Participation Rates" pars 5; "Limitations and Special Rules" pars. 3, 4). 

Penalties for non-compliance to any of these by-laws will result in reduction of benefits or termination 

of the TANF payment altogether.   

 To ensure that funding of TANF would remain possible in the future, the concept of block 

grants was implemented. This meant that the annual budget for TANF would remain the same 

regardless of the number of cases. For the fiscal years of 1997 through 2003 the budget was set for  

$ 16.38 billion. Since then the budget has been gradually declining to $ 12 billion for the fiscal year 

of 2012. TANF caseloads have seen a sharp decline after its implementation: from 4.5 million 

families in 1996, to a number that has steadily hovered around 2 million since 2001. The economic 

downturn as of 2008 shows no increase in the total TANF caseloads even though a graphic made by 

the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities shows an increase in the number of poor families. This 

number has risen from about 5 million families in 2000, to a little less than 7 million families in 2013 

as figure 3 shows ("Chart Book: TANF at 16" pars. 1-13).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3. Number of TANF Cases in Relation to Number of Families Living in Poverty; "TANF Cases 

Have Declined Dramatically, including in Years When Poverty Has Increased" cbpp.org, 20 Aug. 

2015; web; 28 Sept. 2015 

http://cbpp.org/
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Fig. 4 Shifting of TANF Funds Between 1997 and 2009; "States Have Shifted TANF Funds from 

Cash Assistance to Many Other Uses" cbpp.org, 24 Aug. 2011; web; 1 Oct. 2015. 

 

 

Under TANF, control over the block grants devolved discretion from the federal government 

to the states which had considerable freedom to allocate up to thirty per cent of the federal funds to  

the various social programs in the state. In theory it would be possible for states to allocate federal 

funds that were meant to be spent on welfare projects such as TANF and the Food Stamp [SNAP] 

program to other social programs such as the child care or the Social Services block grants. However, 

punitive mechanisms have been put in place to cut funding for those states that drastically lower the 

welfare budget from one fiscal year to the next (Page and Larner 26; "Major Provisions of the Welfare 

Law" par. 3). Figure 4 shows how, over the course of time, use of TANF funds have changed. In 1997 

seventy per cent of the funds were allocated for cash assistance. In 2009 this percentage had declined 

to a little below thirty per cent. Taking into account that in absolute numbers the funding has 

decreased from $16.38 billion to $12 billion. This means that in absolute numbers cash assistance 

funding has gone down from $13.1 billion to $3.48 billion annually which is a difference of almost  

$ 10 billion. This freedom to shift funds leaves recipients more and more at the mercy of caseworkers. 

The data by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities underline that. This could mean stricter 

regulations and closer scrutinization of its recipients and their families. Seeing that funds have been 

capped, a policy of active unloading of welfare cases became necessary.  An active promotion by the 

government for TANF recipients to find a new partner to form a lasting union with is one of those 

measures.  

Section 101 of the 1996 bill reads that "marriage is the foundation of a successful society" 

and that "marriage [...] promotes the interest of children" ("Major Provisions of the Welfare Law" 

par. 3; Lower-Basch par 2. ). The premise of marriage as a condition for a successful society sounds 

arbitrary and normative. To merely be married says nothing about how productive or how valuable 

http://cbpp.org/
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the individual contributions to society are. Even married couples can be on cash assistance and 

therefore be a burden on society instead of being an active contributor. This can be deduced for the 

fact that the law foresees in cash assistance for two-parent families ("Compilation of the Social 

Security Laws" pars. 1-15). The law's premise also falsely implies that non-married unions between 

two people are not contributing to the success of American society. Under the guise of protection of 

children's well-being and pretense of advocating for children's interests policymakers included their 

idealized vision of the [heterosexual] nuclear American family. If we connect that to the 

Constitutional right of "the pursuit of happiness", we find ourselves in a contradictory situation: every 

citizen has the right to live their life the way he or she sees fit, but only if that person is self-reliant. 

Those on public assistance appear not to be able to choose freely in this aspect of their lives. One 

possible reason could be a mere economic one: given the fact that TANF is means tested it stands to 

reason that once a recipient forms a union with someone else with an income payment of benefits 

will be terminated due to exceedance of the income limit. The previously single-mother then becomes 

the responsibility of the partner and no longer the government's liability.  

 In her study of the politization of the American marriage, professor at Cornell University 

Anne Marie Smith, observes PRWORA has had a more regulatory character than that AFDC had. 

Recipients have to follow much more stringent rules to keep the benefits. Smith mentions the work 

requirements as stipulated in the law. But, she also zooms in on clauses that can be described as 

decency clauses. In other words: Smith analyzes the normative character of PRWORA. Smith 

discusses the conditions that single-mothers will have to meet as well as the conditions for those who 

have ever been convicted for a felony charge of possession of a controlled substance. TANF by-laws 

stipulate that it can demand testing of its recipients and that the individual states have the right to be 

stricter than the law demands. This opens the door to state regulations that deviate from the law as 

intended by the federal government. The federal law allows for placement of sanctions to those 

recipients who test positive for controlled or illegal substances. Those priorly convicted of felony 

drug possession upon applying for access into the TANF program are excluded from eligibility. Smith 

continues that there is a plethora of regulations a single mother has to adhere to. Ranging from 

compulsory identifying the father of the child so that the state can retrieve the costs it pays in 

supporting his child by making sure the father pays child support, to the rule that teenage mothers 

need to be in school and need to live with an adult supervisor to ensure the child is well looked after. 

Refusal or failure to do so will result in a punitive deduction of benefits or, losing of them altogether. 

Then there is the rule that no benefits will be paid for a child that was born when the mother was 

already on TANF assistance. The states have an interest in tracking down the father and make him 

pay child support. If the single mother receives child support, this would make her ineligible for 

TANF because her income would be too high in a number of states. Smith also observes that for 
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married women on TANF no obligation to identify the father exists. She ascribes this to the 

assumption that the husband will most likely be the father of the children (Smith 311,312). Even 

though this may very well not be the case. What can be deduced from Smith's analysis is that the 

single mother still poses a problem in American society: she is pushed out of her home to "earn" the 

TANF benefits through the work requirements leaving her children to be cared for by someone else 

while she works. On top of that she is encouraged to form a new union with a man in order for her to 

stop being a burden on society. And finally it can be deduced that the compulsory paternity 

identification has the goal of unloading the responsibility of care for the mother's child[ren] back to 

the father and not the American government. 

 As already mentioned earlier in this chapter, one of the goals of PRWORA is to prevent out-

of-wedlock pregnancies. The law dictates that at least in twenty-five per cent of American 

communities education on female reproduction should be available. However, the promoted course 

of action to prevent pregnancies is abstinence from sexual activity outside of marriage (qtd. in Smith 

313). The idea of a government dictating how to regulate citizens' sexual activity and reproductive 

system because they are on government assistance is peculiar. Especially when looked at through the 

American ideal of small government and less government intrusion. However,  as already has been 

touched upon earlier in this paper: those Americans who are exerting their social rights seem to erode 

aspects of citizenship that in Marshall’s model belong with civil citizenship. Soss, Fording and 

Schram see a more punitive system that has arisen over the past two decades. It is a federally devolved 

system geared towards control and punishment that leaves recipients at the discretion of local welfare 

enforcers (Soss, Fording and Schram 1-4; Galtung 170, 171). This would also be in accordance with 

Galtung's view on structural top-down violence in a society and indicative of the conditionality that 

comes with American social citizenship. 

 The effects the work requirements have had are, among other things, that parents have to leave 

home and have their children cared for by a third party. This could be a relative or otherwise a paid 

child care service. If the latter is applicable this may make the work activity in relation to the paid 

child care a zero sum effort. On top of that, the income that is generated by the work activity outside 

of the home will be deducted from the monthly TANF payment. Again, this makes the work activity 

a zero sum game. It may very well have no positive impact on the family's monthly income. The 

question could therefore be asked: one of the TANF goals is for families to regain self-reliance. But, 

if generated income is deducted from TANF payments how are families supposed to get ahead and 

achieve self-reliance? One solution could be an increase in the minimum wage so that those working 

minimum wage jobs would be able to live independently without reliance on the SNAP program for 

example.  
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 A second effect of current welfare policy is that at the time of its creation ADC was intended 

to keep women out of the workforce inside the home to take care of her children. As of the 1980s the 

situation has been reversed: that same mother who wanted to stay at home with her children was met 

with derision and scorn. Her life of dependency has been labeled un-American and parasitic. In 

relation to the divide deserving and non-deserving this morally disqualified her as a citizen and 

rendered her non-deserving. She is subsequently forced out of the home and into the workforce in 

order to “earn” her TANF check. How she manages to have her children cared for during work hours 

is nobody's problem but her own. There appears to be a paradox in the rhetoric of conservative 

politicians advocating family values and the family being the cornerstone of society. On the one hand 

those that can afford it should stay home with their children because a woman's place is in the home. 

However, those who are on TANF are not granted the same luxury and are met with a zero sum game 

through third party child care costs and deductions on monthly assistance payments because of forced 

paid work outside of the home.  

 Now that the current welfare policy has been explained it is a good idea to take a small step 

back in time in order to answer the question why AFDC needed overhaul and more importantly: why 

Clinton-- a Democrat- was the one who did it. An overhaul as massive as this one would be expected 

to come from a Republican president. Therefore, it sounds paradoxical and deserves extra 

scrutinization. Questions that need answering are: why would a Democrat be in favor of such an 

extensive overhaul? What were his objectives? What was the political climate at the time?  

 Starting with the first question. During his presidential campaign for his first term Clinton 

vowed to "change welfare as we know it” (Carcasson 659). Martín Carcasson, professor at Colorado 

State University, in his extensive research on Clinton's rhetoric on welfare reform during the Clinton 

administrations has analyzed not only the political climate Clinton was in at the time, but he also 

researched the motifs that drove Clinton to sign the PRWORA into law in its final form. In the wake 

of the Reagan Revolution of the 1980s and its continuation of neoliberal economic policies for one 

more term under Bush Sr., Clinton made a campaign promise to end welfare its AFDC form. Jon 

Hale, an assistant professor in political science at the University of Oklahoma, analyzed a movement 

within the democratic party that started in 1985 called The New Democrats. He explains the goals of 

these New Democrats who eventually emerged triumphant in the 1992 presidential elections in his 

article "The Making of the New Democrats". 

 The campaign promise to overhaul the current welfare system made by Clinton in 1991 

emerged in part because of a movement within the Democratic party. Clinton was part of a group 

called The New Democrats. Clinton's apparent paradoxical campaign promise did not come out of 

thin air and Hale's article provides insights into how this proposal came to be. Ever since the 1980 

presidential elections Democrats had lost to the Republicans at every single round of elections; both 
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presidential and mid-term. From Walter Mondale in 1984 and a disastrous candidacy of Michael 

Dukakis in 1988. Within the Democratic Party voices stirred on how to regain the presidency in 1992. 

A group of prominent Democrats, of which Clinton was part, worked hard on offering the American 

voters a more centrist option in a two-party system. They hoped that a more progressive Democratic 

agenda would attract the more moderate Republican voters as well as the more pragmatic Democrat 

voters who were tired of losing every election since 1980. The New Democrats were very careful to 

label themselves as progressive and not as liberal (Hale 207, 208, 212-216, 223).  

 The New Democrat campaign platform shows the basic premise on which the overhaul of the 

current welfare system has been based: firstly, the New Democrats proposed an overhaul of AFDC 

to a system with increased obligations for recipients, but combined with extensive investment in 

education and job training options. Secondly, a revival of the Peace Corps. But this time around its 

focus should be domestic. Its name would be National Service. Thirdly, The New Democrats 

proposed increased public investment in order to make the American economy more productive. Then 

there was the proposition of implementing a progressive tax code. And lastly, a guaranteed working 

wage. In light of this last objective Hale contradictingly notes how the New Democrats have been 

more closely linked to business than with labor organizations (Hale 223). In order for Democrats to 

regain the presidency they were willing to shift a little to the political right in order to win over the 

more progressive Republican voters19. The Democratic proposal for the overhaul of AFDC shows the 

influence of Neoliberalism and bipartisanship in American welfare politics through stricter 

requirements in work participation. In return for the implementation of tougher work requirements 

New Democrats wanted job training programs and education of those on the new policy in return. As 

already seen on multiple occasions throughout the twentieth century, once again American social 

citizenship was being redefined and reshaped under the influence of the current political climate.  

 In Carcasson's analysis of the Clinton rhetoric in regards to the overhaul of the welfare system 

access is gained into the motivations of Clinton to overhaul the way he did. It is also a valuable source 

to gain insights into the political reality he had to deal with.  

 If begun with Clinton's motivations to overhaul the system. Clinton saw the old system as 

broken and one that led to dependency. It undermined American values of work, family, and 

responsibility. He emphasized how every American hated it. He emphasized placing blame on the 

broken system and that system needed fixing. Unlike his predecessor Reagan who liked to condemn 

                                                
19 This New Democrat movement was not limited to the United States. For example, during the 1990s in the 

UK and the Netherlands we see a similar more centrist political left that is more pro-business than pro-labor. 

In the UK Tony Blair's New Labor won the elections in 1997. In the Netherlands, a coalition of socialist, 

social-democratic, and conservative parties governed between 1992 and 2000. During these neo-liberal 

cabinets privatizations of state-run companies took place. The country should be run as if it were a business 

and it was the government's task to create an advantageous economic climate in order for businesses to prosper. 
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those on welfare, Clinton explained why people could be on welfare. He envisioned a less punitive 

and condemning system. For example, Clinton often used an example of a welfare mother who had 

to choose between being a good citizen and being a good mother: a single mother on welfare was 

covered for health care under Medicaid20 and received a monthly stipend to cover child care costs in 

order for the mother to meet her workfare requirements. Now, if the mother stays on welfare-- and is 

therefore not self-reliant- she is a bad citizen. If the mother will accept a minimum wage job she will 

lose the coverage of Medicaid as well as the stipend to cover child care costs. She then becomes a 

self-reliant citizen, but in turn will become a bad mother because she cannot provide her children 

with adequate health care and supervision while at work. Clinton understood that this choice was next 

to impossible to make. This example is in shrill contrast of Reagan's fabricated and racially charged 

story of the welfare queen. Clinton wanted a welfare system that offered those who are on it a second 

chance (Carcasson 658-666).  

 Clinton saw that the current system was not working for both policymakers as well as 

recipients. He therefore advocated an overhaul that would involve stricter work requirements, time 

limits for access to the welfare program, and a teen pregnancy provision. But he also envisioned more 

possibilities of job training, child care, an increase of the minimum wage, and affordable health care. 

Clinton appealed to Republicans by emphasizing personal responsibility while also catering to 

Democrats' whishes by offering opportunity to those on welfare to become self-reliant. He was often 

quoted saying that "everyone who can work, must work". And of course Clinton was right. Society 

needs all able-bodied persons to work and to add to the aggregate income of the country. However, 

Clinton also noted the predicament some Americans were in: looking for a job that did not exist. An 

aspect of his New Democrat platform was how the government should create jobs if need be in order 

for those on welfare to have a job for which to get off welfare. And not only did Clinton envision 

creating jobs he also envisioned creating jobs that payed a living wage. In his view no American that 

works fulltime should live in poverty21. Clinton advocated an increase of the federal minimum wage 

in order for those working minimum wage jobs to earn a decent living. Clinton often told the story of 

the single mother having to choose between health care coverage under Medicaid while on welfare 

and losing health care coverage but being a working mother. Through overhaul of the health care 

                                                
20 Medicaid was created in 1965 through addition of Title XIX to the Social Security Act. It provides medical 

care for those who cannot afford to insure themselves privately ("Medicaid" pars. 1, 9).  
21 Sen. Sanders (I-VT) and Sen. Warren (D-MA) among others are still advocating a living wage in the run-

up to the 2016 presidential elections implying that Clinton's vision has not yet completely materialized in spite 

of a mandatory wage increase by President Obama to $10.10 per hour wage for federal workers on new 

contracts. In his State of the Union address in 2014 he called upon Congress to increase the minimum wage in 

all fifty states of the union. The wage increase that affects federal workers on new contracts was the result of 

an Executive Order ("A Living Wage" par. 1; Higgins pars. 1-4; "Raise the Wage" par. 1). 
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system he hoped to change that particular dilemma for single mothers.  Unfortunately, this plan was 

not executed as Clinton had hoped for (Carcasson 664 - 668). 

 Not only did the reform of the American health care system not materialize under the Clinton 

administrations, but more importantly, in 1994 the Democrats lost the majority in Congress. This led 

to implementation of a version of PRWORA that stood far removed from Clinton's vision. Due to the 

Republican majority the aspects of the legislation that focused on personal responsibility were 

implemented and those provisions that were to create opportunity faded into the background or were 

stricken from the legislation altogether. Initially the TANF program had huge surpluses because it 

was funded based on 1994 welfare numbers. After implementation numbers of those on welfare went 

down drastically as has already been noted earlier on in this chapter. Carcasson sees this as part of 

stricter rules for eligibility, but he also sees a silver lining: because of declining numbers of recipients 

of TANF, more funds were available for Medicaid, job training programs, Child Health Insurance 

Program22.  He also connects a booming economy to the decline of the welfare rolls (675, 676). What 

is beyond the scope of Carcasson's research is how the budget for running the TANF program has 

declined over the course of time. It has already been noted earlier on in this chapter that the annual 

budget for the TANF program began at $ 16.38 billion in 1997 and has been declining to $ 12 billion. 

The two graphs provided earlier in this chapter underline Carcasson's initial argument that lack of 

eligibility has been one reason for the rapid decline of TANF cases since 1997. They contradict his 

argument that a growing economy has been a factor in the decline of TANF cases. Because, when the 

American economy went into a steep recession in 2008, the number of TANF cases hardly grew at 

all. A possible conclusion would be that the decline of TANF cases can be mostly attributed to a lack 

of eligibility or lack of acceptance into the program.  

 Back in the 1990s President Clinton's progressive agenda envisioned an overhaul of the 

welfare system that had been put in place in the 1930s. He hoped his overhaul would adapt the policies 

to better fit the needs of American families at the end of the twentieth century. He presented a plan 

that balanced between personal responsibility and opportunity provided by the government. It has 

already been discussed at length that the political reality of Clinton's second term was the cause of an 

adoption of a version of PRWORA that stood far from his initial proposal. If possible Clinton would 

have implemented a more progressive version. However, not in every aspect of American family life 

did Clinton have this progressive view. For example, during his governance the controversial policy 

of "Don't ask, don't tell" was introduced in the American military. Members of the LGBT community 

who served in any of the American armed forces could not live their lives openly. Secondly, it was 

                                                
22 CHIP is a program that offers health care for minors from low income families. Some coverage comes 

through specific CHIP programs while other coverage comes through Medicaid ("Children's Health Insurance 

Program" par. 1).  
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during the Clinton administrations that the Defense of Marriage Act-- DoMA23-was adopted. This 

piece of legislation explicitly specifies marriage as a union between a man and a woman. DoMA is 

included in this chapter in spite of its repeal because it was part of official American family policy 

and it had its effect on a number of social provisions. Therefore, it deserves discussion. DoMA fits 

in with a paternalistic attitude and intrusion of policymakers over the question of what can be defined 

as a family.  

 It has already been mentioned in this chapter that one of the goals of TANF is for single 

mothers to form a long-term union with a man to provide a two-parent family surroundings for her 

children. The premise that children are best cared for in a two-parent sounds arbitrary and it raises a 

number of questions: Can a government unilaterally accept the "two parents is better" premise? More 

importantly, are policymakers correct in accepting that premise? 

 To begin with addressing the first question. Can a government unilaterally decide that children 

are best cared for in a two-parent household? More importantly, is this statement correct? To start 

with the former: a government of elected officials may accept any premise it chooses to accept as 

long as the political momentum to do so is present. However, what is at play here is that it appears as 

a normative or paternalistic policy based on a false assumption that children are best cared for in a 

two-parent heterosexual household. It does fit in with a society where religion has a place in day-to-

day life such as in the United States. In order to answer the second question whether or not the premise 

is correct a study from 2009 by Kelly Musick, professor at Cornell University and Ann Meier, 

professor at the University of Minnesota, both sociologists will be presented. The study shows that 

children raised in high conflict two-parent families are at the same risk of scoring poor grades in high 

school, of not attending college, and of underage drinking for example than children raised in single-

parent families or children raised in families with a stepparent. In some aspects, children raised in 

high-conflict two-parent families actually do worse than those raised in a single-parent home. Not 

very surprising, in their study the best results come from children raised in low-conflict two-parent 

families (Musick and Meier pars. 1-7). In light of this study giving emphasis on children being raised 

in two-parent families says nothing on the level of happiness between the two spouses. If the 

American government would want to ensure the best possible situation for children to grow up in it 

should mandate children to grow up in happy low-conflict marriages only. This would be hard to 

enforce of course, nor would there be a great number of married couples in favor of the United States 

government to come and supervise the happiness of their marriage. What is important to take away 

                                                
23 In June 2013 DoMA was officially overturned by a ruling of the Supreme Court and rendered it 

unconstitutional. In June 2015 the Supreme Court gave its decision in Oberfegell v Hodges which made same-

sex marriage possible throughout the United States and in all of its territories (Peralta par. 1; "Obergefell et al 

v Hodges et al, Director, Ohio Department of Health" pars. 1,2)..  
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from this study is that the basic premise of TANF policy that children are best raised in two-parent 

families seems to be false. 

 When addressing the question whether a government can unilaterally decide that children 

should be raised in a two-parent household a more philosophical realm is entered. Government exists 

of elected officials that have been chosen during elections who have been delegated certain powers 

by the governed people. In light of how small the number of welfare cases is compared to the general 

population-- roughly 2 million versus about 330 million- the majority rules in this case. It has been 

discussed earlier on in this paper that there are voices in American society that claim that welfare 

promotes single-parenthood. Religion plays a role in American politics therefore it is not surprising 

that the idea of the family as the cornerstone of society has found its way in American social policy. 

We then come to the debate about what union of people defines a family. Is family exclusively defined 

by blood ties for example? Or can a group of very close friends that live together also be defined as 

a family? What about same-sex couples raising children together?  The answer to these questions and 

the definition of what makes a family depend on what side of the political spectrum a person is. 

However, with the passing of DoMA the American government defined a marriage nonetheless 

exclusively as a union between a man and a woman. 

 What is the Defense of Marriage Act and how did it emerge? In her article "The Politicization 

of Marriage in Contemporary American Public Policy: The Defense of Marriage Act and the Personal 

Responsibility Act" Anne Marie Smith argues that the Defense of Marriage Act is the product of 

Republicans' fear of the possibility allowing of same-sex marriage at the state level. Under the "Faith 

and Full Credit" clause of the U.S. Constitution, which is about honoring contracts in all states of the 

union, states that did not recognize same-sex marriage would be compelled to do so. A Republican-

dominated Congress therefore passed DoMA in order to prevent this. Smith provides the four 

purposes of DoMA: defending traditional heterosexual marriage, defending traditional notions of 

morality, protecting state's sovereignty and democratic self-governance, and lastly, preserving scarce 

government resources (308 - 310).  

 Why is this relevant in a paper on American social policy and TANF in particular? For the 

answer to this question particular attention should be paid to the first, second, and fourth purpose of 

DoMA. American welfare policies have had a history of morality tests. Ever since ADC and AFDC 

have been in existence a single-mother's—sexual-morality has been closely scrutinized by social 

workers or caseworkers from the Department of Health and Human Services. The last purpose of 

protecting scarce government resources as put forward by the Department of Health and Human 

Services fits in the practice of dismantling the welfare state since the Nixon administrations. 

Eligibility onto the welfare rolls as well as generosity of the monthly payments have been limited 

throughout the years with the purpose of both cutting costs of social programs as well as to have a 
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repellant effect. Applicants should feel encouraged to seek other means of subsistence than through 

public assistance. The argument in relation to costs of the TANF program usually is that these 

programs are much too costly in spite of the fact that they usually make up a very modest percentage 

of the annual budget.  

 The question is relevant because how a marriage is defined affects American families. It is 

relevant because health care coverage as fringe benefits of employment which have been awarded to 

an employee are also applicable to a spouse and the employee's children. It is relevant, because 

pensions and Social Security payments are paid to the widow or widower of the deceased partner. It 

is relevant because coverage under Medicare24 is also applicable for the spouse. But, a prerequisite 

of all of this is that the union between two persons is recognized. In a 2008 report for Congress on 

the effects of DoMA on same-sex marriage and Social Security benefits & pensions the text of the 

Social Security Act that applies to same-sex couples is included. The text used in the Social Security 

Act is very clear: gender-specific nouns and pronouns are used when describing marriage, spouse, 

and parent. Same-sex unions are not recognized and their families are not perceived as such. As a 

result, benefits of deceased partners that were receiving Social Security will not be continued to be 

paid to the remaining partner even though they should be entitled to a percentage of it (qtd. in Haltzel 

and Purcell 1-3).  

 On top of that, DoMA is relevant because where TANF is concerned the house needs to 

"suitable" for the children in the household. As already has been pointed out caseworkers have great 

discretionary power to withhold benefits for non-compliance. In the case of same-sex couples with 

children this could mean that benefits may be withheld altogether for non-compliance of providing a 

suitable home for the children to be raised in. Smith compares PRWORA and DOMA as follows: 

 

  They [PRWORA and DOMA] both locate reproductive decisions—especially those 

  of poor women—in a  public sphere that is heavily designed by moral conservatism. 

  Where the PR[WO]A imposes residence requirements and obligatory paternal  

                                                
24 Medicare is the federal health care coverage program for Americans of 65 and older. Some professions  

qualify for retirement at an earlier age and therefore those citizens will be covered through Medicare at an 

earlier time. Condition for Medicare coverage is collection of Old Age Insurance or "Social Security". 

Medicare was created during the Johnson administration as an expansion of the Social Security Act. The 

program is run by the Department of Health and Human Services. Medicare consists of four parts: part A 

covers hospital insurance at no cost for the insured person. There are additional parts at an additional monthly 

fee. Part B which insures persons for additional medical costs. The monthly fee is subject to the insured 

person's disposable income: those with higher incomes pay more. Part C is related to who the provider of the 

coverage is. Medicare C are private insurance companies approved by the government that provide health care 

coverage. Medicare part D is the aspect of Medicare that covers prescription drugs. Those who are covered 

through part A and or B can at an additional monthly fee get coverage for prescription drugs. This fee, too, 

may vary depending on the level of monthly disposable income of the insured ("What Is Medicare/ Medicaid?" 

pars. 3 - 12, 19 - 40). 
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  disclosure rules on single mothers, DOMA seeks to shore up patriarchal   

  heterosexuality not only to discourage homosexuality but also to enhance the  

  government’s control over reproduction. In these moments, the state is increasing its 

  intervention in the personal lives of its citizens, shrinking the distance between  

  church and state, and  prioritizing what the religious right regards as the ‘public  

  interest’ in promoting  patriarchal heterosexual familialism over individual citizens’ 

  privacy rights. (318) 

 

What this phrasing means is that both pieces of legislation have been designed to regulate and 

promote female reproduction in a heterosexual setting, but also to emphasize heteronormativity in 

American society. This is contradicting: on the one hand the American government likes women to 

have children, but only with their husbands. Whether this is husband number one, two or three is 

irrelevant. There appears to be a double standard here: single mothers who are not on government 

assistance are not being scrutinized to the same extent as mothers on TANF. Moreover, a non-single 

mother on TANF has less rules to follow than her single counterpart. Being a single-mother only 

becomes a problem for the American government when she is no longer self-reliant. Self-reliant 

single mothers are not interfered with. Another aspect that both pieces of legislation, DoMA and 

PRWORA, share is that the American government deems it necessary to interfere in one of the most 

personal aspects of a citizen's life: family life and people's sexuality. In relation to the American 

tradition of freedom and individuality of citizens a government that plays matchmaker, as put forward 

in their marriage stimulation policy, sounds contradictive. The matchmaking serves as a way to 

expunge a single-mother from the TANF roles by coupling her with a man who is willing to take 

responsibility for her and her children. DoMA excluded non-traditional families from certain 

provisions that existed for heterosexual couples. Here too, we see the government's preference for the 

heterosexual nuclear family in modern day America.   

 The debate about how to legally define a family boils down to the debate about what Marshall 

calls civil citizenship. Can a family that consists of two men or two women engage in the contract of 

matrimony with all the ensuing fiscal and legal effects as a result of that contract? Not until the 

Supreme Court ruling in the case of Obergefell v Hodges et al in June 2015 has it become a possibility 

in the United States. However, that has not settled the debate. Opponents will still try and (re)define 

American civil citizenship in a way that adheres to the heterosexual norm of the nuclear family. If 

the debate about the first phase of citizenship has not yet been settled, it sounds unlikely to expect 

that phase three, social citizenship, can be truly achieved. It is because of continuous debate revolving 

around American civil and political citizenship that Marshall’s third and final phase of citizenship 

has developed in a more rudimentary and conditional form than elsewhere in the Western world.  
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 In more recent years scrutinization of those on TANF has been expanded from sexual conduct 

to screening for drugs in the application process for TANF. In many states it has become a 

requirement in order to become eligible for the TANF program. In itself screening for illegal 

substances is not a negative thing, because it is desirable that the assistance provided is used for what 

is was originally purposed: rent, food, and clothes for the child[ren]. Proponents will argue that this 

screening is an absolute necessity and opponents will state otherwise. As will be discussed in the next 

chapter, there are instances however, in which drug screening as requirement to become eligible for 

the TANF program can become an infringement of American civil rights.  

 Presidents Reagan and Clinton have led the biggest reforms in welfare policy of the last 

decades. No significant changes took place under direction of president Bush Jr. However, as figure 

1 shows it is during his administrations that funding for TANF declined the sharpest in recent years. 

Correlated to that decline in funding figure 3 shows the rise of poverty among families with children. 

For comfort of the reader both figures have been displayed again. Visible in table 1 is that between 

2001 and 2009 TANF funding drops from a little over $15 billion to a little over $12 billion. That is 

a decline of roughly twenty per cent. In comparison: between 1997 and 2001 TANF funding dropped 

from $ 16.8 billion to $ 15.8 billion; a decline in funding of less than ten per cent.    

                   

 Table 1       Fig. 3    

             

 The George W. Bush administrations saw no significant changes in welfare policy apart from 

the decline in funding of TANF that has already been discussed. Bush did try to reform the American 

health care system. One major piece of legislation was adopted after a protracted process of being in 

committee and debate time on the House floor: the Medicare Prescription Drug, Improvement, and 

Modernization Act. The bill was enacted in 2003 and it expanded Medicare coverage with a Part D 

that offers a voluntary, and therefore optional, coverage for prescription medication. Opponents 

argued that it was the pharmaceutical lobby that profited most from this measure. Proponents argued 

that it offered seniors coverage for expensive prescription drugs they otherwise could not afford. 
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Seeing that the scope of this paper is about A(F)DC and TANF policy the exact details of this piece 

of legislation is of no big interest. It suffices to know that in the early 21st century Medicare was 

expanded with coverage for prescription drugs (Brinckerhoff and Coleman pars. 1-3; "H.R. 1 (108th): 

Medicare Prescription Drug, Improvement and Modernization Act of 2003" par. 1). To a certain 

extent the Bush Jr. presidencies have been a continuation of Reaganomics or trickle-down economics 

with huge tax breaks implemented in 2003 and 2006 for the top brackets. As Bush' costly War on 

Terror raged on, defense expenses skyrocketed: from $397 billion in 2001 to $720 billion in 2010. 

("George W. Bush: Domestic Affairs" pars. 2 - 4; Swanson par. 3; Walker pars. 1-8;). The American 

economy slowed down after Bush took office and it would come to a screeching halt in 2008. The 

decline in TANF funding throughout Bush' tenure is therefore no surprise.  

 As the second Bush administration came to an end the American economy found itself in a 

deep recession comparable to that of the 1930 if not graver. Figure 3 shows a rise in both families 

with children in poverty as well as families with children in deep poverty. And yet, as a different line 

in that same graph shows: the number of TANF cases in the years of the Great Recession between 

2008 and 2013 remained the same. How the Obama administration handled the economic crisis and 

how TANF policy has been impacted because of the economic downturn will be part of the next 

chapter. 

 During the 1960s American social policy was at its most generous and inclusive. Since then 

a gradual dismantling of the welfare state has been taking place due to debate about how to define 

the benefits that come through citizenship. Rising costs and a changing economic climate demanded 

a different approach to social policy and reshaping of an already deviating form of American social 

citizenship. The effect has been a transition from Keynesian state-centered welfare to neoliberal 

monetarist policies with emphasis on personal responsibility which have led to increasingly austere 

welfare policies. It could also be argued that the years between 1935 and 1968 form an anomaly in 

American public policy. Prior to that period there was no national public policy. After 1968 public 

policy seems to be retrenching to the preferred status of self-reliance and individuality. Key figures 

in these radical changes have been presidents Reagan and Clinton. The outcome has been the same 

in spite of completely different wishes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   van der Wal 0711195/58 

Chapter Five  

The Latest Trend in the 21st Century: Drug Screening of TANF Applicants 

Lebron v. Wilkins: A Florida Case Study  

 

When the Great Recession hit the United States in 2007 many Americans lost their jobs. Businesses 

dwindled and went bankrupt. Millions of homes were foreclosed by banks. As we have seen in the 

previous chapter, poverty in the United States went up. And yet, the overall number of TANF cases 

has remained hovering around the two million marker. This shows the inability of a substantial 

number of Americans to be accepted into TANF programs denoting one of the major problems with 

American welfare programs: limited eligibility. Lack of eligibility and lack of access are what best 

describe social programs in the U.S. From excluding African-Americans from Unemployment 

Insurance and Old Age Insurance in the 1930s, to exclusion of alleged homosexuals from the benefits 

of the GI Bill in the 1940s (Canaday 935). Getting onto welfare rolls was one of the struggles of 

African-American mothers during the Civil Rights years of the 1960s. Exclusion and limiting access 

have been the standard in American social policy and are connected to how American social 

citizenship is defined and to whom is it awarded. As has been explained on multiple occasions 

throughout this paper: American social citizenship is conditional. Apart from the primary condition 

of living below a certain level of income, a set of secondary requirements has been put in place as a 

condition to receive assistance. These secondary conditions have ranged from decency clauses and 

co-habitation rules of the past to work requirements and mandatory drugs screenings in recent years. 

These secondary conditions have the goal of working as a repellant: applicants should be so repulsed 

by the requirements they would much rather try generating other means of income. Another aspect 

that is connected to these requirements is the proof of deservingness: as has been discussed at length 

in throughout this paper that in the United States there is no inherent right to a job or an income. As 

president Underwood puts it in the Netflix show House of Cards when addressing the American 

people: “You are entitled to nothing" and he continues with: "This country was built on the spirit of 

industry" ("Chapter 28 41:20 -43:00). In other words, in the tradition of Jefferson's vision for the 

American republic every citizen should be self-reliant. On top of that, the government's role should 

be that of a night's watchman that provides law and order and the enforcement of individual property 

rights. Underwood’s fictitious and yet realistic words underscore what scholars on social policy label 

the absence of social citizenship in the United States. It is also why in Esping Anderson's model the 

United States is put in a separate category. These previous four chapters have described the policies 

and programs of the past. This fifth and final chapter will explore contemporary TANF policy in 

modern-day America and will underscore the paradox in American welfare policy and theis of this 
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paper: once Americans start exerting their rudimentary social rights and erosion of civil rights will 

take place.  

 This final chapter will focus on a specific test for deservingness that is currently being 

contested in contemporary TANF policy: suspicionless drug screening for TANF applicants. The 

chapter will give a more in-depth look on the drug screening that applicants have to pass in order to 

qualify for TANF assistance. A Florida court case will be used for the purpose of describing and 

researching this latest trend in policy. This Florida case is a good one to use because it has been very 

well documented. However, this drug screening policy is certainly not limited to Florida alone. A 

large number of states have introduced similar requirements. Central in this drug screening 

requirement is the question of constitutionality, the right to privacy, and the right to be protected from 

unreasonable searches and seizures. Those of the readers with not a lot of knowledge of the U.S. 

Constitution will initially not see the problem with this particular aspect of TANF policy. This 

stipulation in TANF bylaws causes tension between welfare policy and constitutional rights awarded 

to all Americans. Apart from legality of the policy; does it actually work? Is screening for drugs an 

effective policy measure? This chapter will provide answers to those questions.  

 As per July of 2015, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures thirteen25 

states have implemented some form of drug screening for those on or applying for TANF. In some 

states this legislation is being contested through the court system. Eighteen26 other states have 

proposed legislation to implement drug screening. That means that in thirty-three states there is debate 

about screening for controlled substances as a requirement to receive government assistance ("Drug 

Testing for Welfare Recipients and Public Assistance" pars. 1, 5). That in itself is not a big problem. 

In line with Mead's argument on the benefits of paternalism by the government it is the state's task to 

protect citizens from harming themselves. It is also a citizen's duty to be a contributing member of 

society. But, the question at hand here is how to organize drug prevention and screening in such a 

way that it does not encroach on American civil liberties. It would be wrong to open the door to 

situations in which one American citizen forfeits a portion of civil rights in order to receive 

government aid while another American citizen is fully enjoying all civil liberties as guaranteed by 

the U.S. Constitution. That would be in conflict with the egalitarian principle on which the United 

States was founded. In the eyes of the law everybody should be treated the same.  

                                                
25 Alabama, Arkansas, Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Kansas, Michigan, Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, 

Oklahoma, Tennessee, and Utah. Wisconsin has introduced similar requirements for those on SNAP and the 

Employment Training Program ("Drug Testing for Welfare Recipients and Public Assistance" par. 1, 2). 
26 Connecticut, Illinois, Iowa, Kentucky, Maine, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Montana, New York, Oregon, 

Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Texas, Vermont, Virginia, and West Virginia. Hawaii is 

contemplating on introduction of similar legislation "Drug Testing for Welfare Recipients and Public 

Assistance" par 5.  
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 The discussion of drug screening began with the transition from AFDC to TANF. Federal law 

allows [but does not require] states to screen TANF applicants for drugs. Proposition of legislation 

began as of 2009. Between 2009 and 2010 over thirty states introduced bills implementing mandatory 

drug screening. None of them were adopted due to the aspects of suspicionless or randomness. 

However, this changed in 2011 when a number of states, one of which was Florida, adopted 

legislation that requires TANF applicants to be suspicionlessly screened for illegal substances ("Drug 

Testing for Welfare Recipients and Public Assistance" par. 6, 7). 

 What had changed on the American political spectrum in 2011? During the mid-term elections 

of 2010 Democrats lost the majority in the House of Representatives in favor of Republicans. 

Democrats lost sixty-three seats to the Republicans. In spite of the fact that Democrats still held the 

majority in the U.S. Senate, six formerly blue states turned red denoting a significant loss of 

Democrats in the U.S. Senate as well ("Senate Map"; "House Map"). New in 2010, was the rise of 

Tea Party Republicans. Williamson, Skocpol, and Coggin in their article on the rise of Tea Party 

politicians throughout the U.S. explain the duality of Tea Party rhetoric when it comes to social 

policy: on the one hand they vehemently defend entitlement programs such as Old Age Insurance and 

Medicare while on the other hand vilifying those on assistance programs such as TANF and SNAP. 

The explanation Williamson, Skocpol, and Coggin provide is that the entitlement programs are paid 

for through work; it is a result of a person's contribution to society by being productive. Furthermore, 

they observe a resistance to public assistance programs based on misconceptions about who recipients 

of this assistance are: the [misguided] view is that these programs predominantly benefit ethnic and 

racial minorities (Williamson, Skocpol, and Coggin 26, 32, 33, 35). In other words, Americans seems 

to think that most people on assistance programs are non-whites while the opposite is the case. 

 A similar shift took place at the Florida state level. Governor Rick Scott, A Tea Party affiliated 

Republican, was elected governor of Florida. Florida's executive branch changed from Democrat to 

Republican and both the House and Senate now had a Republican majority. This created political 

momentum for adoption of suspicionless drug screening of TANF applicants. It is important to create 

some context first before continuing the discussion of the specifics of the drug screening legislation 

in Florida.  

Some budgetary statistics on the state of Florida that were relevant in the election of Scott in 

2010 to start us off with. In Florida TANF caseloads had increased from 48,600 cases in December 

2007 at the start of the Great Recession to 61,100 in 2009. The annual budget for the Florida 

Department of Children and Families for '09 was $2.88 billion. Since the late 1990s the annual overall 

budget for Florida had been increasing every year. From $35.5 billion for fiscal year 1998-1999 

doubling to $73.6 billion in fiscal year 2006-2007. The first decline in about a decade occurred in 

2007-2008: the annual budget was $71.95 billion. The state's budget for 2009-2010 further decreased 
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to $66.5 billion dollars. It therefore stands to reason that cuts would have to be made. However, for 

the fiscal years of 2009 and 2010 federal relief funds were available under the American Recovery 

and Reinvestment Act or ARRA. ARRA is a piece of relief and recovery legislation that was 

implemented in early 2009 by president Obama to combat the economic downturn the country was 

facing at the time. Florida's $66.5 billion budget for 2009 included $4.7 billion in ARRA funds. By 

December of 2009 TANF caseload had increased to 61,100. Now, ARRA funds that had been made 

available to the states covered up to eighty per cent of the increase in rising TANF caseloads for the 

fiscal years of 2009 and 2010. States only had to show that relative to the fiscal years 2007/08 or 

2008/09 an increase in caseloads had occurred and the already mentioned increase in funding would 

be made available. Some states were reluctant to request the funds because the federal funds only 

covered eighty per cent of the increase in welfare costs. Liz Schott of the Center on Budget and Policy 

Priorities—CPBB- even recommends states easing up their eligibility conditions so that more 

Americans would have access to federal relief funds (Schott pars. 1-4, 6). Florida received $4.7 billion 

in ARRA funds for 2009-2010 to, among other things, help pay for increase in TANF caseload. The 

total budget for DCF for the fiscal year of 2009-2010 was roughly $2.9 billion. This implies that 

DCF's entire budget made up a mere three per cent of the annual overall Florida budget. Of this 

percentage an even smaller portion would have gone to the TANF program. And still the political 

rhetoric was that TANF costs were a major burden on the annual budget (Bogdanoff 6; "Total 

Governor's Recommended Budget" 1, 8;"TANF, SNAP, and Unemployment Trends"; "TANF and 

Poverty Trends in Florida").  

 TANF funding makes up a small portion of the total budget. Why then such staunch 

opposition? As we have seen in the past, welfare and welfare recipients are an easy target for 

politicians. As already discussed throughout this paper: being on government assistance is seen as a 

negative. It is perceived as parasitic and un-American. Self-reliance should be a key characteristic of 

an American citizen. American social citizenship is conditional and more rudimentary in form if 

compared to other Western countries. Social provisions are seen as a form of charity and therefore 

subject to the discretion of the giver of said charity. During an economic downturn cuts will have to 

be made on what is perceived as charity. Because of absence of a well-organized labor movement 

and lack of political influence of TANF recipients this group of Americans is an easy target for 

politicians. Those who govern will dominate the ones on the bottom of society's rungs if given the 

chance. It is part of a systemic top-down form of violence in light of Galtung's article on structural 

violence in which the top tear dictates the norm. Those in control will use punishment and reward to 

induce what they perceive as good behavior. In a democracy it is therefore vital to organize in order 

for opposing voices to be heard. If not, individual voices will be drowned out by the majority or those 

that scream loudest or by those who are closest to the center of political power. The passing of the 
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Florida TANF drug stipulation is no exception to this principle: the political momentum was there 

for implementation of the provision. Through implementation of this legislation under political and 

economic pressures social citizenship in Florida was being reshaped and redefined. The ensuing 

erosion of civil citizenship in Florida and how it has been contested are the scope of this chapter.  

 It was already mentioned that governor Scott was a Tea Party favorite in 2010. Tea Party 

Republicans' rhetoric is usually filled with abhorrence of non-entitled social legislation; TANF being 

one of them. Therefore, a campaign promise such as cutting funding for an assistance program such 

as TANF should not come as a surprise. During the gubernatorial race of 2010 Scott beat Democrat 

candidate Alex Sink by a narrow 1.2% margin-- 48.9 vs 47.7% of the popular vote respectively 

("Florida Governor Scott vs Sink" par. 1). His campaign rhetoric was full of denunciations of the 

Washington and Tallahassee political establishments. He promised an end to big government in 

Florida, to create 700,000 jobs, and to balance the budget for the state of Florida27. For example, in 

his first proposed budget for Florida school districts Scott proposed to cut funding for education with 

$3.3 billion (March pars. 3,9; "American Comeback"; "Rick Scott is 4 Jobs and 4 Florida Governor 

Election 2010"). Unemployment caused by the Great Recession had reached its apex in Florida at the 

time. More than a million Floridians were unemployed. The total labor force at the time was a little 

over nine million. In relative numbers: about eleven per cent of Florida's labor force was jobless 

("Unemployment"; "Labor Force"; "Unemployment Rate"). The annual budget was on the decline 

and welfare rolls were expanding. 

 Now that the 2010 economic and political climate of Florida have been mapped out, let us 

proceed to the case of suspicionless drug testing after it had been implemented. On July 1, 2011, a 

piece of legislation came into effect that stipulated that Floridian applicants of TANF should undergo 

a suspicionless drug test in order to be eligible for the cash assistance program. The applicant is 

supposed to pay for the test initially, but will be reimbursed upon passing of the test through the first 

payment of TANF assistance to said recipient. Costs of the test range between $ 25.- and $ 45.-. 

                                                
27 Hypothetically speaking, had Scott suggested to cut funding of an entitlement such as Social Security that 

would have been political suicide in a state such as Florida. The 2010 census for Florida shows that eighteen 

per cent of Floridians are over sixty-five; that is about 3.6 million Floridians ("Florida"). On top of that, 

according to a 2014 Gallup study a small majority of seniors tends to vote Republican. Then there is a 

phenomenon that strengthens the Republicans' advantage: seniors tend to be more likely to turn out to vote 

(Newport pars. 8,9). Therefore, in light of the 2010 economic climate it would have been a logical step for 

Scott to promise to reduce welfare rolls as much as possible. One way of doing that is by trying to exclude 

applicants from eligibility as has been common practice throughout recent American history. Scott envisioned 

suspicionless drug testing to have a negative effect on the number of welfare cases in the state. 
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Screening has to be conducted in approved testing centers ("Lebron v Wilkins III" 4, 5). A list of 

approved testing centers is advertised on the website of the Florida Department of Health and Human 

Services. Suspicionless drug testing sounds like an infringement of a constitutional right that is 

protected by the Fourth Amendment to the US Constitution. Furthermore, the disputed piece of 

legislation featured in the Florida court case of Lebron v Wilkins will be placed in further political 

and economic context.    

 This court case was filed by a single father not agreeing to the suspicionless drug screening 

by the state of Florida. It is appreciated that not every reader knows the Fourth Amendment by heart 

and what it is referring to. Therefore, the amendment will be printed in full below: 

 

  the right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects,  

  against unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not be violated, and no warrants  

  shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported by oath or affirmation, and  

  particularly describing the place to be searched, and the persons or things to be  

  seized. (Fourth Amendment) 

 

What do these words mean? It means that a person cannot be randomly frisked on the streets or that 

a police officer cannot enter a house without a search warrant. As the amendment reads: there needs 

to be probable cause. Even though this paper and this case study in particular are not part of a final 

research project in pursuit of a law degree, it is important to have a working knowledge of some key 

legal terms applicable to this case. An important one in relation to suspicionless drug testing is 

"probable cause". Cornell University's Legal Information Institute describes it as follows: 

 

  Probable cause is a requirement found in the Fourth Amendment that must usually 

  be met before police make an arrest, conduct a search, or receive a warrant.   

  Courts usually find probable cause when there is a reasonable basis for believing  

  that a crime may have been committed (for an arrest) or when evidence of the crime 

  is present in the place to be searched (for a search). ("Probable Cause")  

 

In other words: there should be an indication that a certain wrongdoing has been taking place; in this 

case: use of illegal drugs among TANF recipients prior to applying for admittance into the program. 

Now, therein lies the Shakespearian rub: suspicionless drug testing for all TANF applicants in Florida. 

This is where the tension lies between the Fourth Amendment and what the state of Florida has used 

as arguments in favor of implementation of the drug screening policy.  
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 What is the court case of Lebron v. Wilkins about? Lebron, a single father with a [then] 4-

year old son who lived with and cared for his elderly mother when he applied for TANF. Lebron is a 

US Navy veteran and an undergraduate student. Upon applying for TANF he indicated that he never 

had used any illegal drugs in his life. And yet, in order to be eligible for the cash assistance program 

he needed to undergo a drug screening in spite of the fact that he showed no signs of drug use. He 

claimed unconstitutionality apart from the --in his view-- unreasonable demand of Florida authorities 

to also pay for the test himself. He filed the lawsuit with the help of the Floridian chapter of the 

American Civil Liberties Union.  

 Wilkins, Florida's Secretary of the Department of Children and Families--DCF, argued that 

TANF's particular position in society allows for a suspension of protection under the Fourth 

Amendment when it comes to suspicionless drug screening. Wilkins' main argument was that drug 

use among TANF recipients was an urgent problem and that drug use jeopardizes TANF policy's 

goals of self-sufficiency and job readiness. The initial court order as a result of the appearance of both 

Lebron and Wilkins in front of a district court judge dates back to October 24, 2011. The state of 

Florida claimed there was an urgent reason for screening of those applying for TANF on drugs due 

to a higher risk of drug use for this particular demographic. The state claimed that drug use among 

TANF recipients exceeded the national average. The state also argued that screening for drugs would 

enhance job readiness. Fourth, testing would meet the state's goals in relation to children and families' 

stability. Moreover, the state logically noted, that public funds allocated for food and rent should be 

spent for this purpose and not to support a person's drug habit. Lastly, the state also claimed 

constitutionality stating that by placing the signature at the bottom of the application the applicant 

consented to drug screening.    

 What is being contested in this court case? The contestant-- Lebron- claims unconstitutionality 

of the drug screening due to its suspicionless nature. He also claims unreasonableness because Lebron 

would have to pay for the screening himself. DCF asked the court to view TANF applicants similar 

to those Americans to whom the Fourth Amendment partially does not apply. In the court's opinion 

it reads that there is precedent for railroad operators and DEA agents among others to whom Fourth 

Amendment protection does not apply due to the very nature of their profession. Due to their delicate 

position in society suspicionless drug screening is therefore allowed for this group of Americans. The 

state argued that TANF recipients should be viewed in the same light. The courts in the initial ruling 

as well as the pursuant ones have all sided with Lebron.  

 In the court's view Lebron is a single father with the sole custody of his four-year old son. He 

also cared for his aging mother at the time of applying for TANF assistance. There have been no 

indications in the past to accept the premise that Lebron has used any illegal substances. In his 

deposition Lebron makes this clear as well. Lebron has never been arrested for being in the possession 
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of a controlled substance. Therefore, there is no probable cause to subject Lebron to a drug screening. 

Reviewing the state's arguments in the case: There is no indication, nor has the state provided statistics 

that back up the statement, that drug use among TANF recipients is a big problem. The court order 

from the Court of Appeals from the 11th Circuit dating from March 2013 reads: "there is nothing 

inherent in the condition of being impoverished that supports the conclusion that there is a concrete 

danger that impoverished individuals are prone to drug use or that should drug use occur" (qtd. in 

"Lebron v. Wilkins" 16). Between July 1, 2011 and October 24 of the same year 4,046 TANF 

applicants have been screened for illegal substances. Only 108 persons tested positive. That is roughly 

2.5%. If compared to the general public this is below average. ("Lebron v Wilkins 7). Therefore, the 

urgency argument of the state to have the protection of the Fourth Amendment waived does not apply 

according to the judge.  

 The transcript of the court's ruling continues in stating that the court does recognize situations 

in which an exemption to the Fourth Amendment reasonability clause can be made: government 

employees in dangerous jobs (i.e. Customs and Drug Enforcement agents) or employees in the public 

school sector. The specific conditions under which these groups may be screened for illegal 

substances are not relevant due to the scope of this chapter. It suffices to understand that not all 

suspicionless drug screenings are by definition unconstitutional, but they are limited to those whose 

functioning needs to be incorruptible either because they work in law enforcement or work with 

children. It is therefore extremely important for the state to prove that a special need exists to lift 

citizens' protection under the Fourth Amendment ("Lebron v. Wilkins III" 12, 15). Not only did the 

court doubt the urgency due to low numbers of applicants failing the drug screening, but more 

importantly due to the social position TANF applicants hold: they do not work in law enforcement 

nor with children. They apply for TANF assistance because they do not have a job at all. Therefore, 

due to the very nature of their social position there is no urgency for them to be suspicionlessly tested 

for drugs. The court ruled that regular drug use would become apparent through regular interactions 

of TANF families with their caseworkers; another argument that renders suspicionless drug screening 

unnecessary ("Lebron v. Wilkins" 16). Furthermore, the court order reads that canceling TANF 

benefits after testing positive for controlled substances has no impact on the custody of a parent with 

the child. It therefore has no effect on the state's goal of providing stability for families ("Lebron v. 

Wilkins" 17). If anything, it will worsen the family's financial stability when benefits are taken away.     

 During the years of the Great Recession overall need for TANF assistance went up. Federal 

funds were made available to states in order for them to cope with the rising costs of TANF policy. 

At the same time a new trend in American social policy emerges: suspicionless drug testing of TANF 

applicants. The Florida case of Lebron v Wilkins is about the state arguing for a special need under 

which Fourth Amendment protection can be lifted in order to screen TANF applicants for drugs 
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without there being any indication of use of controlled substances. So far, Florida's DCF has failed 

to show any urgent need or to provide evidence that argues in favor of special circumstance for the 

Fourth Amendment protection against unreasonable searches and seizures to be lifted for TANF 

applicants. Suspicionless drug screening of TANF applicants has been rendered unconstitutional and 

the screening has been suspended pending a definitive ruling from the Supreme Court. Lebron v 

Wilkins is the result of implementation of specific legislation after Republicans won big during the 

2010 mid-term elections in Florida. Florida does not stand alone in implementation of this legislation. 

Twelve other states in the union have implemented similar legislation and over twenty others are 

debating legislation in likeness to the one in Florida.  

 Lebron v Wilkins is a perfect contemporary example of how the paradox in American welfare 

policy works. Lebron applied for TANF assistance and under the conditionality of the Floridian 

system forced him subject to an eligibility requirement that partially eroded his civil citizenship in 

order to receive it. Throughout recent American history we have seen how changing economic and 

political climates define and redefine American citizenship. The economic crisis of 2008 and the 

surge of Tea Party Republicans in 2010 are no exception to that basic premise in American politics.  

 Since the beginning of the Great Recession in 2007, American families have struggled. 

Demand for social services and programs have gone up. The number of poor American families has 

gone up and yet the number of TANF cases has hovered around two million cases per year. This is 

partly due to the time limitations set for the programs. But, lack of access onto welfare rolls has also 

been an issue. A specific trend noticeable among American policymakers in relation to social policy 

has been random drug testing of TANF applicants. Most of this legislation has been implemented 

after the mid-term elections of 2010. This chapter has looked at a court case from Florida in which 

the suspicionless drug screening requirement for access into the TANF program has successfully been 

contested. So far, all courts involved in this case have ruled the requirement unconstitutional and have 

denied the state's request to lift the Fourth Amendment protection of TANF applicants. On top of that 

they have not accepted the state's argument about a specific urgency due to a possible higher 

percentage of drug users among TANF recipients. If anything, the state of Florida has proven that 

drug use among TANF recipients is far less common than among the general population of Florida. 

Random drug testing of TANF applicants is another way of vilifying those on welfare. It is the latest 

ploy of politicians of blaming the poor for being poor as has been the case ever since the 

implementation of the Social Security Act of 1935. 
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Conclusion 

 

This final research paper set out to provide a critical analysis of the American welfare system. From 

before its creation in the late nineteenth century up and till contemporary TANF policies. Social 

policy is wildly under lit in American Studies because it belongs more to the realm of sociology. 

However, because American social policy affects every American it deserves more attention than it 

is currently getting. What American social policy characterizes is fragmentation and non-universality. 

Programs are run by different departments of the federal government. On top of that, there are 

differences from state to state due to the federal system. These factors result in a highly complex 

system of programs and policies that should provide Americans with a social safety net. The overall 

purpose of social programs throughout history has been to keep the masses calm and to quell any 

revolt among the population because of economic hardship. 

 This paper has used T.M. Marshall’s three-phase model of citizenship to dispute and refute 

Fraser and Gordon’s claim that social citizenship in the United States is absent. What the reader has 

been able to see throughout this paper is that there are in fact social programs to shelter Americans 

from homelessness and destitution. However, these programs are conditional and subject to change 

due to changing economic and political climate. Over time the rights and duties that come with 

American citizenship have been reshaped and redefined depending on the aforementioned political 

and economic climates. The conditionality of American welfare policy lays bare the paradox in 

American social citizenship: once a citizen starts to exert his or her rights connected to social 

citizenship, an erosion of civil rights appears to take place. From cohabitation rules, sexual morality 

clauses, marriage promotion, prevention of interstate travel, to even as far as subjection to 

unreasonable searches and seizures.  

 American welfare policy developed from local private charities in the late nineteenth century 

to nationwide policies with the implementation of the Social Security Act in 1935. It was created 

exclusively for single mothers. ADC was intended to keep single mothers out of the labor force so 

that during the years of economic crisis the available jobs would go to men who had to support their 

families. There were cohabitation rules as well as unannounced visits of social workers to the 

mothers’ homes. The SSA shows the divide between deserving versus non-deserving along racial 

lines. African-Americans were mostly excluded from the Insurance programs: Unemployment 

Insurance, Old Age Insurance. They were forced into the stigmatized Assistance track of the SSA 

programs. Because of debate over who had civil citizenship in the United States non-whites were 

mostly excluded from the programs perceived as deserving. Up and till the Johnson administrations 

the American welfare programs expanded. Civil rights organizations advocating for expansion of 

American political citizenship to non-whites also worked successfully to acquire acceptance into 
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welfare programs for their clients. They were so successful that it created a backlash. Contributing to 

that backlash was the Moynihan Report that spoke of a pathology of poverty among African-

American families. Opponents of expansion of American social citizenship to this category of citizens 

misused Moynihan’s inflammatory rhetoric on poverty in America to convince policymakers that 

combating poverty among African-American families was pointless. Debate over the limits of 

American civil and political citizenship prevented large groups of Americans access into so-called 

deserving social programs and into stigmatizing non-contributory assistance programs.  

Social programs are paid for through the aggregate income of a nation. Once the economic 

climate becomes less rosy, cuts will have to be made. The end of the post-war boom of the American 

economy as of the 1970s is no exception. Because of the economic downturn the definition of 

American citizenship and the rights and duties that coincide with it had to be reshaped. From the 

1970s onwards a gradual dismantling of the American welfare state has been taking place. Together 

with a change in attitude towards American welfare policy so, too, have the views on American social 

citizenship been changing. New secondary conditions emerged in order to cut costs of the AFDC 

program. One aspect of American social citizenship emerged under the guise of Ronald Reagan: the 

concept of workfare. Recipients of AFDC had to start earning their welfare checks by going to 

assigned jobs. Initially, ADC had been created to keep women out of the labor force. However, over 

the course of time gender patterns had changed in society and with that change a lot of American 

women were working outside of their homes. These changing gender patterns caused a reshaping of 

American social policy and American social citizenship as well: no longer was it inconceivable to 

ask of single mothers to work outside of their home and to join the American labor force. The Reagan 

administrations saw big budget cuts to social programs, but the biggest change was yet to come. 

During the Clinton administrations the biggest overhaul of American welfare programs to 

date took place. This overhaul coincided with a reshaping of American social citizenship. Mothers 

on AFDC were expected to join the workforce in order earn their welfare check. Gender roles had 

been gradually changing; many women were juggling the tasks of running a household, taking care 

of the children together with working outside of the home. Why should TANF mother be any 

different? AFDC changed into TANF and with that budgets had been capped regardless of the number 

of TANF cases. Clinton envisioned a program that demanded Americans to take their responsibility 

as producing citizens while giving opportunity through education and job training programs to those 

on TANF. However, his vision was never implemented because of political realities during his second 

administration. Under influence of Neoliberalism in American politics, it became a program that 

mostly catered to Republicans’ wishes of austerity and personal responsibility. Strict rules of work 

requirements have been put into place. It also opened the door for screening for controlled substances 

among recipients.  
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TANF policy goals include an active marriage promotion and the forming of a two-parent 

heterosexual family. Throughout the twentieth century heteronormative pairing had been taking place 

through the cohabitation rules. In other words, implicitly the American government has been 

ascribing the responsibility of single mothers and her children to American men living with these 

women. However, new in 1996 was that it has been explicitly incorporated into the policy’s list of 

goals. A possible motif could be an economic one of the American government: once a single mother 

forms a couple with a man who has a job, the family’s income rises to the level that the mother 

disqualifies for eligibility for TANF. The American government accepts the assumption of children 

being better cared for in a two-parent home as policy in order to make the two-parent pairing happen. 

However, at the base lies an economic motif. With the passing of the by now repealed Defense of 

Marriage Act, DoMA, the American government explicitly iterated its preference for heterosexual 

pairing. DoMA affected many Americans’ lives because a number of social provisions also cover 

spouses and children. Condition of coverage is recognition of a union between two people. DoMA is 

a contemporary example of how civil citizenship was fought over which had its effects on social 

citizenship.  

TANF bylaws allow but do not require states to screen for controlled substances, but as the 

American political spectrum changed together with one of the worst recessions in recent history so 

did welfare policy. Between 2010 and 2012 Republican-dominated state legislatures implemented 

legislation that requires TANF applicants to subject to a suspicionless drug screening. This aspect of 

TANF policy in the states that adopted such legislation shows the paradox in American welfare 

policy: once Americans start exerting their rights connected to social citizenship it erodes their civil 

citizenship. As has become apparent through discussion of Lebron v Wilkins suspicionless drug 

screening is unconstitutional due to the lack of probable cause. Arguments from the state of Florida 

to lift the Fourth Amendment protection of TANF recipients have not been accepted by the courts 

and the screening has been suspended pending a ruling from the United States Supreme Court. What 

we can take away from Lebron v Wilkins is that extreme, and possible unconstitutional measures will 

be used in order to limit eligibility to the TANF program during an economic downturn. This 

underscores the statement that social citizenship in the United States is constantly being reshaped and 

redefined in accordance with the current economic and political climate. Fraser and Gordon claim 

that social citizenship does not exist in the United States. Using the same parameters as defined by 

T.M. Marshall in his three-phase model, this paper has refuted that claim.  

From a Western-European point of view it could be very easy to agree with Fraser and 

Gordon’s claim that social citizenship in the United States does not exist. But, as the reader has been 

shown through discussion of the various social programs that have been implemented in the United 

States, it is clear that their statement is not completely accurate. Because of the existence of the 
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various social programs that are meant to prevent Americans from complete destitution their claim 

of an absence of social citizenship has been refuted. Had Fraser and Gordon’s claim been that 

American social citizenship is different from Canadian or Dutch social citizenship, they would have 

been completely accurate. American social citizenship deviates because of its less generous and more 

conditional nature when compared to other Western nations. This paper has proven that social 

citizenship does exist in the U.S. albeit in a more rudimentary form than in other Western nations. 

Citizenship with its intrinsic rights and duties is continuously being reshaped and redefined. Social 

citizenship in the United States is conditional and making use of one’s social rights triggers an erosion 

of American civil citizenship. As far as American welfare policy is concerned, it is less “self-evident” 

that “all [wo]men are created equal”.   
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Recommendations for Further Research 

 

American social programs such as TANF and SNAP have strict rules with an invasive character that 

are supposed to repel Americans from applying for acceptance into the program. How will these 

Americans try and generate an income? In the most positive situation it should promote 

entrepreneurship, but does it have this effect? If there is no innate right to a job, but Americans are 

encouraged to be self-reliant; how do criminal activities factor in? It would be interesting to research 

how the current rules of TANF and SNAP programs seem to promote prostitution, armed robbery or 

sale of illegal drugs in poor neighborhoods. Another interesting aspect of poverty research could be 

how gang membership of young Americans correlates with living in poverty-stricken areas where a 

substantial number of residents lives off TANF and or SNAP funds.  

 In light of the heteronormativity in American social policy it would be interesting to research 

how many American families consisting of same-sex couples with children on TANF were affected 

by DoMA. How many Americans had their benefits taken away or denied because they were in a 

same-sex relationship while DoMA was still in effect. It would be worthwhile to take stock of the 

arguments used by policymakers to either deny eligibility to these families into the TANF program. 

What solutions did applicants come up with to avoid denial of TANF assistance under DoMA? Did 

administrators even follow policy as stipulated under DoMA in relation to TANF?  
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