
"One of the most striking 
aspects of the old English philosophy 
surrounding poor relief is how many 
of its principle tenets were echoed by 

Gingrich and his colleagues 
during the welfare reform 

of the iggos." 
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Few aspects of domestic politics in the United States are as 
controversial and fundamental as the debate over the wel-
fare system. Never was this fact made more clear than dur-
ing the Clinton administration of the 1990s. The collision 
of President Clinton's promise to overhaul the welfare sys-
tem and the rising con-
servative views i n the 
legislature resulted in a 
congressional debate 
that was "as charged as 
any in recent memory."1 

Republican perspec-
tives on welfare were 
dominant throughout 
this crucial period of 
reform that ultimately 
led to the passing of the 
Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act 
(PRWORA) in 1996. 
Conservative ideology 
was best personified 
by Newt Gingrich, the 
Speaker of the House 
during this Republican-
dominated time. It is 
important to first look 
at the history of the crit-
ical mid-1990s era in 
order to gain a perspec-
tive on who the major 
players were, what they 
stood for, and what led 

up to the climactic passage of the PRWORA. A further 
examination of the Republican Party's principles 
surrounding welfare reform and how their views 
influenced the reform is necessary. A n analysis of the 
Elizabethan Poor Law and the ideas that formed its core wi l l 
show that these concepts are the basis for many of the 
Republican beliefs that have had significant effect on the 

N E W T G I N G R I C H H O L D S A C O P Y O F T H E R E P U B L I C A N S 

CONTRACT WITH AMERICA 

welfare system i n modern America. 

One of the promises on which Bill Clinton campaigned in 
1992 was "to end welfare as we know it ." 1 1 Many Americans 
were disillusioned with the existing welfare system. As 

Brendon O'Connor ex-
plains, this promise by 
Clinton "spoke to that 
majority of Americans 
wanting to be r id of the 
old welfare system" 
which had been popu-
larized by the 
Democrats in the 
1960s and 1970s under 
the Great Society pro-
grams.111 Rather than 
completely oppose the 
rising wave of conser-
vative thought, 
"[Clinton's] position 
conceded that conser-
vatives had been correct 
to criticize the results of 
the welfare system."1V 

Departing from the tra-
ditional stance of his 
party, Clinton sought to 
reform welfare in 
major ways that he be-
lieved would benefit 
America as a whole. 
His willingness to 
change how welfare 

worked was a step forward that enabled his allies and oppo-
nents to put welfare reform at the top of the political 
agenda. With all sides determined to impose their ideas on 
the new American welfare system, the stage was set for a 
monumental change. 

However, things took a turn against Clinton and the 
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Democrats when the Republicans gained majorities i n the 
House and Senate following the 1994 elections. As 
O'Connor explains, "Clinton's liberal legacy on welfare re-
form was very limited. His ability to pass his own welfare 
proposal effectively ended with the 1994 Republican con-
gressional victory."v Newt Gingrich, a man who embodied 
much of Republican ideology surrounding welfare reform, 
was the man who did much to propel the Republicans to 
victory in this election. The Contract with America, which 
O'Connor describes as the Republican's "1994 election 
manifesto," was "fiercely anti-liberal and open about its 
conservative goals."Vl As has become the case for many vic-
torious politicians in the U.S., Gingrich "claimed the elec-
tion was a mandate to enact the Republican agenda."vii The 
Republicans quickly moved forward to dismantle the wel-
fare system and remake it in their own image. 

"After 1994, Clinton quite simply was no longer leading the 
welfare debate," O'Connor writes, and "from 1995 onward 
he could only offer occasional criticisms or exercise his veto 
as Gingrich and the GOP passed strongly conservative leg-
islation through the House and the Senate."V11! With 
Republicans pushing hard, it was only a matter of time be-
fore the welfare system as a whole was transformed. 
Finally, " in September of 1996 Clinton signed the 
Republican's welfare bill that effectively ended the liberal 
welfare state. " 1 X The Republicans succeeded in getting 
Clinton to sign a bil l that fought through liberal opposition 
while retaining its conservative grounding and was made 
into law that "retained its original substance and spirit."" 

The PRWORA brought about a sweeping change in how 
American welfare worked, changing the nature of many 
federal programs and imposing new rules and restrictions 
on families receiving support."1 The greatest change to fed-
eral programs was the move from the existing system 
known as Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC) to a system called Temporary Aid to Needy 
Families (TANF). The crux of this change was the end of 
welfare as an entitlement under AFDC and the introduc-
tion of three major policies: work requirements, a time 

l imit for welfare recipients, and increased control by indi-
vidual states."11 As a matter of policy, the PRWORA was de-
signed to "increase the flexibility of the states" and allow in-
dividual states to have more control over how they deal with 
their welfare-receiving constituents."'11 The time limits 
meant that no family could be on welfare for more than two 
continuous years at a time and no family could receive ben-
efits from the government for more than an ultimate total 
of five years. Severely curtailing how long families could 
stay on welfare was a major change, as was the new set of 
work requirements. In an effort to "end the dependence of 
needy parents on government benefits by promoting job 
preparation, work, and marriage," the PRWORA called for 
welfare recipients to be forced to work after being on wel-
fare for the allotted t ime. x i v 

Republican ideals are clearly present i n all of these parts of 
the PRWORA, and the development and triumph of this 
way of thinking about welfare is one of the chief legacies of 
Gingrich and his Republican colleagues. In the end, 
Clinton's call to "end welfare as we know it" combined with 
his inability to push his own welfare reform through, al-
lowed for the success of conservative reform movements. 
As O'Connor explains, "the Clinton administration failed 
this challenge on welfare reform and instead it created a po-
litical environment that played into the hands of conserva-
tive legislators."^ 

Republican ideology was a powerful force behind the wel-
fare reform of the 1990s, and that ideology was embodied 
i n the person of Newt Gingrich. Described by contempo-
rary newspaper articles as a "firebrand," Gingrich gave the 
Republicans their first majority in the House in forty 
years."vl As a member of the House, Gingrich spread his 
consistently conservative message; with his rise to Speaker, 
the Washington Post wrote i n 1994, "his party [became] 
hostage to his vision and his personality." x v u Despite a his-
tory as a campaigner for minority rights, Gingrich was a 
man whose "support for civil rights was incorporated 
within a conservative conception of social justice."™ 1 1 I n 
an outlook that his Republican allies would all echo, 

A C O N F L U E N C E O F C O N S E R V A T I V E P R I N C I P L E S 



Gingrich felt that the existing "liberal welfare state" was 
harming both poor people and Americans as a whole by 
"increasing poverty and dependency."X1X Gingrich's rea-
soning stated that welfare rewarded the poor for not work-
ing, destroying their character and making them depend-
ent on the government; in this way, Gingrich saw his calls 
for a change to welfare as being in the best interests of the 
poor themselves. As he writes in his book, To Renew 
America, "for every day that we allow the current conditions 
to continue, we are condemning the poor—and particularly 
poor children—to being deprived of their basic rights as 
Americans. The welfare state reduces the poor from citi-
zens to clients. , , x x Many of Gingrich's conservative policies 
were rooted i n social Darwinism, paternalism, and a con-
cept of punitive action, all in the name of ultimately im-
proving the poor segment of American society. 

Many have noted Gingrich's policies bear social Darwinist 
undertones,™1 particularly i n the concept of an "undeserv-
ing poor," a group Gingrich described as "[those] who re-
fuse to work, who refuse to do anything, who refuse to try, 
somebody who doesn't have a legitimate claim on u s . " ™ 1 

This philosophy fits into the Republican conception of the 
goal of welfare. As Robin H . Rogers-Dillon summarizes in 
The Welfare Experiments, "[social Darwinism] emphasized 
the 'survival of the fittest' in society, and the inherent unfit-
ness of those at the bottom of i t . " x x i n Republicans viewed 
welfare as a way for society to force certain people to provide 
for themselves, with the belief that without being induced 
to work these "undeserving poor" would never motivate 
themselves to improve their situation. This was one reason 
behind the work requirements and the time limits of the 
PRWORA—the role of welfare was seen by conservatives as 
making the less worthy members of society work and pro-
vide for their own well-being rather than relying on the gov-
ernment to simply give them relief. Only by l imit ing the 
time a family could be on welfare and by requiring work in-
stead of welfare could the poor be stimulated to help them-
selves. 

Paternalism is implied i n a vast amount of Republican 
thought on welfare reform as well. Closely connected to so-
cial Darwinism, paternalistic thought sees those on welfare 
as people who need to be helped by the government be-
cause they cannot help themselves. This is one reason for 
work requirements and time limits; another becomes ap-
parent when reading Rogers-Dillon's explanation of the 
basis behind paternalistic thought. "Paternalists advocate a 
supervisory approach to poverty," she writes, "requiring 
that welfare recipients fulfill particular social obligations in 
return for support.' , X X 1 V This is the brand of thinking that 
led to the adoption of work requirements in the PRWORA 
that were strongly supported by Gingrich and his fellow 
conservatives. The policies which sought to "encourage 
work' were consistent with Republican goals in regards to 
welfare reform and carried with them a strong sense of pa-
ternalistic oversight of those receiving welfare. 

Welfare itself is often seen as paternalistic. In their seminal 
work, Regulating the Poor, Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. 
Cloward explain this phenomenon: "the occasion of giving 
vitally needed assistance can easily become the occasion of 
inculcating the work ethic, for example, and of enforcing 
work itself, for those who resist risk the withdrawal of that 
assistance."xxv Though writing about the general philoso-
phy of welfare programs, Piven and Cloward predict the 
sort of paternalism that is so prevalent i n the debate over 
how to operate welfare systems. Republicans stood for the 
"strong promotion of the need to reinvigorate the work 
ethic and to get welfare recipients involved in workfare pro-
grams. " X X V 1 

Another aspect of paternalism was seen i n the way 
Republicans fought the battle to write and pass the 
PRWORA. When debating the need for welfare reform, 
Republicans asserted that the main cause of welfare reform 
was not to reduce dependency, poverty, or a lack of work 
ethic. These problems were all subservient to the true 
enemy: illegitimate births.X X V 1 1 The rhetoric regarding ille-
gitimacy is most clear in the book form of the Contract with 
America, which refers to the "out-of-wedlock births that are 



ripping apart our nation's social fabric," with the implica-
tion that Republicans wi l l work to save the nation by cor-
recting those who cause this problem.™ 1 1 1 Title I of the 
PRWORA claims that "the negative consequences of an 
out-of-wedlock birth on the mother, the child, the family, 
and society are well documented." 5 0™ The act also details 
its purpose, which is, among other things, to "prevent and 
reduce the incidence of out-of-wedlock pregnancies" and to 
"encourage the formation and maintenance of two-parent 
families."™ Those in favor of the PRWORA saw it as an 
opportunity to make the poor of America act in a way ben-
eficial to themselves, their children, and their society. 
Turning illegitimate births into a source of controversy 
showed how the Republicans were willing to take a pater-
nalistic attitude towards the poor as part of their reform 
agenda.™ 1 

Finally, paternalistic ways of thinking are quite evident in 
the way Gingrich saw himself and his purpose i n history. 
Like many Republicans, Gingrich saw his mission as one of 
saving America from the path it had been following for the 
past generation. In To Renew America, Gingrich writes that 

.. Republicans asserted 
that the main cause of 

welfare reform was not to 
reduce dependency, poverty, 

or a lack of work ethic. 
These problems were all 

subservient to the true 
enemy: illegitimate births." 

"the central challenge to our generation is to reassert and 
renew American civilization." 5 0 0 Q 1 He goes on to describe 
the "decay of our civilization," and much of his book deals 
with how to fix America for the benefit of all its citizens.™ 1 1 1 

Of course, everyone has a reasonable expectation that 
politicians should try and combat the problems facing their 
society, but Gingrich took it a step further. The same 
Washington Post article that talks about Gingrich's control 
of the Republican party in 1994 details "his habit of archiv-
ing virtually everything he has written and said;" the article 
goes on to question whether Gingrich "[saw] himself as a 
potential historical f igure ."™ 1 V Gingrich responds to this 
inquiry by say that he "turned out to be right," suggesting 
that he did, in fact, see himself as something of a savior of 
the proper American way of l i f e . ™ v 

The concept of illegitimate births illuminates another as-
pect of the PRWORA and Republican thought regarding 
welfare. Focusing on illegitimacy was a major political tac-
tic Republicans used to gain support for their welfare bill , 
but conservative thought carried an air of corrective think-
ing that went beyond simple paternalism. Elizabeth Drew 
writes that "Gingrich and his allies were bent on shifting 
the welfare debate from one concerning work to one con-
cerning illegitimacy, which could be treated 
punitively."™ v l O'Connor notes "their objective was to 
reignite the stigma of children outside wedlock . . . I n 
short, the PRWORA wished to deter potential TANF recip-
ients and make somewhat of an example out of those re-
ceiving TANF to deter o thers . "™ v i i i 

Another major result of the PWORA is its decision to grant 
greater power to the states in managing their own welfare 
systems under TANF guidelines. The Republican party 
often identifies with the cause of states' rights, and this as-
pect of the PRWORA shows the practical effects of that 
stance. But some claim that the further delegation of 
power to the states has the effect of weakening the voice of 
citizens who wish to influence welfare policy. In 
Regulating the Poor, Piven and Cloward note that the 
Constitution, which gives varying powers to both federal 
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and state governments, manages to "decentralize power 
structurally."™ 1 5' The net effect of this system, they argue, 
was that "decentralization meshed with the fragmentation 
of national authority to make parties ineffective as instru-
ments of popular influence." x l Although this constitu-
tional scheme was not specifically meant to deal with wel-

roots of this conservatism. Many of the recommendations 
that arose at this time have their roots i n the Elizabethan 
Poor Law of 1601 and other Elizabethan-era acts that pre-
ceded it. The "Old Poor Law," as it is sometimes called, for-
malized many existing practices into one set of laws for 
how to deal with the poor. x l m The English system included 

forms of work re-fare policies, Piven 

; N S ' OLIVER TWIST C A V E A N A C C O U N T O F t 

L I F E I N T H E E N G L I S H W O R K H O U S E S 

and Cloward men-
tion that "the theo-
rists of the 'demo-
cratic class struggle' 
place great weight 
on the role of labor 
or socialist parties 
in the politics of the 
welfare state;" this 
leads to their con-
clusion that the 
weakness of 
American political 
parties results in a 
populace that has a 
hard time organiz-
ing and effecting 
change on the is-
sues of labor and 
welfare. x l 1 This way 
of going about wel-
fare stands in direct 
contrast to the lib-
eral Great Society 
system that 
Republicans did 
away with; Piven 
and Cloward write that "the hallmark of the Great Society 
programs was the direct relationship between the national 
government and the ghettoes, a relationship in which both 
state and local governments were undercut. " x l n 

It is often noted that conservative views dominated this pe-
riod of reform, but little has been made of the ideological 

quirements, puni-
tive action, and 
local control, as well 
as a strong sense of 
paternalism, a con-
cept of the "unde-
serving poor," and a 
concern for the ef-
fect poor people 
were having on so-
ciety—all things 
that sound very fa-
miliar to the ideals 
of the Republican 
party during the 
1990s. Perhaps 
without realizing, 
conservatives such 
as Gingrich were 
actually looking 
back to the 16th and 
17th centuries 
when they were 
calling for a change 
in America's wel-
fare system. 

Work requirements and local control of welfare, two of the 
most important practices put in place by the PRWORA, 
have direct ties to the old English system of "poor relief." 
The English were often in favor of the idea of "setting the 
able-bodied to work and apprenticing poor children" as 
Paul Slack writes in The English Poor Law, i^i-iy82.xhv 

Money accrued from the "poor rates" charged to the 
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wealthy had, among other purposes, that of creating work 
for the poor. x l v The system of "indoor relief" resulted in 
"the idle poor [being] taken into the poor-house or work-
house where they would be set to work;" this stands in con-
trast to the other practice of "outdoor relief," or the provi-
sion of money, food, clothing, or other goods to 
paupers."x ! v i Although it was not the main system of poor 
relief, as noted by Mark D. Herber in Ancestral Trails, in-
door relief did contribute to the overall system of English 
welfare. x l v n The idea of setting the poor to work would 
reach new heights by the 19th century; the Poor Law 
Amendment Act of 1834 completely "replaced outdoor re-
lief for the able-bodied poor by compulsory indoor relief in 
workhouses." x l v m Slack makes the point that ceding con-
trol to local governments was a key part of making poor re-
lief effective in England, and Bloy explains that 1572 
marked the passage of the first act that made poor relief a 
"local responsibility. " x l l x The Contract with America echoes 
this idea, claiming that "the best welfare solutions come 
from the states, not Washington, D.C."1 The language of 
the PRWORA specifically gives "flexibility" to the states in 
how they maintain their TANF funds and programs; al-
though Republicans had other reasons for insisting on this 
change to American welfare, their recognition of local solu-
tions as being more fit for the citizens of a particular era cer-
tainly looked back to the policies of the English.1 1 

Aside from the practices and recommendations, 
Republican thought shared a lot in common with the dom-
inant welfare philosophies in England. Like Gingrich, 
English lawmakers in these times saw poverty as a problem 
that was affecting not only the poor but English society as a 
whole.'1 1 One example of this is the negative attitude to-
wards poor people who disrupted society's workings, de-
scribed by P. J.P. Goldberg as a "growing contemporary con-
cern with vagrancy."1111 This mirrors the perception of 
Gingrich and his colleagues that poverty was destroying 
American culture. Paternalism was also evident in English 
poor law; Slack observes that many English felt they had a 
duty to engage in "social engineering" and to encourage the 
"moral reform" of the poor. l l v Although the passage of Poor 

Laws in 1597 and 1601 provided for a governmental frame-
work for poor relief, it was a general English attitude before-
hand that "the church was considered to have moral re-
sponsibility for the poor." l v The only real change to this 
philosophy effected by the Poor Law was its intent that poor 
relief be "directed to particular rational ends" and that char-
ity go beyond "the traditional obligations of the rich to-
wards the poor." l v i Slack summarizes the perspective of 
many English thinkers in writing, " i f idleness were rooted 
out, drunkards, bastard-bearers, hedge-breakers, and other 
rogues would disappear. Poverty itself might be conquered 
along with ungodliness, i f only there were sufficient invest-
ment in social engineering. " l v n 

Punitive practices were also more extreme i n early-modern 
England when compared with those advocated by 
American conservatives. While Republican reformers 
sought to "deter potential TANF recipients," the English 
methods for deterring bad behavior under the poor relief 
system were more brutal. Slack's survey of English laws 
from 1531 to 1610 shows many acts that call for the whip-
ping of vagabonds, the sanction of slavery as a punishment, 
and the use of "houses of correction. " l v m Perhaps most in-
teresting is how later English perspectives on the failing of 
the Poor Law coincide with the Republican views of 
America's "liberal welfare state." It has been noted that the 
PRWORA focused heavily on the need to change welfare 
and foster the "promotion of responsible fatherhood and 
motherhood. " l l x This parallels Slack's view of 19th century 
Englishmen such as Thomas Malthus. According to 
Malthus and the Royal Commission of 1832, the system of 
poor relief "encouraged pauperization by subsidizing early 
marriage, large families and low wages." lx Furthermore, 
Herber explains that "many people also believed that the 
system encouraged people to avoid work," thus leading to 
the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834.1x1 

The Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601 carried with it the ideas 
of work requirements and local control of "poor relief," as 
well as attitudes of paternalism and punitive action against 
the "undeserving poor." One of the most striking aspects of 
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the old English philosophy surrounding poor relief is how 

many of its principle tenets were echoed by Gingrich and 

his colleagues during the welfare reform of the 1990s. 

Under the administration of President Clinton, congres-

sional Republicans oversaw the passage of the Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 

1996. This act fundamentally altered American welfare, 

providing for state control, work requirements for welfare 

recipients, and time limits on welfare. Whether the welfare 

reform spurred by the PRWORA wil l be ultimately effective 

remains unclear, and so the study of both this movement 

and its ideological ancestors wi l l remain an important sub-

ject for years to come. 
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