The Impoverished
Debate on Poverty

Herbert Gans’s book would take liberals in
the wrong direction in the welfare debate
BY DANTE RAMOS

The War Against the Poor
Herbert J. Gans, Basic Books, $22

hen Phil Gramm visited Louisiana this
Wpast July, he stopped off in Metairie, a

-well-appointed white-flight suburb of
New Orleans, to woo local Republicans and plug a
tough welfare-reform bill. He drew cheers with his
now-familiar soundbite: Welfare recipients should
get out of the wagon and help the rest of us pull.

For most journalists and public policy analysts,
speeches like Gramm'’s are just political boiler-
plate. Yet Herbert J. Gans imputes much darker
motives to politicians who attack welfare depen-
dency. In The War Against the Poor, Gans inter-
prets such attacks as part of a centuries-long con-
spiracy to demonize the poor and keep them from
improving their situation.

Gans, an eminent Columbia University sociolo-
gist, has chosen his title and central metaphor to
tweak the War on Poverty. He also has chosen it to
claim a patch of moral high ground in the current
welfare-reform debate. After all, a politician who
would actively plot against poor people seems
much more disreputable than one who merely ar-
gues that public aid erodes work incentives. And,
in truth, Gans’s style of attack on welfare critics
has been a standard device in social policy debates
for more than three decades. Daniel Patrick
Moynihan, reviled as a racist in the late 1960s for
his report on the black family, was the first victim.

Hysteria is a terrible way to defend welfare pro-
grams—especially when other defenses would be
more sensible and more effective. Take Gramm’s
stump speech, for example. He depends implicitly
on at least two specious propositions: All poor
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families are able to help pull the wagon, and wel-
fare is a bigger drain on the budget than corporate
subsidies, the mortgage-interest tax deduction,
freeloading cattle ranchers and so on. Unless these
issues are engaged, defenders of anti-poverty pro-
grams will be powerless in the face of treacly anec-
dotes about Gramm’s once-destitute momma, who
always told young Phil that welfare checks never
got anyone out of poverty. You can hear the voters
now: “Gramm’s not evil. He’s just folksy!”

Gans does make some strong points. Most em-
ployers are not clamoring for new workers. Wel-
fare recipients are less morally suspect than de-
fense contractors who grossly overbill the
government. And some critics of welfare—
Gramm comes to mind—who insist they want to
help the poor are very clearly disingenuous.

It’s also quite obvious that the biggest difference
between poor people and rich people is
money—not some weird disdain for social norms.
As Gans writes, “There are no middle class mug-
gers.” Welfare critics are often right for emphasiz-
ing the role values play in perpetuating poverty.
But they too seldom acknowledge the simple truth
that it’s easier to devote attention to education and
child rearing if you have some financial security.

Unfortunately, Gans is much less convincing on
the central thesis of his book—that conservative
critics of welfare are waging a “war.” If people are
plotting a campaign against the poor, Gans needs
to document the battles, body counts and strategy
meetings. Instead, he talks only about name-call-
ing. Labels such as “welfare dependent,” “sub-
stance abusers,” and “the homeless,” he says, char-



acterize the poor as indifferent to the values of so-
ciety at large. But would Gans prefer “crack fiend”
or “bum”? Often the terms he vilifies are efforts to
describe certain behaviors in a way that’s value-
neutral, or even kind.

The label that galls Gans the most is “the under-
class,” a term that exploded in popularity during
the late eighties. Gans calls the term vague, and
he’s right. For some, it means all low-income indi-
viduals. Others use the term for poor people who
show certain characteristics and behavior: long-
term welfare receipt and poor work history, for ex-
ample. But to Gans, this is all just criticism of be-
havior, society’s way of calling the poor
undeserving—and therefore a weapon of war.

Gans portrays anything and everything predicat-
ed upon “the underclass” as dangerous—‘even a
thoughtful underclass policy.” This will come as a
shock to Henry Cisneros, Robert Reich, Donna
Shalala, and other Clinton Administration officials
who have tried to give poor people housing, educa-
tion, health assistance, and substance-abuse coun-
seling in one package. The idea behind this “coor-
dinated approach to poverty” is that certain people
suffer from a complex of related problems that re-
sult from factors such as poverty, neglectful par-
ents, and lack of education.

“Because ‘underclass’ is a code word that
places some of the poor under society and implies
that they are not or should not be in society, users
of the term can therefore favor excluding them
from the rest of society without saying so,” Gans
writes. Read that last sentence again. Gans says
that recognizing that there are poor people is the
same as wanting to keep them poor and excluded.
He elides the difference between a preacher who
implores congregants to help the disadvantaged
and, say, a hopelessly callous businessman.

“Above all,” Gans writes, “everyone has to real-
ize that insisting on the harmfulness of divergent
behavior is a way of asserting the cultural and po-
litical power of one’s own values.” This is true, and
unwed high school dropouts should have every le-
gal right to father or mother as many children as
they want. But The War Against the Poor is not
about legal rights. It is about social welfare policy,
which involves the use of scarce tax dollars. In this
context it is unfair—and politically obtuse—to
scold taxpayers for decrying pregnancy rates
among teenagers who can’t afford to feed their
own children.

The strange thing is that Gans doesn’t take ad-
vantage of opportunities to score easy points off
Newt Gingrich and his ideological progenitors. He
could begin with the Republican attack on the
Earned Income Tax Credit, a budget cut that very
nearly crosses the line separating garden-variety
political cynicism from unmitigated evil. Gans
should have dealt at length with Ronald Reagan’s
infamous “welfare queen” speeches—perhaps us-
ing evidence from high-level strategy meetings.
Perhaps he would have found that some politicians
do begrudge poor people a warm meal.

Gans’s book is well-intentioned, certainly. But
he misses the point. The tragedy is not that politi-
cians and voters are waging war on the poor, but
that they usually don’t think about the poor at all.
Gingrichism is political genius: It buys off the vast
middle class with tax cuts by cutting government
services that benefit poor people, not corporate
subsidies that benefit the well-off. Because the
people who vote for this brand of conservatism
live in the vast insulated swaths of suburbia, there
is no downside, at least not for the time being. Res-
idents of Metairie—the wealthy community where
Gramm pitched welfare reform—do not wake up
at 4:30 a.m. to the sound of burglars spiriting com-
pact-disc players from their bedrooms. And most
suburbanites probably think they’re doing right by
the poor: As Gans reports, polls show that many or
most non-poor people still support some form of
public assistance.

It does feel odd to criticize Gans’s book at a
time when the cuts moving through Congress
would cost the lowest fifth of American families
more than $1,500 in aid. Republicans are systemat-
ically eliminating the federal guarantee to care for
this country’s neediest people. And taxes are being
cut for millionaires and raised for many working
stiffs. There is no doubt that the poor will suffer
from these cuts, particularly children. Meanwhile,
necessary anti-poverty programs—such as the neo-
Rooseveltian jobs project most forcefully proposed
by Mickey Kaus—aren’t even on the table.

The seriousness of this moment in history is all
the more reason why criticism from the left needs
to be passionate, but also reasoned and intelligent.
Instead of criticizing Americans for recognizing
the presence of the poor, how about criticizing pol-
icy that worsens inequality? To rekindle a faith in
liberalism, we need to appeal to people’s
hearts—and their heads. O
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Books reviewed favorably in our pages in 1995

1939: The Lost World of the Fair, by David Gelern-
ter.

A Civil Action, by Jonathan Harr.
A Good Life, by Ben Bradlee.

The Ashes of Waco: An Investigation, by Dick J.
Reavis.

Back Fire: The CIA’s Secret War in Laos and Its
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Buffett: The Making of An American Capitalist, by
Roger Lowenstein.

Common Cents: A Retiring Six-Term Con-
gressman Reveals How Congress Really
Works—And What We Must Do To Fix

It, by Rep. Timothy J. Penny and Ma-
jor Garrett.

Conflict and Compromise:
How Congress Makes the
Law, by Ronald D.

Elving.

The Confidence Game,
by Steven Soloman.

The Death of Common
Sense, by Philip K. Howard.

The End of Reform: New
Deal Liberalism in Recession
and War, by Alan Brinkley.

Firstin His Class: A Biography of Bill Clinton, by
David Maraniss.

Friends In High Places, by Douglas Frantz and
David McKean.

The Generals’ War: The Inside Story of the Conflict
in the Gulf, by Michael R. Gordon and Lt. Gen.
Bernard E. Trainor.

The Haunted Land: Facing Europe’s Ghosts After
Communism, by Tina Rosenberg.

In Confidence, by Anatoly Dobrynin.

Inside the Reinvention Machine: Appraising Gov-
ernmental Reform, edited by Donald F. Kettl and
John J. Dilulio, Jr.

I¢’s All the Rage: Crime and Culture, by Wendy
Kaminer.

Jihad v. McWorld, by Benjamin Barber.

Joe Alsop’s Cold War: A Study of Journalistic Influ-
ence and Intrigue, by Edwin M. Yoder.

The Luck Business: The Devastating Consequences
and Broken Promises of America’s Gambling Ex-
plosion, by Robert Goodman.

Marketing Madness: A Survival Guide For a Con-
sumer Society, by Michael F. Jacobson and Laurie
Ann Mazur.

My American Journey, by Colin Powell with Joseph
E. Persico.

The NEA and AFT: Teacher Unions in Power and
Politics, by Charlene Haar, Myron Lieberman and
Leo Troy.

The Nightingale’s Song, by Robert Timberg.

The Politics of Rage: George Wallace, the
Origins of the New Conservativism, and
the Transformation of American Poli-
tics, by Dan T. Carter.

Prodigal Soldiers: How the Gener-
ation of Officers Born of Vietnam
Revolutionized the American

Style of War, by James Kitfield.

Race and Culture, by Thomas
Sowell.

Radical Surgery, by Joseph
Califano.

Rich Relations: The American Occupation of
Britain, 1942-1945, by David Reynolds.

Risky Business: An Insider’s Account of the Disas-
ter at Lloyd’s of London, by Martin Mayer and Eliza-
beth Luessenhop.

Sarajevo Daily: A City and its Newspaper Under
Seige, by Tom Gjelten.

The Southern Front: History and Politics in the
Cultural War, by Eugene D. Genovese.

Temptations of a Superpower, by Ronald Steel.
Trust, by Francis Fukuyama.

Understanding Health Care Reform, by Theodore R.
Marmor.

The Vandals’ Crown, by Gregory J. Millman.

Virtually Normal: An Argument About Homosexu-
ality, by Andrew Sullivan.
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