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The conservative attacks on the welfare system in the United States
over the past several decades have put liberal defenders of poverty
relief and social insurance programs on the defensive. In this no-
holds-barred look at the reality of American social policy since World
War II, William Epstein argues that this defense is not worth mounting—
that the claimed successes of American social programs are not
sustained by evidence. Rather than their failure being the result of
inadequate implementation or political resistance stemming from the
culture wars, these programs and their built-in limitations actually do
represent what the vast majority of people in this country want them to
be. However much people may speak in favor of welfare, the proof of
what they really want is in the pudding of the social policies that are
actually legislated. The stinginess of America’s welfare system is the
product of basic American values rooted in the myth of “heroic
individualism” and reinforced by a commitment to social efficiency, the
idea that social services need to be minimal and compatible with
current social arrangements.
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America values dissent. It tolerates, encourages and protects it. But
what is this thing we value? That is a question never asked. 'Dissent' is
treated as a known fact. For all that has been said about it - in books,
articles, judicial opinions, and popular culture - it is remarkable that no
one has devoted much, if any, ink to explaining what dissent is. No one
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has attempted to sketch its philosophical, linguistic, legal or cultural
meanings or usages. There is a need to develop some clarity about this
phenomenon, for not every difference of opinion, symbolic gesture,
public activity in opposition to government policy, incitement to direct
action, revolutionary effort or political assassination need be tagged
dissent. In essence, we have no conceptual yardstick. It is just that
measure of meaning that On Dissent offers.
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Over the past few decades, there has been a growing concern about the
social and environmental risks which have come along with the
progress achieved through a variety of mutually intertwined
modernization processes. In recent years these concerns are
transformed into a widely-shared sense of urgency, partly due to
events such as the various pandemics threatening livestock, and
increasing awareness of the risks and realities of climate change, and
the energy and food crises. This sense of urgency includes an
awareness that our entire social system is in need of fundamental
transformation. B
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