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Upon the twentieth anniversary of the Personal Responsibility and Work Reconciliation Act of 1996, I 
would offer the following reflective thought: the legislation had little to do with fighting or reducing per-
sistent poverty in the United States.  According to interests who supported this legislation the key problem 
was “dependency.”   This concept was discussed widely as a social disease that could be treated effectively 
with policies and regulations forcing poor people to act more like hard-working and responsible Americans.  
An important part of this narrative was that poor families, and especially Black and Latino families, lacked 
middle-class family values.  In a number of simplistic ‘tough love’ articles in papers like The New York Times, 
and others, it was offered that punishment in the form of sanctions, family caps, forced work for modern day 
alms, or barring families from social services like public housing, was justified in order to prevent or discour-
age poor people from becoming complacent or apathetic regarding their obliga-
tions to society.  

President Bill Clinton’s proud espousal of this legislation blessed, in effect, oppres-
sive and victim-blaming ideas emerging from conservative think tanks such as 
the CATO Institute a bit earlier where in one of this organization’s reports, it was 
stated: “…by removing the economic consequences of an out-of-wedlock birth, 
welfare has removed a major incentive to avoid such pregnancies” (1994). And we 
should not forget the urging by U.S. Representative John Mica, quoted in The New 
York Times on March 27, 1995: “Don’t feed the alligators…unnatural feeding and artificial care create depen-
dency.  When dependency sets in, these otherwise able alligators can no longer survive on their own…I sub-
mit to you that with our current handout, non-work welfare system, we’ve upset the natural order.”  Except 
for using alligators as metaphor, this idea was adopted in the very Preamble of the Welfare Reform Act of 
1996.  I would be remiss not to mention that these kinds of approaches were also supported by many liberals 
and their think-tanks.
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