WHY THE POOR ARE STILL WITH US: 1

Fele:

The new politics of
the new poverty

LAWRENCE M. MEAD

HE POVERTY OF toduy's under-
class differs appreciably from poverty in the past: underclass
poverty stems less from the absence of opportunity than from the
inability or reluctance to take advantage of opportunity. The plight
of the undercluss suggests that the competence of many of the
poor—their capacity to look after and take care of themselves—
can no louger he taken for granted as it condd in the past.

The changing nature of poverty has also ushered in a funda-
wental change in our polities, which formerly focused on class but
now emphasizes conduct. Prior to the 1960s, in what 1 call the e
of progressive politics, the overriding issue was how to help ordi-
nary working Americans advince economicatly. The solutions of
liberals wnd conservatives differed greatly, but hoth groups agreed
that available opportunities wonld be seized by the poor. They dis-
agreed in locating the barrier to opportanity: liberals blamed the
wiregnlated economy, and conservatives hlamed the government.

Adapted from g forthcoming hook on the new (/u‘,n‘m/a’m';/ politics and the
nonworking poor, by Lawrence M. Mead, te be pablished by Basic Books in
1992, Reprinted by permission of the pulidishee.
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ties” helore 1960 was Livgely a local allair. At the uational level,
the arena was alwiys dominated by gronps that weve not dependent
and were usually consploved. Ounly in the recent e hive depen-
dent, mostly nonworking gronps captured the wation’s political
attention. .

oo The emplovment issne, like no other, marks the boundary
between the old politios sl thee Hew, The movements of the pro-
pressive era lad weight above all becanse their members worked,
or at least bad a job history. The aggrieved might have been desti-
tnte, but they could wake cldms on the basis of desert. The recent
puoor seldom can do this. They are controversial, above all, hecanse
they nsnally do not work. Only 40 percent of poor adults had any
carnings at all in 1987, and only 9 percent worked full-time year-
round. That ltntm"\ was why most of them were poor. Work effort
among the poor has wlso dropped sharply. Ouly 47 percent nf the
heads of poor families worked at all in 1987, down from 68 pvru ut
in 1954, :

Of course, only abont half the poverty popalation is working-
aged, and anly about half rewmins in poverty Jor more than two
years. The wnderclass, consisting of the poor with the most severe
belavioral problems, is quite small: it inclades o more than: ciglht

willion people by various estimates. Yet persistent poverty s highly

visible in cities, and it is central to all wajor arban problems-—naot .

only welfare, crime, and Lhomelessness, but troubled schools and a
decaying cconomic base. So it gets more policy-naking attention
than the affairs of the vastly larger working and widdle classes.
This new poverty ereated a new politics becanse the old politics
found no answer to it. Neither of the traditional, competing pro-
gressive-era  remcdies—increasing or deereasing  government
intervention in the CCONOINY——SCemS an appropriate response to
the passive poverty of the inuer city. Tt is troe that aualysts wedded
to progressive-cra assumptions—whether liberal or conservative—
continue to try to trace l)-h\\\'i‘ |)uvvrtv to some social barrier that
msist be climinated: liberals say that poor adulty cannot cam
enough to make work worthwhile, cannot find jobs or child care,
or are barred from jobs by racial bias; conservatives elaim that
welfure “pays” depeudents not to marry or work. But the hard

evidence mostly undercuts these explanations. Liberal claims

notwithstanding, jobs usually are available to the unskilled: taking

—thesejobs would_generallv anove. famities_in_which.both_parents__
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ing the job market is one clear sign that opportunity still exists,
Waorking mothers can usnully arrunge child care informally and
cheaply, and discrimination in any overt formn has disappeared. But
conservative claims notwithstandiug, welfure disincentives are also
too weak to explain the cnliupw of the family or the very low work
levels typically found in the inner city today.

I do not wean that barriers are totally absent. Differences of -
opportunity certainly exist in America. Better-educated people, for
examnple, are more likely to sncceed. In recent decades, the
income disparity between low-skilled and high-skilled workers has
increased. The progressive-era debate over whether and how to
narrow these differences in wages remains alive.

Unequul opportunities, however, chiefly explain why some
workers eurn more than others. They usually do not explmn the
failure of nonworkers to work steadily at all, which is in turi the
canse of most poverty and dependency among working-aged peo-
ple. Most Americans have responded to stagnunt wages by working
more; only the poor have worked less. Most Americans refuse to
believe that soctety's failure to expand op[mrtunity causes the
poverty of nonworkers who do not take and hold available jobs.

To explain nost entrenched poverty, we mnst go back to what
used to be called the “culture of poverty.” Nonworking adults
apparently want to work, but they seldom do so consistently—some
becanse the pay offered is unacceptable, others becunse they feel
overwhehned by the practicul difficulties of employment. These
reactions run strongest in the iuner city, becanse of its isolation
from workaday society, and wmnong racial minorities who have tra-
ditionally fuced discrimination. The greatest cause of today's
poverty may simply be that the attenpts in recent decades to equal-
ize opportunity have failed to persuade many blucks and Hispunics
that it is worth working. 4

But if nonwork is rooted mostly in the demoralization of the
poor, rather than impersonal impediments, then traditional
reformiisin holds no answer for it. Pussive poverty has defeated, in
turn, the strategies of both lurger and smaller government, The
Great Society invented wave after wave of new antipoverty pro-
gramns, only to see the poverty level stagnate and welfure rise. The
Reagan administration cut or curbed the growth of these progrums
to reinvigorate the economy. But even the longest boom in Ameri-

worked shove the poverty line. The food of uew innmigrants enter-

o= canzhistory-could :not=reduce°poverty>below=I3"percént=becausethe [~

poor are now substantially detached from the economy. Each in its



http:worlhwl.il

P

g THE PUBLAC INTEREST

own way, thiese x(rut(-givs prmtidml new chances to poor adults, hut
neither dircetly addressed the przding reluctanee of the poor to do
more to help themselves,

As a result, social policy Ims been driven away Trom structneal

reforms and toward patenalisn. The deift is toward policies that

VT vl
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weaken or ando all these steps in the beliet that only o revivified
free ket coukd really generate “good jobs at good wages.”

Tn dependency polities, in contrast, the question is how to deal
with the problems of basic functioning among the serionsly poor.
The social, more thin the economic, stracture of society is at issoe.

address_motivation-hy-sceking.to. dir(rct-lluuliwesmi-llm.\r-(l« pendent
on govenmment. Public institutions are taking over tutehury fune-
tions from weakened families. Social-service agencies are raising
children, and schools are organizing the lives of students hefore
and after class as well as during it Homeless shelters and the
Criminuljuslicv systene are managing the disordered lives of single
men. Above all, recent welfare fegislation reguires rising oumbers
of employalide recipients to participate in job placesiont or training
on pain of cuts in their grants. Such incasures violate the tradi-
tional preseriptions of Liberals, who want henelits given without
conditions, but also those of conservatives, who would prefer to see
discipline applied by the private rather than the public sector, Bt
they seen vequived by the changing sature of the social problem,

These tnfu(ls are most advanced in the U8, hat they are ap-
pearing in Europe as well. An underclass, largely nonwhite, has
grown up iu British cities, while thronghout Europe controversy
rages over whether immigrants from the Third World are corrpt-
ing traditional mores. These racial and ethnie divisions now aronse
more passion than the traditional conflicts of labor and business,
The behavior of “outsiders™ is far more controversial than eco-
nomic claims. Crime, dependency, and o failure to learn the
national language are at issne, not . working-class demands for
higher wages and benefits. The West as-a whole seems destined for
a politics of conduet rather than class.

The new agenda -

Dependency politics and progressive-era polities differ substan-
tially in content, even though there is wueh overlap in practice. |
evaggerate the contrasts here for emphasis:

The old issues were veonowic: the new ones are social. Progres-
sive-era ]mlitirs debated the proper organization of soviety, espe-
cially the issue of government control of the economy. Liberals
supported higher and more progressive taxation; public regulation
of industries; nuion rights; the minimom wage and other protee.
tions for workers; pension, health, and unemployment benefits;
and the anti-bias legislation of the 1960s, Conservatives strove to

The focns is on troubled individuals or ethnie ;,r_uups,._mtInzr,,,th‘m
industry, agriculture, or the relations of Lubor and management.
Social problems are no longer seen to stem directly from injustice,
nor are ”l(’y ()l’vl()ll\l\f re ‘Urllhliil(‘ S() ‘s"(l |' Il()llly must h)l s on
motivation and order r.lllwr thun opportonity or equ.tllty.

Alfluence helped praduce this shift. Before the 1960s, working-
class incomes were still low enough that many people were poor,
even thongh tlu-v worked normal hours. That is much less com-
mon today, because the poverty line is constant in real terms while
real wages have risen. The poor, who used to work more than the
better-off, naw commonly work less. Inevituhly, the focus of the
social agenda has shifted from the low wages that used to impover-
ish workers to the dysfunctions that_keep the nonworking poor out
ol the Libor foree. )

In progressive-era polities the issue was government control of the
veonomyy; in (Il‘pemlem‘y politics it is government supervision of
behavior. Progressive-era politicians dispnted how far government
should regolate the free market in the collective interest, how
mincl it should spend on benefit programs sich as Social Security.

In dependency politics, however, the chicf question is how far
povernment should control the lives of dysfunctional people in
their own interests, o- we reguire that people stay in school, obey
the law, avoid drugs, and so on? Above all, do we regnire adults to
work or prepare for work as a condition of receiving welfare?
Proposuls to do these things do not much 4'1rz|)uge what government
does for people. Rather, they dewmand that dependents do more for
themselves in return. _

Formerly it was local authorities who grappled with maintaining
social order, while Washington managed the economy. But order
issnes have become federnl, becanse wational programs are in-
volved in all the key areas—welfare, education, and criminal jus-
tice. It is now the main domestic challenge of presidents, as of
mayors, to reduce crime and dependency ind to raise standards in
the schools. Presidents Nixon, Carter, and Reagan all tried to
reform wvlf.lrv and George Bush A\pm's to be an “edncation
president.”
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The old issues concerned adults; the wew issues coneern children
and youth, !'rugrvssivv-t*f;l political claims were on behall of adnlts,
especially workers. The question was how to reorgaize govern-
ment or the economy so that adults conld have influence and
opportunity. In the dependeney era, however, these issues are less
salient than people’s problems on the road to adulthood—ilegiti-
wacy, eduacational failure, and erime. So d«-lwmh-m-y politics
focuses heavily on the formative years. Reformism aims to
improve family, ncighborhood, and schools rather than the politi-
cal or ceonomic stracture.

Dauiel Patrick Moynilan says that social policy has entered a
“post-industrial” age. The main challenge is no longer to expand
economic opportuity but 16 overcome social weaknesses that sten
from the “post-marital” fanily and the inability of many people to
get through school. The inequalities that stem from the workplace
are now trivial in comparison to those stemming from family
structure. What matters for success is less whether your father wus
rich or poor than whether you knew yonr father at all.

A focus on youth is inevitable once the leading social problem
changes from the poverty of workers to dysfunctional poverty. For
if the source of poverty is hehavior rather than luck of opportunity,
remedies mst focus on youth, the stage of life at which behavior
is most malleable, Conversely, reform for adults st bis stractoral
because it must tuke persounality kargely as giveu.

The pressures in progressive-era politics arise from self-seeking
behavior; in dependency politics, they arise from passivity. Progres-
sive-era politics debates the freedom that America allows people to
make mnoney and get ahead on their own. To conservatives, this
prerogative is a right that government may not limit. To the left, it
is a license that goverument must restrain in the namne of a
broader sociul interest.

The poor and dependent, however, are not exploitative but inert.
They are controversial mostly becanse they do so little to help
themselves, not because they hurt others in the pursuit of advan-

" tage. Even when violent, they are unable to exert themselves

effectively. They re not aggressive so mnch as passive aggressive.
So in dependency politics, the issne is whether poor people should
have to do more to help themselves. The question is how passive
you can be and still be a citizen in foll standing,

Formerly—theright-defended propesty and the established order
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quo, by justifving passivity among the needy, while the right
dewands greater activity. Recent measures soch as warkfare or
reformed schools are attempts to stimnlate the poor, not to curb the
rich. The point is to set a floor ander self-advancement. not a
ceiling above it. The hope is to make the poor more effectively
self-secking than they are.

Claims in progressive-cra politics derived from strength; those in
dependency polities arise from weakness. The chief players in the
progressive era were unions, farmers, businesses, -and other eco-
nomic interests that demanded some benefit or protection from
government ou i basis of desert, They were” cconomically disad-
vantaged, but their demands were also nuade from a position of
strength, becanse they had cconomic and political resources of
their own.-They could use these resonrces to get attention from
politicians, but they conld also sarvive on their own if rebuffed.

I dependency polities, the claimants usually have no such
strength, as they lack nny regulur position in the economy. They
are simply needy. Their main claim is precisely their vulnerability.
1t is not their own power that gets attention, bat politicians’ fear of
a backlush from the better-off if the needy are left anprotected.
Fconomie gronps state their claims by speaking of tronbled
fimances. The very poor state theirs by a disassembly of the per-
somality—by failing to function in cmbarrassing ways that force
society to take respounsibility for them. '

In dt-pmulvucy politics, the poor chin a riglit to support based
on the injuries of the past, not on anything that they contribute
now. Wonnds are an asset today, nmeh as o pay check was in
progressive-em politics, One claims to be a victim, not a worker.
The nonwhite poor, particularly, appeal to historic injustices. Even
some policies that aid better-functioning minorities, such as affir-
wative action, require their beneficiaries to adopt the identity of
victimhood to some extent—to exploit an appeal. as Shelby Steele
says, based on “suffering” rather than “achievements.”

Poverty shifts the ugenda from equality to vitizen&hip. The
guestion is no tonger what the worst-off members of the commn-
nity shoukl receive. Now the question is who shoukl be considered
a bona fide member of the commanity in the first place. Who has
the moral stunding to make the demands for economic redress typ-
ically made in the progressive era? When dependency comes to
dominate politics, cluss-oriented issues of equality for workers

against public controls. Now it is the left that defends the status
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im-\'iluinl_y move ofl the agenda, while issies of identity and belong-
ing replace them,

In Europe as well as the US,, (|l~p(~m|(-n('y concerns repl;l(’('(l
progressive ones as motives for the reconsideration of the welfare
state that began in the 1970s and 1980s. At first, the issues were

economic, the fear that excessive spending on income and hiealth
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cquality against the lreedom of the marketplace. but no one sup-
pus(-(l that p(-npl(- need not observe conventional standards such ias
hard work and obedience to the law. In dependencey politics, by
contrast, the organizidion of society is less at issne than personal |
responsibility. Few people now argne for government ownership or
even increased r('gnluli()n, but miny (|ispu((' whether the (|isA|1un-

programs was overburdening the ceonomy. Cuts were made to
|)rm|m((- ceonomie gmw(h, the sl«-p consenvatives ;ll\val)'s recom-
mend in |)rngn~ssi\'(‘-('r:| |m|ili(-s. More rvrcn(ly, however, the
prewder concern has been deelining social cohesion, as evidenceed
by rises in crime, single parenthood, and chronic smemployment.
The response, in Britain and Sweden as in the US., has been new
steps to enloree child support and work effort among the depen-
dent. The shift from the older, redistributive agenda to these new,

more hehavioral issues ushers in a new |m|ili(-:|| age.

(Inmpelencé at issue

) If there is a core issue in (|(-|wu(|m|('y |m|ili('s_ it concerus the
competence of the poor to manage their own lives. Such compe-
tence was tuken lor granted- by conservatives and liberals— in
progressive-era politics. 1t was assumed that the poor wondd act
effectively to advance their own sell-interest, if not society's,
above all by working. The chief issue was how best to expand the
benefits of employment. This accounts for the impersonal style of
the era, its fixation on ceonomices and social organization. The pri-
vate lives of the poor were presumed to be orderly, so that they
conld seize whatever opportunities government or the market
might offer.

The essence ol dependency politics is that competence comes
into guestion. Debate now centers on the personal lives ol the poor
much more than on impersonal forces. More than hefore, social
prnl)l(fms arise, not jus( from the varions pressures that |)(-u|)|c fucv,_
but from their inability to cope with them. The problems of the
poor can ulin’uys be ascribed to either the environment or personal
factors. In (u(lu)".\' social ;mulysis, therefore, jmlguwn(s of hnman
nature play as great a role as any hard evidence.

One critical issue is personal responsibility. Shounld the poor he
sanctioned for bad behavior? In the progressive era, the compara-
tive merit ol individual freedom and social equality was at issue,
but responsibility iu this persun:ﬂ sense nsually was not. Politicians
argned about how to balanee governmental action to increase

tigred shonld have to observe behavioral norms that they them-
sclves aceept. The poor want to work and obey the law, but often
they: do not. Should they actnally have to? Liberals tend to say no-
and  conservatives yes. For example, most liberals are distinctly
reluctant to enforee the criminal law severely in ghetto arcas, to
impose tongher graduation requirements on students in urban
schools, and above all to r('(|nir(- wellare r(-cipi(-nls to work. They
do not endorse the disorders of the ghetto, yet they feel that to
“crack down” is somchow anlair to poor peaple steaggling to cope
with their lives, Consenvatives, ou the other hand, insist that the
poor be held to the same behavioral standards as other people. In
part, the left is simply more libertarian than the right, less willing,
to enloree values on anyone.

The differences, however, also rest on disigreements over te
capacity of the poor to manage theiv aflairs, particularly to work
and raise a family. One can expect responsibility only of people
able to take care of themselves. Liberals tend to be pessimistic
about competence, viewing poor people as overwhelined by their
environmment. So they ask special help for them and tend to he
permissive about enforcing conventional wores. Conservatives are
much more optimistic, hence more demanding and less Permis-
sive. This difference is mnted among, politicians, but very evident
in debates ammong liberal and conservative experts.

Much of the debate over poverty is still conducted in terns of
barriers, but appearances are deceiving. Liberals in the progressive
era conld uppt'nl to i||||)(-(|i|m~nls to suppnrting ()n(-sclf, such as
mass nn(.-lnpluym(.-nt or racial segregation, that had littde or noth-
ing to do with the personal fortitude of the jobless. In consequence,
liberals conld ask for government intervention without reflecting
on the competence of the beneficiaries. Today, such “hard™ obsta-
cles to self-reliance wre much less evident. Objectively, problems
like bad neighborhoods or low wages, which liberals like to cite to
exculpate the poor, are seldom true barriers. They demoralize peo-
ple without directly barring them from employment. To invoke
them does reflect on the energy of those for whon the excuses are
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wade. Taday's arguments about barriers are usually argumes
abont competence in disgnise, .

Liberals are not wrong to stress barriers, but the barriers are
more psychological than social. Conservatives are Targely right that
society offers poor people opportunities of a sort; barriers are sol-
dom prohibitive. But liberals ure largely right about the poor then-
selves. Rescarchers may say that opportunity objectively exists, bt
the entrenched poor are wot convineed. The liberd notion that
soviety hews the poor in al every turn rings triue among the puor
themselves, even if it is nat ohjectively trae. The notion of some
comservatives that poor adults are really middle-class sunimizers
in disgnisce is implausible. Wonld they really jump up and work if
denied welfare? More likely, they would cadge, hustle, und drift
from job to jub much as they do pow.

Often barriers are in the eyes of the heholders, who judge them
according to their views of competence. Liberal analysts are ynick
to find impediments to cmployment, beeanse they view the poor as
helpless victims. Conservatives see fewer barriers, and eall tor less

help, because they impute more ability to the poor. What the left

calls barriers the right regards as the ordinuy logisties of working,
which the poor, like other people, can handle by themselves. One
side will not obligate the poor to belave better no matter what s
done for them, while the other demands better hehavior hefore
anything is done. The poor are either innocent sapplicants of
whom nothing can be expected, or they are lazy exploiters who can
and shonld shape np. These are wot disagreements that any hard
l'.Vi(h‘lN.'(? N I'('Sﬂl\'(’.

Politicul changes

The advent of dependency polities changes the style of politics
as well as the sabstance. Again, | simplify the contrasts for
emphasis:

Progressive-cra politics was self-reliant; dependency politics is
nof. In contrast to the reforms that mass movements achieved in
the progressive era, dependency claims have seldom heen pressed
directly by the poor themselves, who are passive and withdrawn,
tustead, their case has been made for them by program staffs or
politicians already within the government, or by experts closely

e Jinkedeto=it Wit the. Great_Society, social-policy making in the

US. became much more elitist than it ever was before” The civil-
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govermnent from outside. There is considerable public - concern
about poverty, but proposals tor dealing with it still come mostly
from antipoverty elites. This is why the findings about the canses
of nonwork ad poverty are so importunt: experts respond to them.
Urban riots, commanity-action programs, and the welfure-rights
movement might be seen as instances in which the poor them-
selves exerted pressure in the 1960s for change. But all these
movements were short-lived il of dubious value to the poor. The
riots were undirected and destructive, while community action and
wellare rights were created more by activists than by the poor. The
movements advaneed the careers of leaders, but they did not pro-
dace social change. ' )

The nnderlying problem was that the supporters of these move-

" ments were too dependent on government to be truly radical. They

lacked their own social position outside government from which to
exert influence, above all becanse of their lack of employment. In
contrast, the labor, civil-rights, and feminist movements did pro-
duce change, mainly becanse theie participants were far more
commonly employed. This gave them the income and the political
capacity to build organizations able to stand apart from govern-
ment, and thus bring pressure npon it.

Progresstve-era politics distrusted the federal government, while
dependency politics does not. In the last sixty years, conservatives
lave been the most distrustful of federal power, but earlier this was
just as true of the left. Because business had dominated federal pol-
itics since the Gilded Age, the New Deal’s architects found it hard
to persuade local reformers to look to Washington for assistunce,
Loval mayors und governors did not assume that federal programs
could or would offer them nch help in dealing with social prob-
lems. Washington did not lead localities in social policy but rather
lagged behind them. Public welfare and uncmployment benefits
were initiated by states and only later were instituted at the federal
level.

The claimants in dependency politics, however, trast gwern-
ment. Those speaking for the poor may disparage the authorities,
but their actions belie their words, for their cluims for redress are
directed to the “oppressors”™ themselves. They generate little elec-
toral pressure on leaders, yet demund that the leaders be
“responsive.” Of all Amnerican groups, the poor and blucks least

Seae centralized._power._This_reflects their traditional dependence

rights and feminist movements were the Tast to press change on

> .

on Washington for advancement. But there is a limit to what
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appeals to the synpathy of the successful can achiceve. Only a
movewent with support from outside the regime can produce truly
radical change. A nonworking poor, in the mature ol things, can-
not achieve it '

Dependency polities canuot produce equality o the old sense
because it is not a sel-respecting politics. Claimants ask for aceep-
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Pragressive-cea politics was ideological, while dependency poli-
ties is moralistic. The progressive-cra battle was abont competing
principles of social organization, government regnlation versus
laissez faire. Was capitalism the problem or the solution? The
issues were impersonal, and xo were the experts who led the

debate- —chiefly economists and lawyers, wha offered contending

tannce, Dut government cannot confor it. A7 group can earn aceep-
tance only on the basis of its own discipline and achicvements.
Only then can it make chims in politics as an equal. The progres-
sive-era movements instinctively nnderstood this. Al the players
then conld elaim some resonrees of their own, Those that conld not
id llu(' come forward. In the 19605, when claims were Binally
made on belalf of the passive poor, polities was fundamentally
changed.

Progressice-cra }mli!im was threatening, while dependency paoli-
ties is disturbing. The progressive wmovements directly challenged
established interests. They generated their own power for change
and attempted to force it on the regime. The goal was to reorganize
govermment and then the economy to advance the fess well-off at
the expense of the establishnient.

Dependeney polities does ot threaten the status quo in this
direct way. The poor or dependent are not organized to -extort
redress, nor could they be, given the disorder of their lives. noer-
city crime does pose a threat, bat the victns are mostly as disad-
vantaged as the perpetrators. The rich have only to worry about
protecting their persons and property, and they have to pay tuxes to
cope with the disorders of the ghetto. Bat they face no organized
threat to their interests,

Dependency politics is, however, distressing. Welfure mothers
and pavhandlers are less fornidable than were the union organiz-
ers of the 1930s. At most, the dependent poor pose a psychic—not
a political or cconomic—threat. Other Americans worry that they
wight share the lwlpivsxnuss of the dvpvnd(-nl poor, who present a
frightening image of what life might be like withont jobs or war-
riage. The working and lower-middle classes, who often live along-
side the dependent poor, are the most hostile to them=—precisely
because they feel the greatest danger of joining their runks. At the
same time, dependency can arouse envy as well as fear: the capac-
ity of the poor to shift responsibility for themselves onto others can
be tempting. Most people ahandon the yearning for dependency in
childhood, but never without regret,

“theories of economic policy. For wnch of "this centnr}",—ﬁlwralm

planners who favored controls dominated, wutil the Reagan era
gave free-market economies a fresh hearing, That debate goes on,
but it is peripheral to the social issnes that now domsivate domestic
affairs. The wore important argunent today divides those who
wanld ewforce social values on the poor from these wha would not.
CGood hehavior is at issue, not the good socicty.

Leftists nsed to respond to poverty by dewanding that reward be
severed from perfornance in the marketplace. They claimed that”

wople's economic needs onght to be satisfied, regardless of what
) i

flwy carned. The iutellectual left still speaks for this collectivist
goal. Bat practical politicians realize that tinkering with the war-
ket will not remedy the personal pruinlems of taday's poor.

The new emphasis on the dysfunctions of the poor has affected
the sort of expert who interprets poverty. Feonomic thinking was
critical to the old structural debates, but it is too impersom\l-m deal
well with today's social problems. Of all poverty unulysts,
economists are the most wedded to the competencee assumption und
the readiest to believe that some new incentive or apportonity can
raise work levels. As advisors to policymakers, they have lately.
had to make room for sociologists, psychologists, and palitical sci-
entists, who are better able to fathom the complex psychology of
poverty and the moral issues that it raises. There is less talk about
poverty in the narrow economic sense, more about dependency,
responsibility, and authority.

The Western tradition

Today's efforts to respond to dependency face serious chal-
lenges. They may well not allay our social problems as fully as pro-
gressive policies resolved  yesterday’s economic disputes. The
newer, patenudistic social programs probably will do more to
reduce poverty than the less demanding policies of the past: more
anthoritative schools are producing some results, and workfare pro-
grams have been able to inerease work effort (though they have
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not yet reduced dependency). But it s (lmslﬂﬁﬂ that even these
programs can do more than contain the social problem.

Even if they are effective, paternalistic meashres raise serious
pulitical objections, The new structures reduce disorder, bat at a
cost to the avtonomy of clients. This is particnlarly trae it as is
likely, the chronie puor reguire direction on an ongoing basis, not
just temporarily. That is why, even uow, government prefers to
spend mouney on the dependent rather thaw try to tell them bow o
live. Benefits lack the power of public authority to change hehav-
jor, but they do uot violate onr uotions of u free society.

A wore serious problem stews from onr political traditious,
Antidependency policies—and disputes about them—find no basis
in the Western political tradition, which assumes that the individn-
als who compose society are competent to advance their own inter-
ests, if not society’s. The traditional Western assumption is that
politics arises from conflicting interests, as individuals and groups
seek economic advantage. Government’s tusk is to resolve these
disputes in the general interest. It does not animate society, bt
rather responds to energy coming from below. ,

Historically, Western politics has been class-oricnted: aristo-
cratic elites, then bonrgeois elements, then warkers without prop-
erty have advanced their own conceptions of how government and
the economy should be organized. The dominant privciples have
becowme wore democratie, then more collectivist, as govenument
cative 1o represent the mass of the populuce and then to serve its
needs. The contending visious may seewm radically opposed, but
from today's perspective they were rewarkably ulike: all usswned a
working popnlation, competent to advance its own interests.

This tradition is inapplicable to the problems posed by toduy's
dysfunctional poor. But policy wakers in this country and Europe
are prone to respond to these problems by replaying the old scenar-
ios. Today's liberals sce history as a grand progression in which the
rights of ordinary people have been expanded: first civil liberties,
then representative govennnent, then protections aguinst the inse-
curities of capitalism were attuined. Faced with pussive poverty,
the left can imagine no respouse other than providing some fur-
ther entitlewent, for example government jobs, Thie idea thut
dvpcmlmits shionkd lawe to fanction hetter seems like an attempt to
deny beuefits, wid is thus anuthewa,

~~~~~ ___Antigovernment_conservatives, for their part, bhane poverty on
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govermuent intervention. They insist that cuts in spending and
tuxes will somehow liberste the energy of the poor, as they do that
of entreprenenrs. The idea that competence is a prior and different
problew, reguiring perhaps more government rather than less, is
nnthinkable. )

These liberal and conservative responses are doomed to fail. If
the seriously poor had the initiative to respone to new opportunities,
they would not be poor fur very long in the first place. The Great
Society and the Reagan era both failed to solve poverty, because
cach in u different way offered new clumees to the poor without
confranting the motivation problear. Neither could seriously
address competence, becanse that problem fell outside the Western
assumptions mderlying their ideas of social reform,

But despite these conceptual failuees, government has begun to
do something about poverty: a new, paternalistic regime for the
poor is cmerging. Ronald Reaguw's greatest domestic legacy,
despite his tax cuts, was tiot to reduce government; it was to start
changing welfare into workfare. But the new regime is accepted
gradgingly, if ut all. Politicians argue heatedly abont the issues of
respousibility and competence that it raises, but they seldom do so
honestly. They mention the “underclass” and the need for disci-
pline, but they still talk as if they were offering the poor only
“freedom” or “opportinity.”

We need a new political Tanguage that considers more candidly
the questions of lumran nature that now underdie polities. The polit-
ical coutestants need to defend - their positions on a philosophic
level, rather than hide behind ontmoded theories. Liberals need to
show why poor people are blimeless, therefore still deserving: eon-
servatives need to show how the poor are competent and why they
need to be held accountable, in spite of dyshunction. From such
prewises they could then erect consistent doctrines of social policy,
caomparable to the competing theories of economic management
that framed the leading issues in the progressive eru.

If nnyone is writing this theory, it is not philosophers like John
Rawls und his critics (who assume a rational economic psychology
and thus remain wedded to the competence ussumption) but social-
poliey experts who grapple concretely with poverty. They know too
wueh of the hard evidence about barriers to pretend that nothing
hus chunged. To explain poverty and justify any policy toward it,
experts need n paychological doctrine that explaing how personal
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Differing visions of human nature are what really divide
Charles Murray, Williumn Julius Wilson, niwsell, and others, For
Murray, poor adults are short-sighted calentators who are tempted
into dysfunction by the disiveentives of welfure, For Wilson, they
are driven into disorder by a changing ceonomy that denies them
jobs that could support o family. My own view, articolated in

_Beyand_Entitlement: The Social Obligations of- Citizenship, is that

they are depressed but datiful, willing to obscrve mainstream
norms like work if onlv government will enforee them. But none
of us has defended these premises in enongh depth, or linked them
clvurly vmmgh to onr prescriptions.

Armed with theories like this, the political process might face
more squarely the issues raised by dependeney polities. B is more
important that the positions be candid than that they agree.
Progress requires that the fears of both sides be more fully aired,
not that ene side win. Tlhie debate wight finally generate the con-
sensus needed to support the new paternalistic social policy that is
already emerging. There could be agreement on the basic civilities

_that everyone is prepured to enforce. On that basis, the nation
conld grapple with passive poverty wore suceessfully,



