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POVERTY AND POLITICAL THEORY

ABSTRACT

Poverty is a leading issue in American politics and in Europe. The role of political
theory should be to elevate issues to a philosophic level, yet theorists have said little
about poverty. The authors of the theory canon discuss mainly the basic institutions
and values of the society, not the issues of the morality and capacity of the poor as
persons, which underlie poverty politics. This is also true of most recent theory,
including Rawls and his critics, and even of most theorizing about the welfare state.
The best sources for a true theory of poverty are writings by sociologists about
culture of poverty or the ethnicity of the poor. Other resources include various
versions of economism and the discussions of the formation of citizens in ancient
theory. At the end of history, politics is less and less about fundamental values, more
and more about personal probity and competence. Political theory must shift

likewise.



In this paper, I argue that poverty has become a central problem in the politics of Western
countries, but political theory has said little about it. Political theorists have largely avoided
discussing the innermost issues raised by poverty, which concern the personality of the poor. This
has made it more difficult for politicians and citizens to do so. To probe poverty and its solutions
more seriously, a new political theory must be written.'

The discussion below first sets out a crucial set of empirical premises about the nature of the
poverty problem and the issues it raises. I define the role of political theory as raising to a
philosophic level the actual issues of politics. However, past political theory does not address the
issues raised by poverty seriously. Nor does recent theory, including Rawls or his critics. A
political theory of poverty must focus on questions of personal responsibility and strength, not the
issues of rights and claims that pervade established theory. Theorists who focus on the welfare state
sometimes touch on personality issues, but writers about the culture of poverty or ethnicity actually
address them best, even though they do not think of themselves as theorists. Finally, I suggest some
further resources for a theory of poverty in economics and ancient political philosophy. With the
narrowing of fundamental alternatives in world politics, the importance of personality issues in

politics can only grow.

THE POVERTY ISSUE

The main reason theorists have mostly ignored the politics of poverty is probably that they
refuse to accept that it is in any way distinctive. Typically, they take it to be a left-right dispute over
the proper scale of the welfare state, not different from other disputes over the scale of government
such as how far to regulate the economy. I think, rather, that poverty is a different kind of issue.

To establish this, I state the following presumptions. They may be more contentious than the
conclusions I draw from them about theory. This fact is itself a sign of how small a role theory, in
the sense of normative disputes over values, plays in today’s affairs. The supreme question in social
politics is not whether justice should be based on Rawls' difference principle or some other. It is

whether a lack of jobs or child care can explain why few poor adults work.



The empiricism of disputes reflects a political world where the range of permissive principles
has been narrowed by the victory of democratic capitalism over the socialist left. It also, however,
reflects the rising seriousness of the poverty problem. The presence of destitution in an affluent
society raises disputes over whether opportunity is fair far more than it brings the nature of that
society into question. Beneath these disputes lurk questions about the identity of the poor that are

properly philosophic, but political theorists have not addressed them.

Poverty means more than low income

The term "poverty" connotes low income, but poverty as a political issue centers on behavior
more than economics. It concerns people who are not only low-income but fail to function socially
in expected ways. That is, they drop out of school, offend the law, or subsist on welfare without
employment, even though employable. What above all places this behavior outside traditional
theory is that it is dysfunctional. That is, it harms the interest of the individuals involved as well as
that of the society. Most of the controversy about poverty is about who is responsible for this
lifestyle.

The federal government defines the poor as people falling below a certain minimum of income.
Fifteen percent of the American public was poor by this standard in 1993.> However, most people
who enter poverty leave it quickly and are not distinct from the better-off population. The
controversial poor are those who remain poor long-term, and especially those who are able-bodied
and working-aged. Perhaps 4 to 5 percent of Americans remain poor for more than two years at
once but are not elderly or disabled.’ This is the group--largely made up of welfare mothers and
single, nonworking men--on whom controversy centers. While children comprise 40 percent of the
poor,* the dispute is much more about their parents. Why don't the adult poor do more to provide for
themselves and their families, and who is responsible for this, them or the society?

Politically, the most salient fact about poor adults is that they seldom work. In 1959, 68
percent of the heads of poor families worked at some time in the year, and 31 percent worked full-
year and full-time. By 1975, those levels had declined to only 50 and 16 percent, respectively, and
have changed little since. In 1993, only 41 percent of poor adults worked at all, only 10 percent full-

year and full-time, compared to figures of 69 and 42 percent for the general population.” It is lack of



employment more than low income as such that seems to cause many of the other problems of the
poor, such as marital instability. Since work levels among nonpoor adults run much higher, there is
pressure to require welfare recipients to work. But dispute rages over why the poor so seldom work

and what can be done about it.

Poverty has different causes than low income or inequality

If poverty were caused by some clear and remediable feature of society, it would not be a
distinct sort of issue. If, for example, it were caused by government spending too much or too little
on social programs, then it would not be distinct from other issues of a left-right character that center
on the proper role of government. Government might solve the problem simply by transferring more
resources to the needy, or by denying them aid. Whether to do this could be debated in terms of
competing principles of justice of the sort already discussed by political theorists.

Unfortunately, the causes and cures of poverty are far from clear. Conservatives contend that
government has created poverty by giving support to the dysfunctional,’ liberals that it has done too
little to help the deprived or to abate such barriers to working as racial prejudice or lack of jobs or
child care.® Both sides think that welfare creates incentives against work and marriage by supporting
mainly the nonworking, unmarried poor. But there is little evidence for any of these theories.
Government policies and social or economic barriers appear to explain at best only part of the
poverty problem.’

Equally, solutions are unclear. While government could simply eradicate income poverty with
transfers, this would not solve the dysfunctional behavioral patterns that are more controversial.
Since the Great Society of the 1960s, thirty years of "compensatory" education and training
programs have failed to show much impact on the wages or work levels of poor adults. Reductions
in welfare's disincentives to work have not raised work levels. Efforts to "make work pay" such as
raising the minimum wage or subsidizing wages also do not raise work levels; the benefits also fail
to reach most poor adults, just because they work so little.

These disappointments have driven the options available to government down to essentially
two: toleration and enforcement. Society can simply endure the disorders associated with poverty,

or it can attempt to change the behavior of poor adults through involuntary methods. In the last



twenty years, social policy has moved that way. Tougher law enforcement has filled the prisons, and
programs to enforce work in the welfare system have developed. Mandatory work programs do
more to raise actual work levels than any voluntary benefit or program. The trend is to intensify
these paternalistic policies yet further." But whether to demand that poor adults behave better

remains bitterly divisive.

Poverty generates different politics from low income or inequality.

The political disputes raised by poverty are different from the type political theorists usually
assume.'" Again, poverty is not a standard left-right issue about the proper scope of government,
such as whether to enforce affirmative action or enact national health insurance. These "New Deal"
issues, what I call progressive politics, form the staples of partisan politics. They are very important,
as they shape the basic institutions and values of the society. They establish what, if any,
protections citizens enjoy against the insecurities of private life. If government establishes a social
safety net for those who fail to earn enough, or if it outlaws racial discrimination, it changes the
meaning of justice for the community. Government imposes a certain morals on private persons or
firms. There is no assumption that the interest of those regulated necessarily coincides with that of
the society, although they share in the common interest defended by the rules.

Poverty raises very different disputes, which I call dependency politics. The controversy is
much less about fundamental institutions and values, much more about how to restore social order.
Typically, the poor are not radicals who demand a more egalitarian society. Rather, they appear as
offenders against values, such as law-abidingness or the work ethic, that are not in question. The
dispute is how order can be rebuilt, whatever one believes about justice. Where progressive disputes
are ideological, pitting contending visions of the society against one another, dependency disputes
are moralistic, about who is to blame for bad behavior. The contestants initially dispute whether the
poor have the opportunity to work or otherwise behave better than they do, but under these issues
lurk deeper questions about who the poor are as persons.

Progressive politics is impersonal. The meaning of justice may be disputed, but the identity of
citizens usually is not. What I call the competence assumption is made. Everyone treats other

participants as more or less reliable and self-reliant, even if they disagree with their positions. I may



regard my opponents' view on a progressive issue as misguided or self-interested, but I do not doubt
that they know their own interest and what serves it, and I would trust one of them to give me a ride
home in the evening. Political values may be at issue, but not personal competence. This is the
situation that political theorists routinely assume.

Dependency politics, however, is much more personal. Crime and welfarism raise issues of
personal coping much more than justice. The surface dispute is usually about whether social or
governmental "barriers" impede the poor getting ahead on their own. But beneath that, the real
issues concern “deservingness.” One question is moral responsibility. Do the poor believe in the
right values? Who is responsible for the disorders of the inner city? Liberals say the society,
conservatives the poor themselves. Note that morals here can assume a harmony of interests
between the individual and society that is lacking in progressive issues. Typically, if the poor did
work or obey the law better than they do, it would serve their interests and values as well as those of
the collectivity.

Moral responsibility in turn rests on judgments of personal competence. The innermost issue
of dependency politics is whether the poor are able to cope with life without aid. Are they
overwhelmed by the forces of an unjust society, as liberals say? Or are they miscreants who would
behave better if society insisted, as conservatives say? The latter position, while more hostile to the
poor, is actually more optimistic about their capabilities.

To speak of the "welfare state," as theorists tend to do, muddies the difference between
progressive and poverty issues in social policy. Some social programs are aimed at the middle class,
some at the poor. The former actually predominate. In 1995, the Federal government spent $515
billion on Social Security, the massive pension and disability program, Medicare, which funds health
care for the aged and disabled, and Unemployment Insurance for jobless workers. It spent only $93
million on means-tested aid to the needy, what is normally known as "welfare."” It is the middle
class programs that raise progressive issues, about how much social spending government can
afford. Welfare and other antipoverty programs raise very different conflicts, focused far more on

the lifestyle of the recipients than on the cost of supporting them.



The debate about poverty often suggests that the contestants reason from barriers to identity.
That is, they decide whether jobs are available, and then they decide whether the poor are able to
cope. I believe, rather, that the inference usually runs the other way. Read closely, debates about
welfare or poverty suggest that the contestants have mental images of the poor as able or unable to
cope, and from this they infer their views of the opportunity structure. Liberals see the needy as
helpless victims of an unjust society, so they tend to say jobs or child care are lacking for people to
work, whatever the hard evidence about these "barriers." Conservatives see the same people as
confident maximizers taking advantage of a sentimental society, so they assert that opportunity is
available.

The reason the personality images seem to be prior is that they are typically unswayed by large
swings in the objective opportunity situation. No matter how much is done to help poor adults, few
liberal experts or politicians will agree to require them to work, because that violates an inner
picture of these people as passive sufferers of social injustice. Conversely, conservatives go on
saying that the idle can work if they choose, however little is done to help them. That is the tip-off

that the real issue concerns identity rather than social fairness."

Poverty has risen in political importance

Poverty is not a new issue. It is a longstanding dilemma in America, and in other Western
societies. But poverty and the associated social problems are vastly more important to politics today
than they were a generation or two ago. Traditionally, crime and welfare were local issues. They
became critical national issues only in the 1960s. To the distress of the left, these questions have
since operated to suppress structural issues about economic inequality. After the mid 1960s, it
become difficult to argue for redistributive social policies, because rising crime and welfarism and
falling work levels in the cities made the low-income people who would benefit appear
"undeserving." The claim to be tough on crime and welfare is one of the appeals that Republicans
used to win most presidential elections since 1968 and, after 1980, to expand their power in
Congress.'

Some on the left see poverty politics as no more than a conservative political tactic. Attacks

on crime or welfare are a red herring used to distract attention from ongoing injustices due to class,



race, or gender."” If this were true, dependency politics would be only a facet of progressive conflict
and have no autonomy. There certainly remain unresolved issues of justice and equality for
politicians to address, such as gay rights, the lack of guaranteed health care in America, and growing
inequality in the distribution of wages and incomes.

But poverty has clearly become an important dimension in politics in its own right, often cross-
cutting the usual liberal-conservative divide over the role of government. Crime, welfare, and other
disorders linked to poverty frustrate reformism from the right as well as the left. The public may be
unwilling to transfer more money to the poor, but it is also unwilling to abandon them. Poverty
blocked liberal social reforms after 1970, but it also blocked Ronald Reagan from gutting the
welfare state. The public wants government first to work better in elemental ways, to achieve work
and law-abidingness in the cities better than it has. Progressive reformism in either a liberal or

conservative form will have to wait.'®

THE TASK OF THEORY

Political theorists should discuss poverty more seriously than they have. They should not write
in isolation from real politics. Neither should they be so close to current controversies as to have no
distance from them. Rather, theory should elevate the issues raised in politics to a philosophic level.
That is, it should define and resolve them with greater generality and depth than politicians or
citizens can do in the heat of battle. Philosophers can help us look past the personalities and
disputes of the moment to what political struggles are most deeply about. Whether political theory
is analytic or normative, about actual politics or an ideal politics, is less important than that it state
what is fundamental about the conflicts of the moment."”

The greatest theorists addressed the controversies of their own eras, but in terms that were also
universal. Machiavelli and Hobbes plumb the construction of political order on a post-medieval
basis, the chief task of European states in the sixteenth and seventeen centuries. Locke and
Rousseau address the construction of government by consent, the chief agenda of the seventeenth

and eighteenth centuries, while the American Founders consider the extension of democracy to a



continental nation. Marx and T.H. Green address the new issues of class and redistribution that
arose in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as government was democratized, and so on.

Theory helps the political process define the chief options and values at stake in a conflict. For
example, to leaders who have absorbed Locke, John Stuart Mill, and the American Founders,
"democracy" means some combination of the rule of law, majority rule, and minority rights. Imbued
with that tradition, American policymakers seek to democratize South Africa or Haiti by promoting
those values. Similarly, to leaders influenced by Adam Smith or the collectivist tradition, the basic
alternatives for producing or distributing goods or services are the free market and bureaucracy.
Proposals to expand or reduce the welfare state are debated in terms of the relative balance of the
market and government provision in the society.

When a theoretical discourse surrounds an issue, it guards access to the public agenda. It
specifies the key values that must be satisfied before a demand for redress from a group or interest is
taken seriously. Demands for special political rights, for example, will receive special scrutiny in a
polity committed to democracy in the above sense. That is one reason why majority-black voting
districts, created under the Voting Rights Act, are currently under challenge. Similarly, industries
asking protection from competitive pressures have to answer the theory developed by economists,
which descends from Adam Smith, that government should intervene in the market only to rectify
"market failures." This theory justified important cuts in budget and tax subsidies for business in
recent decades. The ability to claim support in prevailing political and economic theory is as
important as political muscle in pushing through or resisting a demand."®

No theoretical tradition of the same weight surrounds poverty politics. Demands to help or
deny help to the needy are constantly made with little sense of what is and is not a good public
ground for them. The only policy idea of any generality that has appeared in the poverty arena is
"social contract"--the idea that welfare recipients should have to do something to help themselves in
return for support from the society. That notion justified recent attempts to require that welfare
recipients work. It appeared spontaneously in 1986, owing little to theoretical reflection."

A serious political theory of poverty must resolve the crucial identity issues in poverty politics.

Who do we presume the poor to be, and why would this conception integrate them into the



community?”’ Especially, do we take poor adults to be morally responsible or not, competent or
not? To take liberal positions on these issues requires some version of what I call sociologism--the
projection of personal problems onto the environment. One interprets failure to work, for example,
not as an individual failing, but as a feature of the opportunity structure, in which jobs, child care, or
some other resource is lacking. Conversely, to take conservative positions means in some way to
moralize, to reprove the poor for failing to do right. Either position, to be philosophical, must rest
on a well-grounded image of who the poor are as persons. Ideally, that image should be set out as
fully and generally as Hobbes anatomizes "masterless men" in the early chapters of the Leviathan.

The voters, impatient with social problems, want the poverty issue addressed candidly and
seriously. More often than not, politicians disappoint them. When they discuss poverty, they
usually debate whether to spend more or less on social programs, or whether various "barriers" exist
that prevent the poor working or marrying. They seldom discuss openly the behavioral problems
that worry the public, and they rarely admit the personality issues that in fact divide them from their
opponents.”' That diffidence has obstructed the reform of welfare, and it builds public distrust. To
citizens and officials struggling with crime, welfarism, and failing schools at the local level, the
reluctance of national leaders to discuss conduct problems candidly sounds evasive. That has been a
chief cause of the cynicism about government that has grown up since the late 1960s.*

Perhaps leaders evade the personal issue because they are not conscious of it, or because it is
so terribly sensitive. To reflect on the morality or competence of fellow citizens in a democracy is
inherently invidious. But another reason for the evasion is lack of theoretical leadership. Political
thinkers simply have not provided the conceptions, the language, that could have helped politicians

stake out compelling positions about the nature and solution of the social problem.

THE THEORETICAL TRADITION

The main source of our theoretical tradition is a corpus of famous theorists of the past.
Unfortunately, this canon applies much more clearly to the structural questions facing politics,
including progressive, size-of-government issues, than it does to the more personal issues raised by

poverty. This is because when the received theorists wrote, structural concerns about how the polity
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or economy should be arranged were far more salient than the problems of social order we face
today.

The classic Western theorists address what political and economic rights the citizenry should
have. Is political or economic inequality acceptable? Should governance be democratic? To what
extent should government intervene in the market to alter outcomes? In the past, these were central
issues in America and other Western countries. The question whether to extend formally equal
rights to education and job opportunity to women and minorities also raised disputes of this kind.
As mentioned, structural issues persist, such as whether to enact national health care, abate growing
wage inequality, or guarantee gay rights. Such questions touch basic institutions and values, not the
competence of citizens, and the traditional discourse is adequate to debate them.

It is inadequate, however, to discuss issues such as poverty where personal adequacy comes
into question. Our tradition questions boldly whether government or the economy is just to this or
that element of the society. It seldom questions that individual citizens are morally responsible for
their behavior or competent to pursue their own interest. In the world of theory, people do not lead
self-destructive lives. Some theorists authorize disobedience to government--what Locke called the
"appeal to heaven"--but not deviance that is merely harmful, without a political purpose. Yet
whether to hold people accountable for dysfunctional behavior is the issue in much of poverty
politics.

Theorists make the competence assumption: individuals are presumed able to advance at least
their own self-interest as they judge that, if not society's. Individuals seek material advancement,
and they are presumed to do so effectively given opportunity. There are variations on the theme, but
overwhelmingly the constituent figure of Western political understanding is a competent, self-
seeking man or woman engaged in getting ahead. The image of the individual as an energetic
pursuer of personal advantage appears most graphically in Hobbes, who posited as "a general
inclination of all mankind, a perpetual and restless desire of power after power, that ceaseth only in
death."” But much the same presumption is made in Rousseau, the American Founders, and Marx,

however they differ about other matters. In general, the Western tradition debates how rights,
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power, or reward are to be allocated among competent citizens, but not the basic nature of those
citizens.

Society in modern theory is individualist and competitive. In the economy, producers and
consumers vie for advantage. In politics, people and parties seek control. They are willing to
assume leadership of the society if they can get it. On the world scene, nations struggle for
independence and, if they can get it, sway over other nations. The image is all of an assertive,
power-seeking politics in which players willingly seek responsibility for themselves and others. The
classic question "who shall govern" presumes that individuals are willing and able first to govern
themselves. But such a vision hardly applies to the passive world of the inner city, where, for
mysterious reasons, people commonly do not govern themselves let alone others.

The competence assumption, one could argue, is a good deal more fundamental to traditional
theory than the overt values it serves, chiefly freedom and equality in varying definitions. Neither of
these values is as much an absolute as the image of the person as competent at least in a selfish
sense. Our tradition can contemplate curbing personal freedom to serve moral purposes. Theorists
all wrestle with what I call the moral problem--how to ensure that people pursuing their own
advantage serve the social advantage also. In modern thinking, the preferred solutions are the free
market or bureaucracy. Either economic competition will force individuals to serve the social
interest as well as their own, what Adam Smith called the "invisible hand," or the visible hand of
government must suppress damaging forms of self-seeking.

This sense of morals questions the intentions of individuals but not their capacity. The very
incentives or prohibitions government uses to protect important public values presume that
individuals can respond to its cues. Those regulated and the rest of society may disagree about ends,
but they share a common human nature. Poverty disputes, however, reverse those presumptions.
Poor adults do not respond well to the strong incentives they have to avoid crime and welfare, even
when these are augmented by policy.* The competence of the poor is debated, not assumed, and the
values involved do not pit the interests of the poor against those of the society. The poor do not
consistently do what they themselves seek, which is to work and get ahead like other people. And if

they did so, everyone would gain.
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This confident image of the individual runs strongest in the classical liberal tradition that
developed chiefly in Britain and America. Here, the image of society and politics as arenas in which
individuals compete is particularly strong. There is little notion that people need be remade to solve
the moral problem. The social interest is not different in kind from individual interests, only
broader. To achieve it requires changing policy, not personality. Helvetius rebuked moralists for
inveighing against the "badness" of people who were merely "subject to their own interests."
Instead, "legislators" should align the interest of individuals with the "general interest."*

As Alexis de Tocqueville stated his competence assumption, each person possesses the "reason
necessary for him to look after himself in matters of his own exclusive concern." He adds, truly, that
"That is the great maxim on which civil and political society in the United States rests .. . ." He
believed that, in American conditions, virtue was consistent with "self-interest rightly understood."*®

The American Founders constructed the federal Constitution using a political mechanics that
was cynical about the morality of political interests but sanguine about their capacity to pursue their
own advantage well. The very idea that "Ambition must be made to counteract ambition" presumes
that politicians are effective at least on their own account. The Federalist is a paean to the
competence assumption. Note the impersonality of this premise. Ever afterwards, Americans
assumed what J.R. Pole calls the "interchangeability principle," the view that citizens of any ethnic
origin were essentially alike, that all could command from others an equal respect for their "personal
bearing."*” That is precisely the assumption violated by the growth of dysfunctional poverty in
American cities.

The conservative tradition embodied in Edmund Burke and his heirs is less sanguine about
individualism but equally wedded to competence. Where proponents of laissez-faire say self-
interested interaction in the market can be the basis of society, traditionalists say there must be a
common morality that goes beyond self-interest. Modern liberal polities are "ill-founded," George
Will writes, because they assume only a self-seeking human nature. Government must instill the
"second nature" of citizenship. The contradiction, William Waldegrave says, is that "the Liberal
system must rest on moral foundations . . . which cannot be derived from it."* Yet, the Burkeans

address the moral problem more than the poverty problem. They talk more of inculcating values
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than personal capacity. They do not doubt what is in doubt, namely that the poor can achieve at
least their own self-interest as they define that.

On the left as well, an elemental competence is assumed. The traditional left believes, as
Vernon Parrington put it, is that there is a "perennial conflict between economics and justice."” The
market cannot be allowed to govern society unaided. Government must intervene in production and
distribution to assure fair opportunity or mitigate inequality. This is the conviction that animated
progressive reformism for two centuries everywhere in the West. Government regulated the
economy for egalitarian ends and furnished a welfare state, and in the U.S. it also intervened to
mandate fairness to women and minorities.

But liberals and radicals, like conservatives, have largely evaded the behavioral issues raised
by poverty. That is partly because they, more than the right, have been committed to tolerance.
They cherish the conviction, classically stated in John Stuart Mill's On Liberty, that the only just
ground for curbing the behavior of people is to protect the rights of others. Probably more
important, incompetence at the bottom of society has been a problem for the left only recently.
Historically, reformers saw themselves as celebrating civic values, not undercutting them. Radical
politics called on ordinary people, through political action, to assume responsibility for their lot. In
American politics, the labor, civil rights, and feminist movements did exactly that, by organizing to
govern their own affairs and put pressure on the regime.

Above all, the left, like the right, assumed that the people they spoke for were employed.
Marxism is the template of modern radicalism, but Marxism is a theory of the working class, not of
today's nonworking poor. For Marxists, the moral position of the people is entirely connected to
labor. Only workers generate a product that employers can appropriate, so only they are exploited
by capitalism. Employment also formed workers as producers and citizens. They gained from the
factory the discipline, not only to produce at unprecedented levels, but to shape through politics a
different society. They could not expect any other class to help them. "The emancipation of the
working class," Marx wrote, "is the work of the working class itself."*

Marx looked down on the groups that we today call poor or underclass. Those without regular

connection to the economy could only be the lackeys of the middle-class, the inevitable rulers of
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capitalism. He wrote a withering critique of the marginal social groups that Louis Bonaparte
mobilized to take over the French government in 1851--"vagabonds, discharged soldiers, discharged
jailbirds, escaped galley slaves, swindlers, . . . pickpockets, tricksters, gamblers, . . . brothel keepers,
porters, . . . ragpickers, knife grinders, tinkers, beggars."*!

In much the same spirit, the founders of British socialism insisted that workers, indeed, work.
Beatrice Webb worried that society would ensure health care and jobless benefits to workers
"without any corresponding obligation to get well and keep well, or to seek and keep employment."**
William Beveridge, whose wartime planning shaped the British welfare state, warned that "Men and
women in receipt of unemployment benefit cannot be allowed to hold out indefinitely" for preferred
jobs; they should have to accept available jobs or, at least, enter an employment program.*

Later Marxists, faced with the fading radicalism of workers, had little choice but to build up
marginal elements as agents of change. Herbert Marcuse hoped that "the substratum of the outcasts
and outsiders, the exploited and persecuted of other races and other colors, the unemployed and the
unemployable" might yet transform the society.* Piven and Cloward argued that assistance
recipients should be understood to be potential workers; the welfare system expanded to serve them
in hard times, then contracted to force them to work when the economy improved.”” But without a
steady work history, few of today’s poor, on or off welfare, can really claim the dignities of
employment. The politics about their claims, therefore, centers on their “deservingness” rather than

justice. For that debate, our tradition does not prepare us.

QUALIFICATIONS

The idea that traditional theorists neglect poverty must be tempered in several respects, but the

qualifications leave our argument standing.

Classical theory and poverty

First, the major writers of the canon do not entirely ignore poverty. The problem of destitution
existed in their own day, and most say at least something about it. Although they affirmed a self-
seeking, market society, liberal theorists from Locke through Mill all admitted a public

responsibility to support the poor.** Locke, for example, ". . . gives every Man a Title to so much out
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of another's Plenty, as will keep him from extream want, where he has no means to subsist otherwise
.."7 At the same time, he demanded severely that the idle poor, and even their children, be
required to work in return for parish relief.**

Other writers feared that poverty would prove incompatible with the free society. Tocqueville
believed that public aid for the poor would inevitably be corrupting, because aid administrators
could never know enough about individual cases to deny aid to the undeserving.”” Hegel saw that a
dependent poor contradicted the assumption of civil society, which was that people worked for a
living and thus enjoyed “individual independence and self-respect.” The danger was that, despite
“an excess of wealth,” society would generate a “penurious rabble.”*

But too much must not be made of these comments. None of the canonical theorists made
more than passing reference to poverty in the current sense of dysfunctional destitution. It simply
was not central to the conflicts of their times. Their preoccupations remained structural, about basic
institutions and values. None of them reflected in any depth on the damage that poverty does to

assumptions of competence. We cannot find in them the identity-based philosophy of poverty we

need.

Social formation

A second rejoinder is that the theory tradition is not without all concern for the capabilities of
individuals. While liberal authors tend to take personal mastery as given, other authors had a lively
sense of the social formation of the individual. For Rousseau, citizens are the children of the moral
community they have known; for Marx, of their position in the class structure; for T.H. Green, of the
social position in which they realize, or fail to realize, their human potential. One might see in these
authors’ determinism or materialism a capacity to address the issues of capacity raised by poverty.

But in general, the collectivists address the problem of morals, not of competence. They meant
that an adverse environment could explain individuals' lowly economic position, or their immorality,
meaning their unwillingness to sacrifice for the whole. They did not mean that it could explain an
inability to function for one's own ends. Even thinkers who say most firmly that identity is a social
product, such as Rousseau or Hegel, still assume the individual as economically rational. Their

interest is mostly in how to steer self-seeking toward the greater good. They hardly imagined or
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discussed true incompetence--an inability to advance even one's own interest, let alone society's. It
simply was not then the issue it has since become.

Liberals of the later nineteenth century developed an idea of "positive" as opposed to
"negative" liberty. Society had an obligation to give people, not only freedom, but, as T.H. Green
put it, "a positive power or capacity of doing or enjoying something worth doing or enjoying."*

This idea helped justify the early rise of the welfare state in the U.S. and Britain. But the implication
was largely that government should support people in material ways, by guaranteeing adequate jobs,

wages, housing, health care, and so forth. There was little idea here of the therapeutic social policies
favored by today's liberals--early childhood enrichment, family interventions, mentoring programs.*

Such measures reflect on the essential competence of the poor as "positive freedom" does not.

Admittedly, there was in Green, J.S. Mill, and also in John Dewey an anxiety to educate the
proletariat for its own good as well as society's. Ordinary people had to be equipped to participate in
the modern world. But no one questioned that they were competent to function in the old social
order. The stress was mostly on morals rather than competence, on elevating commitment to the
common good, not on overcoming disorders in personal life. None of these thinkers confronted the
level of disarray now found in American cities. Dysfunction was not then great enough to put the
competence assumption in question. Now, at least for the long-term poor, it is.

One reason the poverty problem was not clearly perceived was that before the mid twentieth
century the poor in today's dysfunctional sense were hardly separable from the laboring class. Most
people of very low income still worked, and although there was talk of the behavioral side of
poverty ("pauperism"), the economic face of poverty still dominated. It was postwar affluence that
finally separated the poor from the proletariat. Only then did low income as such become an
anomaly in need of explanation and redress.*

Before the current era, furthermore, the infancy of the welfare state worked to conceal the
intractability of poverty and, with it, the question of competence. A century ago, it was far more
possible to assert the malleability and improvability of the lower orders than it is today.

Government had not yet done all the things it has since tried to uplift the poor. J.S. Mill or Dewey

could believe in the transforming powers of education because the school system was just expanding
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to universality, and it was easy to exaggerate its potential. We now realize that improved schooling
did much to improve the prospects of workers and their children. But it has not resuscitated the
inner city.

Evaluation research since the 1960s establishes that how much children learn in school is
determined partly by the quality of the school but mainly by the students' family background.
Schooling, however well-funded, cannot overcome the disadvantages that poor children bring with
them from home.* The small effects of compensatory education and training programs teach a
similar lesson. Research and the policy history show that the potential of individuals is formed far
earlier in life and far more intractably than nineteenth-century social reformers imagined.
Inheritance and early family experiences are paramount; and everything that society does later has
only marginal influence.*

Again, if society had a power to overcome poverty by some act of commitment, the problem
would not be distinct or require any special theory. It is precisely the disappointments of past
programs that pose the stark options facing antipoverty policy today--either to tolerate urban
disorders or enforce changes in behavior. These are the hard choices that flush the sensitive issues
of responsibility and competence out into the open. Standing far earlier in political and policy

history, the theorists in the traditional canon could imagine more attractive options.

Nietzsche

Finally, one might claim that there is one theorist who did address personality issues of the
same sort as those raised by poverty. The Western tradition generally assumes that strength is
needed for success in politics. Those who get things from government are those who muster the will
to take power or put pressure on the regime. Friedrich Nietzsche is the first thinker to see that, in
modern politics, vulnerability can also be a resource. In a modern regime with moral intentions, one
can get attention by claiming that this or that group is victimized. In much of his work, Nietzsche
attacked that sort of appeal. Overtaught by religion, Victorian culture attached such value to pity
and humility that it valued weakness more than strength, courage, and self-reliance. This effeminacy

helped control the masses, but it also fostered "ressentiment" among them, finally demoralizing the
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strong. Nietzsche hoped that new leaders--the "overman" or "blond beast"--would reassert
aristocratic hardihood.*

With appeals to justice blocked by dysfunction, most advocates for the poor in today's politics
appeal instead to guilt--the belief that social unfairness is somehow responsible for poverty. They
appeal to disadvantage and demand redress, but they count on the oppressors themselves to respond
and they do not define or defend any new political order.” This dependent sort of appeal is what
Nietzsche criticized. His bracing tone, and his appeal to strength, matches that of contemporary
conservatives as they reject such demands and exhort the poor to help themselves. Thus, Nietzsche's
polemic does address questions of personal responsibility and competence, at least at a general level.

But like the other theorists, Nietzsche does not wrestle centrally with poverty. His chief enemy
is religion and not--as with today’s conservatives--the permissiveness of public policy. He was
more of a philosopher and cultural critic than a political philosopher. And he wrote amidst a highly
conformist society, long before urban breakdown became the serious problem it is today.

Overall, it is still fair to say that Western political writers take little notice of what we today
call poverty. In the canon, much attention is paid to the claims of common people, including
peasants, laborers, and industrial workers, but almost none to people who do not function
economically. How to grapple with bad behavior rather than political conflict is never the main
subject. In the world of theory, the dysfunctional poor are beneath notice or offstage.

Because our theoretical tradition is blind to incompetence, policymakers confront today's
social problem intellectually unprepared for it. The behavioral models they learned in social science
courses do not apply. Today's poverty does not result, in the main, from a market failure, nor is
poverty politics like the self-reliant pluralism described in Madison's Federalist #10. The subject
requires grappling, rather, with who the poor are. When politicians, against their instincts, are

forced to do that, they engage in a discourse without serious precedent in the Western tradition.

RECENT THEORY

Many would suppose that recent political theory developed by John Rawls and others provides

the thinking we need. After all, Rawls and other recent liberal theorists manifest a special concern
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for the "least advantaged," a code word for the poor. The new thinking was published mostly after
1970 when poverty was already a paramount issue in American politics and a rising one in Europe.

If we need a political theory for poverty, perhaps these recent authors provide it.

Liberal theory

The Rawlsian discourse, however, does not really apply to the issues raised by poverty as |
have defined them.”® It is a throwback to the concerns of earlier theory about the basic institutions
and values of the society. Rawls attempts to model how modern societies choose their principles of
justice. He says they will select the norms individuals would choose behind a "veil of ignorance"
where they did not know what position they would occupy in the resulting society. He argues that
they would choose principles to make liberty as great as possible and equal for all, and to permit
economic inequality only to the extent it served the interests of the "least advantaged."*

Rawls' liberal critics provide variations on this theme. Robert Nozick imagines a state of
nature in which wealth cannot be redistributed and government arises only to deal with practical
disorders, a theory reminiscent of Locke.™ Bruce Ackerman says justice should be seen as arising
from a conversation among citizens, not from their decisions in isolation.”

Such a theory is appropriate to discuss the establishment of a welfare state or recent American
reforms to guarantee more equal opportunity to minorities and women. But it hardly applies to
controversies about the inner city. Here the main issue is not what justice should mean. It is to how
to restore social order in a society whose principles are agreed. It is how to cope with the manifest
inability of some citizens to function. One might say it is to make society "well-ordered" in Rawls'
sense, that is able to realize its own principles.”> Good behavior is at issue, not the good society.

Rawls and his critics fail to address these issues because, no less than earlier theorists, they
assume personal competence. People, says Rawls, are to be seen as "free and rational persons" who
act to "further their own interests" and pursue a "plan of life." ** Nozick assumes, like other
conservatives, that individuals are able to advance their own interests in a free market. Ackerman
says that everyone has his own view of the good, and government must treat these conceptions

4

impartially.® People are also civic and responsible for themselves. Most have, Rawls says, a

"capacity for moral personality," or a sense of the good and of justice. They observe a "principle of
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fairness," according to which they must adhere to moral behavior if others do. The person is
"someone who can be a citizen, that is, a fully cooperating member of society."”

But in poverty politics, competence and moral responsibility cannot be assumed. The chief
issue is precisely whether people are functional enough to be held responsible for themselves. Many
would doubt that the seriously poor are able to choose a "plan of life" or to live it out. The trends in
social policy are to give the poor direction about how to live, a paternalism alien to Rawls and other

modern theorists. But Rawls refuses to discuss these issues. He pointedly excludes "moral desert"

from his definition of justice.*

Communitarianism

Communitarian critics say that the new liberalism is too procedural. Justice has meaning only
within a specific community. The individual should be seen, not as an abstraction deliberating about
justice, but as "constituted" by that community.”” Communitarians talk of obligations to the
collectivity as well as rights. It is a throwback to the concern for social formation shown by
Rousseau and the other collectivists of the theory canon. But in its own way this school, too,
presumes competence. Walzer, like Rawls, assumes that justice is to be framed by a "self-respecting
citizen" who is an "autonomous" member of his community and "a free and responsible agent";
"citizenship" assumes "self-possession," or the capacity to "hold ourselves responsible" and be "held
responsible" by others. "What is dishonorable, above all, is the claim of irresponsibility, the denial
of self-possession."*

But in poverty politics, the dilemma is precisely how to deal with people who are not self-
respecting. When advocates for the poor attribute their problems to the environment, effectively
they do make a claim of irresponsibility. To say that justice comes from a dialogue among concrete
citizens still assumes that the citizens are able to enter into that dialogue. It still assumes that they
are members of the community, above all that they have an economic function within it. That is
exactly the dignity that today's nonworking poor cannot claim. To address the actual issues in
poverty requires grappling with identity issues that are defined off the table by both the liberals and

communitarians.
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Post-modernism

The other prominent strand in recent political theory is post-modernism. At its most general,
the term connotes recent authors who deny that culture contains any universal meanings; all
representations of reality express individual viewpoints that are ultimately arbitrary.” I concentrate
here on political forms of the creed, according to which political institutions or values have no
objective reality. These features are not to be seen as given, "out there," but as constructed by the
power relations behind a particular regime. Politics is a struggle, not so much over power, as to
determine whose meanings or "signs" will rule. Downtrodden groups are oppressed not so much
physically as by the derogatory labels that the regime fixes upon them.

To a great extent, post-modernism is another structural theory, addressed to issues of basic
justice. Much of this work asserts that women or minorities are oppressed, that gender and race are
denied realities in today's apparently-liberal politics, the same thing radicals asserted about class in
an earlier era.”” It is another upsurge of the critical impulse, the urge to devalue received institutions,
that found earlier expression in Marxism. Post-modernism differs from traditional radicalism mostly
in that it makes no claims to be "scientific." Marx said that his predictions of class conflict and
revolution were"objective" because they were corroborated by economic and social developments
within capitalist societies. Any socialism not based on such an analysis, but only on good intentions,
was "utopian." Post-modernism is unabashedly utopian. It denies the possibility of objective
knowledge of the political world.

Could post-modernism furnish a theory of poverty? In Michel Foucault's version, it may seem
to. Foucault argues that modern societies control the poor, not so much by overt repression, as by
the imposition of "disciplines," or standards of behavior monitored by institutions such as schools
and prisons. The lower orders are constantly rated and measured by those standards. Partly they
conform, and the remaining social problems are contained and depoliticized. "The judges of
normality are everywhere"--teachers, judges, social workers--and the individual must subject his
"body" to "the universal reign of the normative."'

Post-modernism does express powerfully the sociologism that liberal interpreters use to

exonerate the poor from their problems. It projects onto the environment the inner fears of the social
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groups for whom the writers speak. Those fears may seem self-indulgent, inasmuch as they depict
as oppressive Western societies that, most would say, are the most desirable in the world. Yet this
imagining of an insidious social control does capture the sense poor adults say they have that they
are surrounded with special difficulties. Post-modernists do find a way to say with some depth that
this inner unfreedom is fathered by the outward society. To Foucault, delinquency is not a a feature
of the offender but an "institutional product," an identity imposed on the poor by the "custodial
institutions," such as prisons and reformatories, that manage their lives.”” To this extent, post-
modernism can be a theory of poverty.

The theory, however, is also evasive. The social control Foucault speaks of is located initially
in the past. While his theory applies to the current society, he documents the assertion of social
conformity through "disciplines" mainly in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when
prisons and other "carceral” institutions replaced corporal punishment as the basis of penal justice.”
He also talks more of social control than lack of control. It is the rise of the urban ghetto and
associated disorders, not their suppression, that provokes current controversies about poverty. And
Foucault, for all his talk of the "body," does not focus very concretely on the identity of the poor.
He does not reckon closely with their functioning problems, so his views of the key responsibility

and competence issues have to be inferred. His image of the identity of the poor remains abstract.

TOWARD POVERTY THEORY

How might a theory more relevant to poverty be written? It must above all address the
questions of personality that pervade poverty politics. It must speak to the issue, not whether society
is fair or free, but whether people at the bottom of that society are "deserving." In politics, left and
right already divide bitterly over this issue, but seldom openly. One side always says that
opportunity for the poor is lacking, the other that it is not, but the real issue is whether the poor are
victims or victimizers. These underlying convictions about persons must be defended more openly.

Experts who deal professionally with poverty are a bit more candid. They, too, debate whether
the opportunity structure is open or closed, but their writings give more hint where the real

differences lie. To a Michael Harrington on the left, the poor have been so beaten down that they
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live "beneath moral choice."* To a Charles Murray on the right, the poor are "not inherently hard
working or moral"; rather, they "respond to incentives and disincentives" and they "must be held
responsible for their actions."®” In shaping policy positions, as noted above, these differing views of
personality shape views about the facts of opportunity more than the other way around.

How to craft theoretical statements that plumb these positions in more depth? The right needs
an image of the individual as amoral but tough, thus without claims to public solicitude. The left
needs a more dutiful but more vulnerable person, someone who wants to "do the right thing" but
cannot, who thus possesses the dignity to make claims as an equal. The first is tempted into
dysfunction by misguided public policy, the second driven into it by a hostile society. The first will
respond positively to the withdrawal of permissive programs and the enforcement of values, the
second to new benefits and services, and especially to the moral commitment embodied in them.

To speak of persons rather than social structure involves a reorientation for both right and left.
Both sides must speak of fiber rather than freedom. The right must speak less of liberty and more of
strength. Its assertion must be, not that people should be rid of government, but that they can cope
with life. They can fulfill the same obligations, including work, as the better-off. The left must
speak less of injustice and more of weakness. It must show why, despite affluence and equal
opportunity reforms, the poor can be overmatched, unable to work, and hence deserving of aid.

The essential insight of the left is to focus on the substance of life, as against its forms. In
legal terms, society may be "free," but life in that society is felt as burdensome. The idea of
freedom, the totem of the right, suggests that people make their way without hindrance, as if through
a void. Actually, they struggle forward with constant effort, as if through a solid substance. Every
day is an battle. Whatever the Constitution says, most of life is not about rights, but obligations--to
family and employer if not government. In this elemental sense, it is quite true, as the left says, that
life in the market is bondage while welfare is freedom--from the market’s pressure to perform.*

The essential insight of the right, however, is that the struggle is inevitable, even good, and can
be borne. Men and women usually do not wish exemption from the daily effort to function at home
and on the job. To fulfill the expectations of friends, family, and employers is most of the

satisfaction life affords. The left's aspiration to be free of struggle, to find freedom on the other side
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of change, is an illusion. "Strength, in all its forms, is life and manhood," wrote James Fitzjames
Stephen, a late Victorian utilitarian.”” Conservatives do not ignore the poor, but they always seek
some way, usually through the market, to make them stronger.

The two sides tend to debate these issues only indirectly, in terms of the evidence about
opportunity. But images of personality are philosophic questions. Each side still has to craft a view

of poverty personality consistent with its vision.

THE THEORY OF THE WELFARE STATE

One resource for reasoning about poverty should be theorists who focus on the welfare state. I
refer to authors who argue for or against the provision of income and services to the needy or
vulnerable. Some authors have justified the welfare state as essential to equality or community,
while others oppose it as contrary to freedom or the efficiency of untrammelled capitalism. In the
first camp are representatives of the traditional left such as R.H. Tawney or Richard Titmuss,*” in the
second libertarian economists such as Friedrich Hayek or Milton Friedman.®

On the whole, though, this is theory appropriate to progressive politics, not current disputes
over the inner city. It addresses how ambitious government should be in social policy, not who the
dysfunctional poor are or what to do about them. Much of the polemics is actually directed to wider
manifestations of "welfare" than aid to the needy. The left seeks to justify a wide range of
interventions in the economy in the name of socialism, while conservatives oppose these. The main
focus is on benefit programs for the general population or regulation of labor or consumer markets,
not on aid for the destitute. Some of the conservatives do not even oppose public relief, provided the
market is left free to operate.” Typically, the discussions focus little on the personality of the poor
and take competence for granted. They are almost as abstract as recent political theory.

To the extent the focus is on poverty, the main bone of contention is whether there should be a
right to welfare, not the more tragic disputes of actual poverty politics about good conduct. On the
left, advocates for welfare argue as if an indifferent political process were their main problem. They
strain to convince the nonpoor that the needy have a claim.”" On the other side, opponents either

deny entitlement in principle or assert that it is too corrupting to be contemplated.”” But we know
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from polls and studies that most voters and politicians already accept the principle of aid. If they do
not do all that advocates wish, it is because they are conflicted. They want to help the needy but are
deterred by "deservingness" doubts or fear that welfare cannot overcome these.” Theorists who
refuse to address those concerns do not address the real politics of welfare.

Some recent welfare state theorizing says that the aim of policy is to achieve "agency.” To
Donald Moon, that means "our capacity for choice, for self-determination and decision, that is
essential to our identity as persons”; welfare should somehow enhance agency rather than depress it
with "paternalism."” That shows a commendable sensitivity to the issue of functioning that has
erupted in welfare politics. But most theorists who raise the question facilely assume, as political
theorists of the Progressive era did, that government has the power to confer agency through
education or other benefits if only it will do so. That presents the issue again as a battle over the
scale of government.

Perhaps the welfare state promotes agency for the working population that is already
functioning. It has manifestly failed to do this for the welfare dependent. The "disappointment of
the welfare state," Michael Walzer admits, is precisely that it has not made the dependent
"significantly more independent, more responsible, more capable of shaping their own lives and
joining in the common work of citizenship." Welfare is no solution to agency if the recipients

n7s

remain "passive."” With that admission the poverty debate shifts away from the scale of
government and toward the question who the poor are. Political theory must also shift.

Here and there, an author suggests what a true philosophy of poverty might mean. On the left,
Robert Goodin justifies welfare as a way of protecting the vulnerable. The task of the welfare state
is to shield those who are dependent from exploitation. This tacitly recognizes the "deservingness"
problem because it grounds welfare on society's obligation rather than justice or the rights of the
recipients.”” Goodin also deals explicitly, if briefly, with the concerns about "desert" and "self-
reliance" that conservatives--and much of the public--raise against welfare.”” Not by accident,

Goodin's animus is the polar opposite of Nietzsche's. Where Nietzsche celebrates self-reliance as an

expression of the "will to power," Goodin rebukes it as a "pernicious doctrine" that "does nothing to
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prevent vulnerability and dependency."”™ One may disagree, but at least the core issues in poverty
have been addressed.
On the other side, Charles Murray became the most celebrated of recent opponents of welfare.

But his Losing Ground is based mostly on the economic notion that welfare disincentives explain the

dysfunction of the poor. At best, it is a work of social theory, and does not plumb the deeper issues
in poverty. But following it, Murray wrote another book where he lays out his presuppositions about
human nature much more fully. He sees the point of the current poverty debate that "Policy analysis
is decisively affected by the analyst's conception of human nature." And whereas liberal defenders
of welfare see a vulnerable and threatened self, in need of protection from government, Murray
posits that "humans acting privately tend to be resourceful and benign." Leave them alone, and they
will pursue happiness by a thousand personal choices and initiatives. That premise leads to a vision
of a society of decentralized communities and no welfare other than local and private aid.” One
may find it utopian, a throwback to the close-knit towns of the midcentury Midwest, where Murray
grew up. But again, the fundamental issues in poverty have been addressed.

Goodin and Murray are exceptions. In general, the theoretical argument over the welfare state,
like Rawlsian political theory, is highly evasive, refusing to address the personal tragedy embodied
in the poor of the inner city. As Claus Offe asserts, the reason for the conservative turning in recent
social policy is not that the right won the traditional battle over the scale of government but that
solidarity between the poor and the middle class has crumbled. The voters no longer accept
"sameness" with the poor in a "collective identity."* Why are the identities different, and how might
they coalesce again? That is the real poverty issue. Theorists have to speak to it much more directly

before they can resolve--even on paper--the central dilemma of our times.

CULTURE

As the basis for a poverty theory, the most useful literature is not past political theory, with its
abstract character, or even general reasonings about the welfare state, but social science writings

about the actual causes and character of poverty. This again reflects the brutal empiricism that now
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dominates social debate, threatening to marginalize all differences over norms. If the initial issue in

poverty politics is whether jobs exist, then philosophers must dirty their hands with data.

Early writings about poverty

Significant reflections about the nature and causes of poverty go back at least to the late
eighteenth century. From Adam Smith and Malthus onwards, a steady stream of inquiries into the
poverty problem appears. These writers faced the questions of how to relate the disordered poor or
“paupers” to the more respectable working classes, and whether to emphasize personal morality or
social causes in the explanations of poverty--issues we still face today. Speaking generally, authors
of the nineteenth century do distinguish pauper from poor and are highly moralistic, stressing the
need for the moral “improvement” of the disordered.*

Over time, the urge to assert social causes grows, until in the early twentieth century the
conviction forms that poverty should be dealt with in nonmoral or secular ways. Already in the
Progressive and New Deal periods, American social reformers developed an economic interpretation
of social problems that can sound quite contemporary. In opposition to conservatives who said
inequality or poverty was inevitable, dictated by genetics or the marketplace, liberals asserted that it
was due to the social system, and even that "environment shaped human character."® Then the
welfare state arises that would eventually distribute income and other benefits to the bulk of the
population with only limited attention to “deservingness.”

All these reasonings are still available to theorists today. All are statements, grounded in
evidence, about the identity of the poor, in the sense of their psychology and formation as persons.
Liberals will naturally favor the sociological readings that project social problems onto the
environment, conservatives the more moralistic ones that assume greater competence and
responsibility and, thus, more onus to “help oneself.”

The main limitation of these earlier reflections is that they occurred in a progressive era when
the working class was less distinct from the long-term poor than it is today. The major political
battles were still over basic institutions and values, including the legitimacy of a welfare state, in the
sense of benefits for the broad public. It was easier in that age, when the constraints on incomes and

mobility were far harsher than now, to assert collective causes of poverty than it would be after
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1970. It was also easier, in the infancy of the welfare state, to imagine collective solutions. The
tone of the early literature is thus more confident, as well as more moralistic, than most experts or

politicians would want to be today.

Culture of poverty

A more useable resource, therefore, is likely to be the sociologies of poverty developed by
experts since the 1960s. This is the era when the poverty problem assumes its current shape--largely
urban, nonworking, and--in the U.S.--nonwhite. These commentators grapple most seriously with
the identity issues that underlie poverty controversies. The most penetrating writing about poverty
that has emerged from the academic world is the “culture of poverty” literature of the 1960s. Oscar
Lewis, Lee Rainwater, Herbert Gans, and others explained the persistence of poverty in terms of a
distinctive worldview held by poor adults. Much of this work used ethnographic, field research
where the actual behavior and conversation of the deprived were observated. Such methods drive
out abstraction.

These authors differ about details, and they disagree strongly about the extent to which social
barriers explain the culture of poverty. But they essentially agree about the content of this mindset.
All say that the poor have orthodox goals; they seek to work, keep their families together, obey the
law, get ahead, etc., just like the middle class. But at the same time, they feel unable to do these
things in practice due to the circumstances they face. So the values remain aspirations, while in
actual life people remain dependent on welfare, nonworking, and so on. This inconsistency explains
why the poor appear less competent and responsible for themselves than the better-off. And because
parents socialize children in the same attitudes, poverty could persist even in the 1960s, even though
the chances for the poor to get ahead, due to affluence and civil rights reforms, had actually
improved.®

The theory fell into disuse in the 1970s and early 1980s because some said it "blamed the
victim" and because economists took over poverty research. Economists made the competence
assumption that poor adults were efficient maximizers rather than conflicted, so they argued that
poverty was due more to economic disincentives than defeatism. But the evidence that disincentives

shape poverty behavior is weak. Without more support that these or other barriers explain poverty,
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some appeal to culture cannot be avoided. The life of the ghetto has become still more distressed due
to a rise in drug addiction and child abuse. No barriers could make these lifestyles plausibly
"rational." Liberal sociologists have returned to the idea that, in part, the poor defeat themselves.
Even if adverse opportunities ultimately explain why they cannot work and marry like other people,
a destructive "social milieu" contrary to work and family compounds the injury.* Culture thus joins
with economic isolation in explaining the acute deprivations of the inner city.*

Culture of poverty should be attractive to liberals because it explains dysfunction in ways
consistent with a claim to aid. The poor are credited with moral intentions, while the obstacles to
realizing those values lie outside themselves. Conditions in the present largely prevent poor families
showing the self-reliant qualities that the society prizes. Even if defeatism causes people to
underestimate their chances, that feeling too has social causes. Society therefore bears the onus to
beat assuage the crime, joblessness, and collapsing schools of the ghetto so that families can in fact

"do the right thing."

Ethnicity

Conservatives wish, rather, to minimize claims against society. So they want to frame a
poverty personality where need stems from the features of the poor themselves rather than outward
unfairness. A century ago, Social Darwinists did this by arguing that the poor were genetically
inferior. Supposedly, they lacked the intelligence or other strengths needed to take care of
themselves. Today, some still argue that the poor, or minority groups that are heavily poor, have
lower average intelligence than other groups for reasons of inheritance.* But this theory cannot
explain the vast variation in intelligence or success within social groups, which dwarfs the
differences between group averages. Since civil rights, too many members of minority groups have
succeeded in professional careers and entered the middle class to make inherent inferiorities seem
plausible.”

More promising is to blame poverty or inequality on the culture or attitudes held by the
heavily-poor groups. Sociologists know that ethnic groups are not equivalent. They continue to
have separate identities, or views of the world, even after they are assimilated into American

society.¥ Thomas Sowell has argued that the differing fortunes of ethnic groups in America largely
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reflects differences in how they define and pursue their opportunities, not in how they are treated by
the society. Jews and Asians generally outperform blacks and Hispanics because they work harder
in school and on the job. They look to themselves and their families in adversity, not government.*
Sowell says that the differences largely predate the groups emigrating to America, others that
they reflect differing opportunities in America.” But either way the theory is attractive to
conservatives. Where culture of poverty traces defeatism to environmental constraints in the
present, ethnicity locates it in group identities with a long history. That minimizes the claims that

the heavily-poor groups can make for redress now.

Brutal empiricism

So far, I have suggested that the main fault of existing theory is its abstraction about
personality. Perhaps one might use concrete evidence about the poor to argue for a wide range of
possible identities. Perhaps the calculating image of personality assumed by Rawls and preferred by
economists is not so much wrong as undefended.

But if sociology might empower poverty theorizing, it also restrains it. Not all images of who
the poor are defensible. If one observes how needy adults live and what they say about themselves,
it is difficult to maintain that they are amoral bohemians, without attachment to prevailing mores.”’
It is also unreasonable to maintain that they are rational optimizers who can be assumed to maximize
their own utilities. The contours of the culture of poverty--dutiful but defeated--inevitably emerge.
That limits the range of permissible interpretations.

This may explain why very little writing of a theoretical cast about poverty or social policy has
made use of field research. A close observation of how poor people live may simply compel the
conclusion that they are different from other citizens. And that may defeat the project of forming
any general reasoning about poverty. Perhaps theorizing is possible only if a universal personality
can be assumed. Without the competence assumption, perhaps political theory can never get beyond

sociology.
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FURTHER RESOURCES

There are some resources in past theory that might help construct persuasive visions of poverty
personality. Perhaps the demonstration of competence or its lack must begin with evidence, but

conceptions from theory can still help draw the full implications for poverty and policy.

Economic theory

One resource, especially for liberals, is economics. At the core of traditional political theory, I
have argued, is the competence assumption, the view that individuals are normally able to advance
at least their own self-interest, if not society's. Today's serious poverty violates that premise, and
this is the reason the old theory does not apply well to it. It is also the reason why assumptions of
community that would merge the interests of the poor and better-off have broken down. The middle
class simply does not see much to identify with in the current long-term poor.

But competence admits of degrees. Liberals want to argue that the poor have difficulty coping
and deserve public aid, but also to rebuild a sense of solidarity linking them with the rest of society.
One way to do that is to break down the enormous gulf that appears to separate the assumption of
personal rationality that we make about the middle class from the dysfunctional lifestyle of the long-
term poor. Political discourse exaggerates how masterful a self is really assumed in "economic
man." Most economists do not even say that people actually calculate their behaviors in the way
supposed in economic theory, only that they behave on average “as if”” they did.”

Several readings of rationality are possible. Harvey Leibenstein argues that people optimize
with varying diligence, and this explains much of the variations in productivity across firms and
countries. In a profit-making firm, the very meaning of "rational" behavior will vary depending on
the setting people work in and how much pressure they feel to compete.” To Herbert Simon,
optimization by people in organizations may be thorough but "bounded"--based on unquestioned
assumptions and data sources and hence limited to the details of policy.”

Others have probed the idea at the core of competence, the presumption that behavior is
consistent, that people do what they want to do. Thomas Schelling points out that preferences are
seldom simple. People are conflicted. They want to observe conventional mores yet being tempted

to deviate. To control themselves, they seek to bind their own impulses almost as if they were
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negotiating with a different person.” The perception that temptation can override intention is, of
course, central to culture of poverty. On these interpretations, the middle class differs from the poor
only in degree. By using such ideas, liberals can narrow the gap between the defeated behavior of
poor adults and motivations that average citizens might recognize. They can also argue that the
various benefits they recommend for the poor could help them achieve their goals, much as
mainstream social benefits are popular among the middle class.

Admitttedly, such arguments shift the attention of liberal analysis from outward to inward
constraints, from the environment to psychology. But this shift from the impersonal to the personal,
from opportunity to motivation, is unavoidable now that social “barriers” do not explain poverty

well. It allows a far closer grappling with the real issues in poverty politics.

Ancient theory

A comparable resource for conservatives is the writings of Plato and Aristotle about
citizenship. In constructing a picture of poverty identity, conservatives want to emphasize that all
persons are not alike. The poor differ in unfortunate ways, and the roots of difference lie in the past
or in fundamental attributes beyond the reach of government.

One way to state this is that the formation of the individual is critical to his or her potential.
Perhaps poor adults believe themselves trapped by the current society, but the real origin of that
feeling is probably the neglectful way they were treated as children. The child is father to the man,
Wordsworth wrote, and the formation of the child is chiefly the work of family, a private institution,
rather than the economy or any public institution. Perhaps bad parenting ultimately has social
causes. Children are raised poorly because their parents were, and their parents were, going back to
the straitened economy or Jim Crow social conditions of 50 or 100 years ago. But, again, the
connection to social injustice lies in the past. In the present, family forms the connection between
society and the self, and government can do little to influence it.

Plato and Aristotle stress the power of upbringing to determine what function an individual is
able to discharge later in life. Civic capacity is not taken for granted, as it tends to be modern,
liberal politics, and it can be exclusive. Plato's Republic defined a special education and lifestyle for

the philosophers destined to rule. They were to live communally, just so family life did not
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compromise their dedication to affairs. The guardians or soldiers, who served the rulers, received
quite a different upbringing, attuned to dutiful obedience.

To Aristotle, the citizen was one who "shares in the administration of justice and in the holding
of office." The hallmark of the good citizen was the "double capacity" of "knowing both how to rule
and how to obey." Citizens were to participate in politics but also to obey legitimate authority.
Whereas modern politics emphasizes citizenship rights, Aristotle emphasizes function. Citizenship
"cannot be attained" by everyone but only those who meet its demands. Greek politics typically
excluded women, aliens, and slaves from citizenship because their functions did not allow them to
perform the civic and military services expected of citizens. Aristotle would even have excluded
mechanics and laborers because of their "menial duties."*

Viewed narrowly, the ancients are concerned more with the moral than the competence
problem. Like the modern tradition, they tend to assume that people can achieve their personal
interest; whether they would also serve the collective interest was more problematic. But this focus
on formation is still suggestive. The ancient theorists have the virtue that they emphasize
obligations rather than rights. They thus touch closer on the questions of personal capacity raised by
poverty than rights-oriented modern theory. The reason may be that Greek politics, which focused
on the city, allowed citizens to know each other as individuals, so their expectations could be more
intimate.

The idea that citizenship was exclusive and demanding was powerfully restated by Hannah
Arendt. Citizens were those who took care of their personal needs, then ventured forth into the
public arena. The first existence was a realm of bondage, where people engaged in "labor," or
elemental struggles to support and reproduce themselves. The second was a realm of freedom where
citizens engaged in "action," or the competitive display of excellence. Citizenship had to be limited
to those who could escape labor and thus have freedom for action. To the Greeks, that meant men of
some substance, with families and slaves to support them.” Today, in Western societies, we would
include women, and people regard work as another arena for citizenship, since employment has
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become a vital dimension of public "standing."” We would also accept a less rigid division between

the public and private spheres, since social policy has concern for some areas of private life.
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Nevertheless, the insight of the ancients that citizenship is demanding remains valid. The
individual must put out energy to deal with private life, then escape it to participate in affairs outside
the home, both occupational and political. For those who seek full acceptance by the society, those
burdens cannot be delegated. Public responsibility for private life cannot mean that some people
have only private lives, that they do not contribute to the collectivity. To a conservative, the claims
of the poor to "deservingness" cannot be granted so long as they lack this ability to get outside
themselves.

It is because "deservingness" depends on activity outside the home that participation is such a
crucial dimension of the new, paternalist social policy. Schools and welfare employment programs
battle to keep poor people involved, rather than dropping out. The more the dependent participate in
these activities, the more go to work. But even to enter a program and stay there is already to fulfill
some of the expectations of others. It is to begin to function as a citizen, to be more than a victim
with needs. A doctrine of personality that speaks of citizenship in these terms can help justify the

conservative will to levy greater expectations on the poor.

A NEW POLITICAL AGE?

Francis Fukuyama wrote that history had ended, and in one sense it has. He meant history in
Hegel's sense--the evolution of human consciousness to higher levels through contention over basic
principles. Now that fascism is no more, the major Communist powers have accepted liberalizing
reforms, and apartheid is abolished in South Africa, such conflict is receding. Western norms of
political and economic freedom are recognized in principle almost worldwide. Fukuyama does not
mean that all war will disappear, only that conflicts will no longer occur over basic principles.”

Much the same might be said of domestic affairs. In the West, socialist and even Communist
parties have accepted capitalism, and political division is no longer structured around opposed
ideologies. In the U.S. and Europe, elections are fought mostly through publicizing leaders and
vague issue appeals, not through mobilizing constituencies behind opposed social visions. Parties
still differ over how much government should do, and who should pay. They no longer offer

radically different views of the world.
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But perhaps principled conflict is dying out in one political dimension only to arise in another.
While there is substantial consensus about the outlines of a just society, there is rising disagreement
about how to sustain social order. American disputes about the inner city are mirrored by poverty-
like controversies in Europe, where recent immigrants from the Third World are often blamed for
crime, welfarism, and declining schools. On both continents, political dispute centers more and
more on questions of personal behavior, less and less on structural fundamentals.

On the world scene, too, a language of competence is driving out the traditional language of
freedom and power. Americans worry about their "competitiveness" against Japan and the
Europeans, their rivals in world trade. The post-Communist nations of Eastern Europe are seen as
economic basket cases in need of new investment, not as pawns in a contest between Great Powers.
Russia appears no longer as an ideological rival but as a developing society dependent on Western
aid. The Third World no longer asks for independence from the West, but for subsidy from it. The
U.S. and other Western countries intervene in Somalia or Haiti to restore order in a situation of
breakdown, much as social programs are trying to do in the inner city. Only, Iran and China,
perhaps, break the consensus about the fundamentals of the world order. The current question is
much more how weak regimes can be brought to function within that order.

History is over only if one looks for political disputes of the kind Western theorists
traditionally wrote about, where self-reliance is assumed. If one looks for the politics surrounding
poverty and disorder, then a new history may be beginning. It is not a politics to which our tradition
is sensitive. It is a personal politics, as our tradition has been impersonal. It is about strength and
responsibility, not values or social structures. The current task of political theory is no longer to
debate the nature of justice, but instead to define the personality that must be assumed, perhaps
created, before order can be restored. Only when the person has been redefined and order recovered

can the quest for justice resume.
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