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Preface

In 1978 the University of Chicago Press published my controversial
book, The Declining Significance of Race. I had hoped that the major
academic contribution of that book would be to explain racial change in
America within a macrohistorical-theoretical framework. But there was
another contribution I had hoped to make-I wanted to call attention
to the worsening condition of the black underclass, in both absolute
and relative terms, by relating it to the improving position of the black
middle class.

The Declining Significance of Race generated controversy not only
within academic quarters but in the popular media as well. At the time
of publication, heightened awareness of racial issues had been created
because changing social structures altered many traditional patterns of
race relations and because the state was inextricably involved in the
emerging controversy over affirmative action.

In the initial months following publication of the book, it seemed
that critics were so preoccupied with what I had to say about the im­
proving conditions of the black middle class that they virtually ignored
my more important arguments about the deteriorating conditions of
the black underclass. The view was often expressed that since all blacks
are suffering there is no need to single out the black poor.

During the controversy over The Declining Significance of Race I
committed myself to doing two things: (1) I would address the prob­
lems of the ghetto underclass in a comprehensive analysis; and (2) I
would spell out, in considerable detail, the policy implications of my
work. These two commitments provided direction for the writing of
The Truly Disadvantaged. The first commitment grew out of my per­
sonal and academic reaction to the early critics' almost total preoccupa­
tion with my arguments concerning the black middle class. Indeed, it
was only after I began writing The Truly Disadvantaged that serious
scholars (particularly those working in fields such as urban poverty,
social welfare, and public policy) were beginning to focus on my analy­
sis of the underclass in The Declining SignifICance ofRace.
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The second commitment was a reaction to those critics who either
labeled me a neoconservative or directly or indirectly tried to associate
The Declining Significance of Race with the neoconservative move­
ment. Although I am a social democrat, and probably to the left politi­
cally of an overwhelming majority of these critics, and although some
of the most positive reviews and discussions of The Declining Signifi­
cance ofRace have come from those of the democratic Left, the title of
my book readily lends itself to the assumption that I am a black conser­
vative. Nonetheless, because I did not spell out the policy implications
of The Declining Significance of Race in the first edition, it was possi­
ble for people to read selectively my arguments and draw policy im­
plications significantly different from those that I would personally
draw. Herbert Gans's discussion of the failure of the controversial
Moynihan report to offer policy recommendations is relevant here.
Gans states that "the vacuum that is created when no recommenda­
tions are attached to a policy proposal can easily be filled by undesir­
able solutions and the report's conclusions can be conveniently
misinterpreted."1 In the second edition of The Declining Significance
of Race, published in 1980, I wrote an epilogue in which the policy
implications of my work were underlined in sharp relief, but by then
the views of many readers of the first edition had already solidified.

If the idea for the The Truly Disadvantaged grew out of controversy
over The Declining Significance of Race, does it mean that the former
will also generate controversy? It will be controversial. The Truly Dis­
advantaged challenges liberal orthodoxy in analyzing inner-city prob­
lems; discusses in candid terms the social pathologies of the inner city;
establishes a case for moving beyond race-specific policies to amelio­
rate inner-city social conditions to policies that address the broader
problems of societal organization, including economic organization;
and advances a social democratic public-policy agenda designed to im­
prove the life chances of truly disadvantaged groups such as the ghetto
underclass by emphasizing programs to which the more advantaged
groups of all races can positively relate.

It should be emphasized, however, that many of the central the­
oretical arguments of The Truly Disadvantaged were inspired not by
the debate over The Declining Significance of Race but by my travels
to inner-city neighborhoods in the city of Chicago in the past several
years and by my perception of social changes, including changes in the
class structure, in inner-city neighborhoods. The essays in part 1 ofThe
Truly Disadvantaged describe these changes in some detail and ad­
dress the question of why the social conditions of the ghetto underclass
have deteriorated so rapidly in recent years.

The first chapter in part 1 briefly discusses these social changes,
considers the current controversy over the use of the term underclass,
and attempts to explain why the liberal perspective on the ghetto un­
derclass has declined in influence in recent years. The chapter con­
cludes with a discussion of how liberals can recapture a position of
leadership in the public policy forum now dominated by conservative
spokespersons. Chapter 2 describes in considerable detail the prob­
lems of violent crime, out-of-wedlock births, female-headed families,
and welfare dependency in the inner city and argues that recent in­
creases in these rates of social dislocation cannot be accounted for by
the easy explanation of racism. Instead these problems have to be re­
lated to a complex web of other factors, such as the changes in the
urban economy, which have produced extraordinary rates of black
joblessness that exacerbate other social problems in the ghetto, and the
class transformation of the inner city. Chapters 3 and 4 critically exam­
ine the popular welfare state explanations of the rise of social disloca­
tions among the ghetto underclass and, in the process, focus more
specifically on the association between joblessness and rates of female­
headed families. Chapter 3 introduces and provides national data on
the "male marriageable pool index"; chapter 4 presents regional data
on this index and relates these data to regional figures on female head­
ship. This chapter also considers the relationship between structural
changes in the regional economy and both the "male marriageable pool
index" and female headship.

The essays in part 2 of The Truly Disadvantaged critically examine
public policy approaches to the problems of the ghetto underclass.
Chapter 5 reveals the shortcomings of race-specific policies, including
affirmative action, in addressing the problems of the ghetto underclass
by arguing that minority members from the more advantaged families
profit disproportionately from such policies because they are dispro­
portionately represented among those of their racial group most
qualified for preferred positions. This chapter argues, therefore, that
the amelioration of the conditions of the truly disadvantaged minority
members such as the ghetto underclass requires policies that are not
race-specific. Chapter 6 extends the analysis presented in chapter 5 by
examining the limitations of both the race relations vision and the War
on Poverty vision in explaining the problems of the ghetto underclass
and in proposing public policy solutions. This chapter argues that be­
cause these visions do not relate the problems of minority poverty di­
rectly to the broader problems of economic organization, they provide
few satisfactory explanations for the sharp rise in inner-city social dis­
locations since 1970. The lack of adequate liberal explanations cleared
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the path for the emergence of conservative public policy arguments on
the need to change the values and behavior of the minority poor. Final­
ly, chapter 7 integrates and summarizes the basic arguments in the
preceding chapters and then recommends a comprehensive public pol­
icy agenda to improve the life chances of truly disadvantaged groups
such as the ghetto underclass. An important feature of this agenda is
that it includes programs to attract and sustain the support of the more
advantaged groups of all races and class backgrounds.

In preparing this book I benefited greatly from an award from the
Ford Foundation to support the writing of humanistic nonfiction books
on major social issues in contemporary society and a grant from the
Spencer Foundation. Both of these awards allowed me to reduce my
teaching load during the 1982-83 academic year to devote more time
to writing, and to hire two marvelous research assistants, Robert Ap­
onte and Kathryn Neckerman, who helped to collect and analyze data
for this study. Also, Neckerman coauthored chapter 3, "Poverty and
Family Structure: The Widening Gap between Evidence and Public
Policy Issues"; both Aponte and Neckerman helped write chapter 4,
"Joblessness versus Welfare Effects: A Further Reexamination." The
appendix, "Urban Poverty: A State-of-the-Art Review of the Liter­
ature," was coauthored by Aponte. I would also like to acknowledge
the work of two other research assistants, Loic Wacquant, who devel­
oped the maps on the spread of poverty and unemployment in commu­
nity areas in Chicago, and Patricia Potter, who (along with Wacquant)
collected the data for the concentration of inner-city poverty (see
Chapter 2).

I also benefited from a year in residence as a fellow at the Center for
the Study of Behavioral Sciences at Stanford University during the
1981-82 academic year. There I did a good deal of the initial reading
for this study and, partly through participation in a series of stimulating
seminars at the center with some of the leading social policy experts in
the country, developed ideas about economic and social welfart: policy.

Finally, I benefited from the helpful comments of Bernard Gifford
(dean of the School of Education, University of California, Berkeley)
and Ira Katznelson (dean of the Graduate Faculties, New School for
Social Research). Gifford and Katznelson read the first draft of this
manuscript and provided detailed written criticisms and suggestions
that were very helpful in the revisions of the final draft.

I have dedicated this book to my wife, Beverly, who I am sure does
not realize how important she has been in my intellectual develop­
ment. Just as with my previous books, she edited the entire manu­
script and was an insightful critic. But she does something that is even

more important-her enthusiasm for my work has had a rejuvenating
effect that allowed me to overcome periods of fatigue during the latter
stages of writing and helped me to complete this book despite extreme
local and national demands on my time.



1

The Ghetto Underclass,
Poverty,and
Social Dislocations



1 Cycles ofDeprivation and the
Ghetto Underclass Debate

In the mid-l960s, urban analysts began to speak of a
new dimension to the urban crisis in the form of a large subpopulation
of low-income families and individuals whose behavior contrasted
sharply with the behavior of the general population. l Despite a high
rate of poverty in ghetto neighborhoods throughout the first half of the
twentieth century, rates of inner-city joblessness, teenage pregnan­
cies, out-of-wedlock births, female-headed families, welfare depen­
dency, and serious crime were significantly lower than in later years
and did not reach catastrophic proportions until the mid-1970s.

These increasing rates of social dislocation signified changes in the
social organization of inner-city areas. Blacks in Harlem and in other
ghetto neighborhoods did not hesitate to sleep in parks, on fire escapes,
and on rooftops during hot summer nights in the 1940s and 1950s, and
whites frequently visited inner-city taverns and nightclubs. 2 There was
crime, to be sure, but it had not reached the point where people were
fearful ofwalking the streets at night, despite the overwhelming poverty
in the area. There was joblessness, but it was nowhere near the propor­
tions of unemployment and labor-force nonparticipation that have grip­
ped ghetto communities since 1970. There were single-parent families,
but they were a small minority of all black families and tended to be
incorporated within extended family networks and to be headed not by
unwed teenagers and young adult women but by middle-aged women
who usually were widowed, separated, or divorced. There were welfare
recipients, but only a very small percentage of the families could be
said to be welfare-dependent. In short, unlike the present period.
inner-city communities prior to 1960 exhibited the features of social
organization-including a sense of community, positive neighborhood
identification, and explicit norms and sanctions against aberrant be­
havior. 3

Although liberal urban analysts in the mid-l960s hardly provided a
definitive explanation ofchanges in the social organization of inner-city
neighborhoods, they forcefully and candidly discussed the rise of social

3
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dislocations among the ghetto underclass. "The symptoms of lower­
class society affect the dark ghettos of America-low aspirations, poor
education, family instability, illegitimacy, unemployment, crime, drug
addiction, and alcoholism, frequent illness and early death," stated
Kenneth B. Clark, liberal author of a 1965 study of the black ghetto.
"But because Negroes begin with the primary affiiction of inferior ra­
cial status, the burdens of despair and hatred are more pervasive."4 In
raising important issues about the experiences of inequality, liberal
scholars in the 1960s sensitively examined the cumulative effects of
racial isolation and chronic subordination on life and behavior in the
inner city. Whether the focus was on the social or the psychological
dimensions of the ghetto, facts of inner-city life "that are usually forgot­
ten or ignored in polite discussions" were vividly described and sys­
tematically analyzed. 5

Indeed, what was both unique and important about these earlier
studies was that discussions of the experiences of inequality were close­
ly tied to discussions of the structure of inequality in an attempt to
explain how the economic and social situations into which so many
disadvantaged blacks are born produce modes of adaptation and create
norms and patterns of behavior that take the form of a "self-perpetuat­
ing pathology."6 Nonetheless, much of the evidence from which their
conclusions were drawn was impressionistic-based mainly on data
collected in ethnographic or urban field research that did not capture
long-term trends. 7 Indeed, the only study that provided at least an
abstract sense of how the problem had changed down through the
years was the Moynihan report on the Negro family, which presented
decennial census statistics on changing family structure by race. 8

However, the controversy surrounding the Moynihan report had the
effect of curtailing serious research on minority problems in the inner
city for over a decade, as liberal scholars shied away from researching
behavior construed as unflattering or stigmatizing to particular racial
minorities. Thus, when liberal scholars returned to study these prob­
lems in the early 1980s, they were dumbfounded by the magnitude of
the changes that had taken place and expressed little optimism about
finding an adequate explanation. Indeed, it had become quite clear
that there was little concensus on the description of the problem, the
explanations advanced, or the policy recommendations proposed.
There was even little agreement on a definition of the term underclass.
From the perspective ofliberal social scientists, policymakers, and oth­
ers, the picture seemed more confused than ever.

However, if liberals lack a clear view of the recent social changes in
the inner city, the perspective among informed conservatives has

crystallized around a set of arguments that have received increasing
public attention. Indeed, the debate over the problems of the ghetto
underclass has been dominated in recent years by conservative spokes­
persons as the views of liberals have gradually become more diffused
and ambiguous. Liberals have traditionally emphasized how the plight
of disadvantaged groups can be related to the problems of the broader
society, including problems of discrimination and social-class subor­
dination. They have also emphasized the need for progressive social
change, particularly through governmental programs, to open the op­
portunity structure. Conservatives, in contrast, have traditionally
stressed the importance of different group values and competitive re­
sources in accounting for the experiences of the disadvantaged; if refer­
ence is made to the larger society, it is in terms of the assumed adverse
effects of various government programs on individual or group behav­
ior and initiative.

In emphasizing this distinction, I do not want to convey the idea that
serious research or discussion of the ghetto underclass is subordinated
to ideological concerns. However, despite pious claims about objec­
tivity in social research, it is true that values influence not only our
selection of problems for investigation but also our interpretation of
empirical data. And although there are no logical rules of discovery
that would invalidate an explanation simply because it was influenced
by a particular value premise or ideology, it is true that attempts to
arrive at a satisfactory explanation may be impeded by ideological
blinders or views restricted by value premises. The solution to this
problem is not to try to divest social investigators of their values but to
encourage a free and open discussion of the issues among people with
different value premises in order that new questions can be raised,
existing interpretations challenged, and new research stimulated.

I believe that the demise of the liberal perspective on the ghetto
underclass has made the intellectual discourse on this topic too one­
sided. It has made it more difficult to achieve the above objective and
has ultimately made it less likely that our understanding of inner-city
social dislocations will be enhanced. With this in mind I should like to
explain, in the ensuing discussion in this chapter, why the liberal per­
spective on the ghetto underclass has receded into the background and
why the conservative perspective enjoys wide and increasing currency.
I should then like to suggest how the liberal perspective might be
refocused to challenge the now-dominant conservative views on the
ghetto underclass and, more important, to provide a more balanced
intellectual discussion of why the problems in the inner city sharply
increased when they did and in the way that they did.
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The Declining Influence of the Liberal Perspective on
the Ghetto Underclass

The liberal perspective on the ghetto underclass has become less per­
suasive and convincing in public discourse principally because many of
those who represent traditional liberal views on social issues have been
reluctant to discuss openly or, in some instances, even to acknowledge
the sharp increase in social pathologies in ghetto communities. This is
seen in the four principal ways in which liberals have recently ad­
dressed the subject. In describing these four approaches I want it to be
clear that some liberals may not be associated with anyone of them,
some with only one, and others with more than one. But I believe that
these approaches represent the typical, recent liberal reactions to the
ghetto underclass phenomenon and that they collectively provide a
striking contrast to the crystallized, candid, and forceful liberal per­
spective of the mid-l960s. Let me elaborate.

One approach is to avoid describing any behavior that might be con­
strued as unflattering or stigmatizing to ghetto residents, either be­
cause of a fear of providing fuel for racist arguments or because of a
concern of being charged with "racism" or with"blaming the victim."
Indeed, one of the consequences of the heated controversy over the
Moynihan report on the Negro family is that liberal social scientists,
social workers, journalists, policymakers, and civil rights leaders have
been, until very recently, reluctant to make any reference to race at all
when discussing issues such as the increase of violent crime, teenage
pregnancy, and out-of-wedlock births. The more liberals have avoided
writing about or researching these problems, the more conservatives
have rushed headlong to fill the void with popular explanations of
inner-city social dislocations that much of the public finds exceedingly
compelling.

A second liberal approach to the subject of underclass and urban
social problems is to refuse even to use terms such as underclass. As
one spokesman put it: "'Underclass' is a destructive and misleading
label that lumps together different people who have different prob­
lems. And that it is the latest of a series of popular labels (such as the
'lumpen proletariat,' 'undeserving poor,' and the 'culture of poverty')
that focuses on individual characteristics and thereby stigmatizes the
poor for their poverty."9 However, the real problem is not the term
underclass or some similar designation but the fact that the term has
received more systematic treatment from conservatives, who tend to
focus almost exclusively on individual characteristics, than from liber­
als, who would more likely relate these characteristics to the broader
problems of society. While some liberals debate whether terms such as

underclass should even be used, conservatives have made great use of
them in developing popular arguments about life and behavior in the
inner city.lo

Regardless of which term is used, one cannot deny that there is a
heterogeneous grouping of inner-city families and individuals whose
behavior contrasts sharply with that of mainstream America. The real
challenge is not only to explain why this is so, but also to explain why
the behavior patterns in the inner city today differ so markedly from
those of only three or four decades ago. To obscure these differences
by eschewing the term underclass, or some other term that could be
helpful in describing changes in ghetto behavior, norms, and aspira­
tions, in favor of more neutral designations such as lower class or work­
ing class is to fail to address one of the most important social transfor­
mations in recent United States history.

Indeed, the liberal argument to reject the term underclass reflects
the lack of historical perspective on urban social problems. We often
are not aware ofor lose sight of the fact that the sharp increase in inner­
city dislocations has occurred in only the last several years. Although a
term such as lumpen proletariat or underclass might have been quite
appropriate in Karl Marx's description of life and behavior in the slums
of nineteenth-century England, it is not very appropriate in descrip­
tions of life and behavior in America's large urban ghettos prior to the
mid-twentieth century. Indeed, in the 1940s, 1950s, and as late as the
1960s such communities featured a vertical integration ofdifferent seg­
ments of the urban black population. Lower-class, working-class, and
middle-class black families all lived more or less in the same commu­
nities (albeit in different neighborhoods), sent their children to the
same schools, availed themselves of the same recreational facilities,
and shopped at the same stores. Whereas today's black middle-class
professionals no longer tend to live in ghetto neighborhoods and have
moved increasingly into mainstream occupations outside the black
community, the black middle-class professionals of the 1940s and 1950s
(doctors, teachers, lawyers, social workers, ministers) lived in higher­
income neighborhoods of the ghetto and serviced the black communi­
ty. Accompanying the black middle-class exodus has been a growing
movement of stable working-class blacks from ghetto neighborhoods to
higher-income neighborhoods in other parts of the city and to the sub­
urbs. In the earlier years, the black middle and working classes were
confined by restrictive covenants to communities also inhabited by the
lower class; their very presence provided stability to inner-city neigh­
borhoods and reinforced and perpetuated mainstream patterns of
norms and behavior. 11

This is not the situation in the 1980s. Today's ghetto neighborhoods
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are populated almost exclusively by the most disadvantaged segments
of the black urban community, that heterogeneous grouping of families
and individuals who are outside the mainstream of the American oc­
cupational system. Included in this group are individuals who lack
training and skills and either experience long-term unemployment or
are not members of the labor force, individuals who are engaged in
street crime and other forms of aberrant behavior, and families that
experience long-term spells of poverty and/or welfare dependency.
These are the populations to which I refer when I speak of the under­
class. I use this term to depict a reality not captured in the more stan­
dard designation lower class.

In my conception, the term underclass suggests that changes have
taken place in ghetto neighborhoods, and the groups that have been
left behind are collectively different from those that lived in these
neighborhoods in earlier years. It is true that long-term welfare fami­
lies and street criminals are distinct groups, but they live and interact
in the same depressed community and they are part of the population
that has, with the exodus of the more stable working- and middle-class
segments, become increasingly isolated socially from mainstream pat­
terns and norms of behavior. It is also true that certain groups are
stigmatized by the label underclass, just as some people who live in
depressed central-city communities are stigmatized by the term ghetto
or inner city, but it would be far worse to obscure the profound
changes in the class structure and social behavior of ghetto neigh­
borhoods by avoiding the use of the term underclass. Indeed, the real
challenge is to describe and explain these developments accurately so
that liberal policymakers can appropriately address them. And it is
difficult for me to see how this can be accomplished by rejecting a term
that aids in the description of ghetto social transformations.

A third liberal approach to the subject of problems in the inner city
and the ghetto underclass is to emphasize or embrace selective evi­
dence that denies the very existence of an urban underclass. We have
seen this approach in two principal ways. First, in the aftermath of the
controversy over Daniel Patrick Moynihan's unflattering depiction of
the black family, a number ofliberals, particularly black liberals, began
in the late 1960s and early 1970s to emphasize the positive aspects of
the black experience. 12 Thus earlier arguments, which asserted that
some aspects of ghetto life were pathological, 13 were rejected and re­
placed with those that accented the strengths of the black community.
Arguments extolling the strengths and virtues of black families re­
placed those that described the breakup of black families. In fact, as­
pects of ghetto behavior described as pathological in the studies of the

mid-1960s were reinterpreted or redefined as functional because, it
was argued, blacks were demonstrating their ability to survive and
even flourish in an economically depressed and racist environment.
Ghetto families were portrayed as resilient and capable of adapting
creatively to an oppressive society. These revisionist arguments pur­
porting to "liberate" the social sciences from the influence of racism
helped shift the focus of social scientists away from discussions of the
consequences of racial isolation and economic class subordination to
discussions of black achievement. Since the focus was solely on black
achievement, little attention was paid to internal differences within the
black community. Moreover, since the problems were defined in racial
terms, very little discussion was devoted either to problems created by
economic shifts and their impact on the poor black community or to the
need for economic reform. In short, such arguments effectively diver­
ted attention from the appropriate solutions to the dreadful economic
condition of poor blacks and made it difficult for blacks to see, in the
words of one perceptive observer, "how their fate is inextricably tied
up with the structure of the American economy."14

More recently, in response to arguments by conservatives that a
growing number of inner-city residents get locked into a culture of
poverty and a culture of welfare, some liberals have been quick to cite
research indicating that only a small proportion of Americans in pover­
ty and on welfare are persistently poor and persistently on welfare. The
problem of long-term poverty and welfare dependency began to re­
ceive detailed and systematic empirical attention when it became pos­
sible to track the actual experiences of the poor and those who receive
welfare with adequate longitudinal data provided by the Michigan Pan­
el Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). A series of initial studies based
on the PSID revealed that only a very small percentage of those in
poverty and on welfare were long-term cases. For example, one study
found that only 3 percent of the population was poor throughout a ten­
year time span;15 another study reported that only 2.2 percent of the
population was poor eight of the ten years (1968-78) covered in the
research. 16 These studies have been widely cited and have been said to
provide powerful evidence against the notion of an underclass.l7

However, more recent studies based on the PSID data seriously
challenge interpretations based on these findings. 18 Specifically, these
studies revealed that the previous PSID research on spells of poverty
and welfare dependency observed over a fixed time frame-say, eight
or ten years-underestimated the length of spells because some indi­
viduals who appear to have short spells of poverty or welfare receipt
are actually beginning or ending long spells. To correct for this prob-
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lem, the more recent studies first identified spells of poverty and wel­
fare receipt, then calculated exit probabilities by year to estimate the
duration of spells. With this revised methodology it was found that,
although most people who become poor during some point in their
lives experience poverty for only one or two years, a substantial sub­
population remains in poverty for a very long time. Indeed, these long­
term poor constitute about 60 percent of those in poverty at any given
point in time and are in a poverty spell that will last eight or more
years. Furthermore, families headed by women are likely to have long­
er spells of poverty-at a given point in time, the average child who
became poor when the family makeup changed from married-couple to
female-headed is in the midst of a poverty spell lasting almost twelve
years. It was reported that "some 20 percent of poverty spells of chil­
dren begin with birth. When they do, they tend to last ten years. The
average poor black child today appears to be in the midst of a poverty
spell which will last for almost two decades. "19 Similar findings were
reported on spells of welfare receipt. Long-term welfare mothers tend
to belong to racial minorities, were never married, and are high school
dropouts.

Thus, despite the findings and interpretations of earlier PSID re­
ports on long-term poverty and welfare dependency, there is still a
firm basis for accepting the argument that a ghetto underclass has
emerged and exhibits the problems of long-term poverty and welfare
dependency. Accordingly, liberal attempts to deny the existence of an
underclass on the basis of the earlier optimistic Michigan panel studies
now seem especially questionable.

Finally, a fourth liberal approach to the subject of the ghetto under­
class and urban social problems is to acknowledge the rise in inner-city
social dislocations while emphasizing racism as the explanation of these
changes. There are two basic themes associated with this thesis. The
more popular theme is that the cycle of pathology characterizing the
ghetto can only be comprehended in terms of racial oppression and
that "the racial dehumanization Americans permit is a symptom of the
deep-seated, systematic and most dangerous social disease of rac­
ism. "20 In response to this argument, I should like to emphasize that
no serious student ofAmerican race relations can deny the relationship
between the disproportionate concentration of blacks in impoverished
urban ghettos and historic racial subjugation in American society. But
to suggest that the recent rise of social dislocations among the ghetto
underclass is due mainly to contemporary racism, which in this context
refers to the "conscious refusal of whites to accept blacks as equal
human beings and their willful, systematic effort to deny blacks equal

opportunity,"21 is to ignore a set of complex issues that are difficult to
explain with a race-specific thesis. More specifically, it is not readily
apparent how the deepening economic class divisions between the
haves and have-nots in the black community can be accounted for
when this thesis is invoked,22 especially when it is argued that this
same racism is directed with equal force across class boundaries in the
black community. 23 Nor is it apparent how racism can result in a more
rapid social and economic deterioration in the inner city in the post­
civil rights period than in the period that immediately preceded the
notable civil rights victories. To put the question more pointedly, even
if racism continues to be a factor in the social and economic progress of
some blacks, can it be used to explain the sharp increase in inner-city
social dislocations since 1970? Unfortunately, no one who supports the
contemporary racism thesis has provided adequate or convincing an­
swers to this question.

The problem is that the proponents of the contemporary racism the­
sis fail to distinguish between the past and the present effects of racism
on the lives ofdifferent segments of the black population. This is unfor­
tunate because once the effects of historic racism are recognized it
becomes easier to assess the importance ofcurrent racism in relation to
nonracial factors such as economic-class position and modem economic
trends. Moreover, once this distinction is made it clears the way for
appropriate policy recommendations. Policy programs based on the
premise that the recent rise of social dislocations, such as joblessness,
in the inner city is due to current racism will be significantly different
from policy programs based on the premise that the growth of these
problems is due more to nonracial factors.

However, some liberals know that "racism is too easy an explana­
tion" because, in the words of Michael Harrington, it implies "that the
social and economic disorganization faced by black Americans was the
result of the psychological state of mind of white America, a kind of
deliberate-and racist-ill will." Harrington goes on to acknowledge
that such racism exists and has to be vigorously fought, but he empha­
sizes that "it is a relatively simple part of the problem. For there is an
economic structure of racism that will persist even if every white who
hates blacks goes through a total conversion." In this more complex
version, racism is seen not as a state of mind but as "an occupational
hierarchy rooted in history and institutionalized in the labor mar­
ket. "24 Also, it is argued that this economic structure of racism will
become even more oppressive in the future because massive economic
trends in the economy-the technological revolution, the intemation-



f

12 Chapter One 13 Cycles of Deprivation and the Underclass Debate

alization of capital, and the world division of labor-will have an ad­
verse effect in areas where blacks have made the most significant gains.

The problem with this argument is not the association between eco­
nomic shifts and the deteriorating economic position of some blacks,
which I believe is true and should be emphasized, but that this whole
question is discussed in terms of an "economic structure of racism." In
other words, complex problems in the American and worldwide econo­
mies that ostensibly have little or nothing to do with race, problems
that fall heavily on much of the black population but require solutions
that confront the broader issues of economic organization, are not
made more understandable by associating them directly or indirectly
with racism. Indeed, because this term has been used so indis­
criminately, has so many different definitions, and is often relied on to
cover up lack of information or knowledge of complex issues, it fre­
quently weakens rather than enhances arguments concerning race. In­
discriminate use of this term in any analysis of contemporary racial
problems immediately signals that the arguments typify worn-out
themes and make conservative writers more interesting in comparison
because they seem, on the surface at least, to have some fresh ideas.

Thus, instead of talking vaguely about an economic structure of rac­
ism, it would be less ambiguous and more effective to state simply that
a racial division of labor has been created due to decades, even cen­
turies, of discrimination and prejudice; and that because those in the
low-wage sector of the economy are more adversely affected by imper­
sonal economic shifts in advanced industrial society, the racial division
of labor is reinforced. One does not have to "trot out" the concept of
racism to demonstrate, for example, that blacks have been severely
hurt by deindustrialization because of their heavy concentration in the
automobile, rubber, steel, and other smokestack industries. 25

In sum, the liberal perspective on the ghetto underclass and inner­
city social dislocations is less persuasive and influential in public dis­
course today because many ofthose who represent the traditional liberal
views on social issues have failed to address straightforwardly the rise of
social pathologies in the ghetto. As I have attempted to show, some
liberals completely avoid any discussion of these problems, some es­
chew terms such as underclass, and others embrace selective evidence
that denies the very existence of an underclass and behavior associated
with the underclass or rely on the convenient term racism to account for
the sharp rise in the rates of social dislocation in the inner city. The
combined effect of these tendencies is to render liberal arguments inef­
fective and to enhance conservative arguments on the underclass, even
though the conservative thesis is plagued with serious problems of in-

terpretation and analysis. It is to the conservative perspective that I now
turn.

The Increasing Influence of the Conservative Perspective
on the Underclass

If the most forceful and influential arguments on the ghetto underclass
in the 1960s were put forth by liberals, conservative arguments have
moved to the forefront in the 1980s, even though they have undergone
only slight modification since the 1960s. Indeed, many students of so­
cial behavior recognize that the conservative thesis represents little
more than the application of the late Oscar Lewis's culture-of-poverty
arguments to the ghetto underclass. 26 Relying on participant observa­
tion and life-history data to analyze Latin American poverty, Lewis
described the culture of poverty as "both an adaptation and a reaction
of the poor to their marginal position in a class stratified, highly indi­
viduated, capitalistic society."27 However, he also noted that once the
culture of poverty comes into existence, "it tends to perpetuate itself
from generation to generation because of its effect on the children. By
the time slum children are age six or seven," argued Lewis, "they have
usually absorbed the basic values and attitudes of their subculture and
are not psychologically geared to take full advantage ofchanging condi­
tions or increased opportunities which may occur in their life-time."28

Although Lewis was careful to point out that basic structural changes
in society may alter some of the cultural characteristics of the poor,
conservative students of inner-city poverty who have built on his thesis
have focused almost exclusively on the interconnection between cul­
tural traditions, family history, and individual character. For example,
they have argued that a ghetto family that has had a history of welfare
dependency will tend to bear offspring who lack ambition, a work
ethic, and a sense of self-reliance. 29 Some even suggest that ghetto
underclass individuals have to be rehabilitated culturally before they
can advance in society. 30

In the 1960s, before the civil rights revolution ran its course and
before the Great Society programs began to wind down, such argu­
ments were successfully beaten back by forceful liberal critics who
blamed society for the plight of the ghetto underclass and who called
for progressive social reforms to improve their economic and social
chances in life. There was considerable optimism and confidence
among liberals in the latter half of the 1960s not only because they felt
they understood the problems of the inner city, but also because they
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believed they had the potential solution in the form of Great Society
and civil rights programs. Conservative students of urban poverty
worked in an intimidating atmosphere, and those who dared to write or
speak out on the subject received the full brunt of the liberal
onslaught. 31

Arguments that associated ghetto-specific behavior (i. e., behavior
that departs from mainstream patterns) with ingrained cultural charac­
teristics (that whole array of norms, values, orientations, and aspira­
tions) received the most attention from liberal critics in the 1960s.
These critics contended that ghetto-specific behavior is largely due to
segregation, limited opportunities, and external obstacles against ad­
vancement-which were determined by different historical circum­
stances. They further argued that even ifone were able to demonstrate
a direct relationship between ghetto-specific behavior and values or
other cultural traits, this would be only the first step in a proper social
analysis. Analysis of the historical and social roots of these cultural dif­
ferences represents the succeeding and, indeed, more fundamental
step. 32

In short, liberal scholars in the 1960s argued that cultural values do
not ultimately determine behavior or success. Rather, cultural values
emerge from specific social circumstances and life chances and reflect
one's class and racial position. Thus, if underclass blacks have limited
aspirations or fail to plan for the future, it is not ultimately the product
of different cultural norms but the consequence of restricted oppor­
tunities, a bleak future, and feelings of resignation resulting from bitter
personal experiences. Accordingly, behavior described as socially
pathological and associated with the ghetto underclass should be ana­
lyzed not as a cultural aberration but as a symptom of class and racial
inequality. 33 As economic and social opportunities change, new behav­
ioral solutions originate and develop into patterns, later to be comple­
mented and upheld by norms. If new situations appear, both the
patterns of behavior and the norms eventually undergo change. "Some
behavioral norms are more persistent than others," wrote Herbert
Gans in 1968, "but over the long run, all of the norms and aspirations
by which people live are nonpersistent: they rise and fall with changes
in situations."34

In the 1960s liberals effectively used this thesis not only to challenge
the conservative arguments about culture and underclass behavior but
also to explain why ghetto communities were so different from main­
stream communities. The assertions about the relationship between
culture and social structure were rendered plausible by evidence re­
ported and interpreted in a series of urban field studies in the later

1960s.35 On the other hand, conservative assertions about underclass
life and behavior were weakened because of a lack of direct evidence
and because they seemed to be circular in the sense that cultural val­
ues were inferred from the behavior of the underclass to be explained,
and then these values were used as the explanation of the behavior. 36

Thus, by the end of the 1960s, the most forceful and persuasive
arguments on the ghetto underclass had been provided by liberals, not
conservatives. A few years later, just the opposite would be true, even
though the conservative thesis of the interplay between cultural tradi­
tion, family biography, and individual character remains largely un­
changed. To understand this development, it is important to note the
unsettling effect of the heated controversy over the Moynihan report
on those who represent traditional liberal views.

As I mentioned previously, liberals became increasingly reluctant to
research, write about, or publicly discuss inner-city social dislocations
following the virulent attacks against Moynihan. Indeed, by 1970 it was
clear to any sensitive observer that if there was to be research on the
ghetto underclass that would not be subjected to ideological criticism,
it would be research conducted by minority scholars on the strengths,
not the weaknesses, of inner-city families and communities. 37 Studies
of ghetto social pathologies, even those organized in terms of tradi­
tionalliberal theories, were no longer welcomed in some circles. Thus,
after 1970, for a period of several years, the deteriorating social and
economic conditions of the ghetto underclass were not addressed by
the liberal community as scholars backed away from research on the
topic, policymakers were silent, and civil rights leaders were preoc­
cupied with the affirmative action agenda of the black middle class.

By 1980, however, the problems of inner-city social dislocations had
reached such catastrophic proportions that liberals were forced to read­
dress the question of the ghetto underclass, but this time their reac­
tions were confused and defensive. The extraordinary rise in inner-city
social dislocations follOwing the passage of the most sweeping anti­
discrimination and antipoverty legislation in the nation's history could
not be explained by the 1960 explanations of ghetto-specific behavior.
Moreover, because liberals had ignored these problems throughout
most of the 1970s, they had no alternative explanations to advance and
were therefore ill prepared to confront a new and forceful challenge
from conservative thinkers. The result was a diffused and confused
reaction typified by the four responses to the subject that I discussed
above.

The new conservative challenge does not represent a change in the
basic premise of the interplay among cultural tradition, family biogra-
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phy, and individual character; rather, it builds on this premise with the
argument that the growth of liberal social policies has exacerbated, not
alleviated, ghetto-specific cultural tendencies and problems of inner­
city social dislocations. Widely read neoconservative books such as
Thinking about Crime, Wealth and Poverty, Civil Rights: Rhetoric or
Reality, and Losing Ground present a range of arguments on the nega­
tive effects of liberal social policy on the behavior and values of the
ghetto underclass. 38 Thus liberal changes in the criminal justice sys­
tem are said to have decreased the sanctions against aberrant behavior
and thereby contributed to the rise of serious inner-city crime since
1965; affirmative action pressures are linked with the deteriorating
plight of the underclass because, while they increase the demand for
highly qualified minority members, they decrease the demand for the
less qualified due to the cost, particularly at times of discharge and
promotion; and the Great Society and other social welfare programs
have been self-defeating because they have made people less self­
reliant, promoted joblessness, and contributed to the rise of out-of­
wedlock births and female-headed families. Thus, unlike their liberal
counterparts, conservatives have attempted to explain the sharp rise in
the rates of social dislocation among the ghetto underclass, and their
arguments, which strike many as new and refreshing, have dominated
public discourse on this subject for the last several years. But there are
signs that this is beginning to change. There are signs of a liberal re­
vival. And the spark for this revival, I believe, is Charles Murray's
provocative book, Losing Ground.

Probably no work has done more to promote the view that federal
programs are harmful to the poor. As reported in a recent New York
Times editorial, "This year's budget-cutter bible seems to be 'Losing
Ground,' Charles Murray's book appraising social policy in the last 30
years. The Reagan budget ... is likely to propose deep reductions in
education, child nutrition and housing assistance, and elimination of
programs like the Job Corps, revenue sharing and urban development
grants. In agency after agency, officials cite the Murray book as a philo­
sophical base for these proposals, for it concludes that social-welfare
programs, far from relieving poverty, increase it and should be
stopped. "39 Indeed, Losing Ground not only attributes increasing pov­
erty to programs such as those of the Great Society, it also explains
increasing rates of joblessness, crime, out-of-wedlock births, female­
headed families, and welfare dependency, especially among the ghetto
underclass, in terms of such programs as well. Murray argues that re­
cent changes in social policy have effectively changed the rewards and
penalties that govern human behavior.

Losing Ground initially drew rave reviews in a variety of newspapers
and periodicals, partly because Murray seemed to have marshaled an
impressive array of statistics to support his arguments. But follOwing
that, critics from liberal quarters awakened and responded with power­
ful criticisms that have devastated the central core of Murray's thesis. 40

For example, whereas Murray maintains that the availability of food
stamps and increases in Aid for Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC) payments have had a negative effect on poor black family for­
mation and work incentives, liberal critics have appropriately pointed
out that the real value of these two combined programs increased only
from 1960 to 1972; after that time, their real value declined sharply
~ecause states neglected to adjust AFDC benefit levels to inflation, yet

there were no reversals in the trends of either family composition or
work effort. "41 Moreover, in 1975, Congress enacted the Earned In­
come Tax Credit, which further expanded the advantages of working,
for the poor. Thus, if welfare incentives lead to black joblessness and
family dissolution as Murray argues, "these trends should have re­
versed themselves in the 1970s, when the relative advantage of work
over welfare increased sharply. "42 They did not, of course; black
joblessness, female-headed families, and illegitimacy soared during the
1970s.

Whereas Murray contends that despite substantial increases in
spending on social programs, from 1968 to 1980 the poverty rate failed
to drop-thus indicating that these programs were not successful­
liberal critics argue that Murray "neglects the key facts that contradict
his message," namely, that the unemployment rate in 1980 was twice
that of 1968.43 When unemployment increases, poverty also rises.
~hat Murray fails to c9Jlsider, they argue, is that many people slipped
Into poverty because of the economic downturn and were lifted out by
the broadening of benefits. According to Robert Greenstein, director
of the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities in Washington, D. C. ,
''The two trends roughly balanced each other and the poverty rate
remained about the same" from 1968 to 1980.44

Murray, on the other hand, maintains that the slowing of the econo­
my had nothing at all to do with the failure of the poverty rate to
decline in the 1970s. He argues that the economy, according to the
Gross National Product (GNP), grew more in the 1970s than in the
1950s, when the poverty rate dropped. Liberal critics have responded
~th the argument that, although growth in the GNP does create jobs,
In the 1970s the growth was insufficient to handle the "unusually large
numbers of women and young people (from the baby boom generation)
who were entering the job market," resulting in an increase in unem-
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ployment. Moreover, real wages, which had risen steadily in the 1950s
and 1960s, stopped growing in the 1970s. Greenstein states that "when
unemployment rises and real wages fall, poverty increases-and low
income groups (especially black males) are affected the most." Thus,
liberal critics maintain that far from being unimportant, the economy
was the major cause of the failure of poverty to decline in the 1970s. If
it had not been for the benefit programs that Murray attacks, the pov­
erty rate would have risen further still.45

Murray's book has indeed "lit a fire" under liberals; if these and
other responses are any indication, we could be seeing the beginnings
of a major revival in the liberal approach to the ghetto underclass phe­
nomenon. But the responses are still largely in reaction to what conser­
vative thinkers are saying. In conclusion I should like to suggest how
the liberal perspective might be refocused to provide the kind of intel­
lectual and social policy leadership needed to balance the public dis­
course on the ghetto underclass.

Conclusion: Toward a Refocused Liberal Perspective

If the liberal perspective on the ghetto underclass is to regain the influ­
ence it has lost since the 1960s, it will be necessary to do more than
simply react to what conservative scholars and policymakers are say­
ing. Liberals will also have to propose thoughtful explanations of the
rise in inner-city social dislocations. Such explanations should empha­
size the dynamic interplay between ghetto-specific cultural charac­
teristics and social and economic opportunities. This would necessitate
taking into account the effects not only of changes in American eco­
nomic organization but also ofdemographic changes and changes in the
laws and policies of the government as well. In this connection, the
relationships between joblessness and family structure, joblessness
and other social dislocations (crime, teenage pregnancy, welfare de­
pendency, etc.), and joblessness and social orientation among different
age-groups would receive special attention.

However, thoughtful explanations of the recent rise in the problems
of the underclass depend on careful empirical research. It is not suffi­
cient to rely solely on census data and other secondary sources. Liber­
als will have to augment such information with empirical data on the
ghetto underclass experience and on conditions in the broader society
that have shaped and continue to shape that experience. This calls for a
number of different research strategies ranging from survey to eth­
nographic to historical.

But first, liberals will have to change the way they have tended to
approach this subject in recent years. They can no longer afford to be
timid in addressing these problems, to debate whether or not concepts
such as the underclass should even be used, to look for data to deny the
very existence of an underclass, or, finally, to rely heavily on the easy
explanation of racism.

These are my suggestions for refocusing the liberal perspective. It
will not be easy and there is a lot of work to be done. But such an effort
is needed if we are to provide a more balanced public discourse on the
problems of the ghetto underclass. In the ensuing chapters, I follow
these suggestions in an attempt to describe the growing problems of
urban social dislocations in the inner city, explain why these problems
sharply increased when they did and in the way that they did, and then
use this analysis to suggest a comprehensive policy agenda that moves
beyond race-specific issues to confront more fundamental problems
associated with changes in advanced industrial society, changes that
have had a significant impact on life and experience in the inner city.
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The social problems of urban life in the United States
are, in large measure, the problems of racial inequality. The rates of
crime, drug addiction, out-of-wedlock births, female-headed families,
and welfare dependency have risen dramatically in the last several
years, and they reflect a noticeably uneven distribution by race. As
emphasized in the previous chapter, liberal social scientists, jour­
nalists, policymakers, and civil rights leaders have nonetheless been
reluctant to face this fact. Often analysts make no reference to race at
all when discussing issues such as crime and teenage pregnancy, ex­
cept to emphasize the deleterious effects of racial discrimination or of
the institutionalized inequality of American society.

As I argued in the previous chapter, one of the reasons social scien­
tists have been reluctant to research these problems until very recently
may have been the virulent attacks on the Moynihan report in the
latter half of the 1960s. 1 There is no need here for detailed discussion
of the controversy surrounding the report, which like so many contro­
versies over social issues raged in great measure because of distortions
and misinterpretations. However, it should be pointed out that various
parts of Moynihan's arguments had been raised previously by such
persons as Kenneth B. Clark, E. Franklin Frazier, and Bayard Rustin. 2

Like Rustin, Moynihan argued that as antidiscrimination legislation
breaks down barriers to black liberty, issues ofequality will draw atten­
tion away from issues of liberty; in other words, concerns for equal
resources enabling blacks to live comparable to whites in material ways
will exceed concerns of freedom. The simple removal of legal barriers
will not achieve the goal of equality, he maintained, because the
cumulative effects of discrimination make it very nearly impossible for
a majority of black Americans to take advantage of opportunities pro­
vided by civil rights laws. He observed, in this connection, that "the
Negro ~ommunity is dividing between a stable middle-class group that
is steadily growing stronger and more successful, and an increasingly
disorganized and disadvantaged lower-class group."3

2 Social Change and Social
Dislocations in the Inner City

Like Clark, Moynihan emphasized that family deterioration-as re­
vealed in urban blacks' rising rates ofbroken marriages, female-headed
homes, out-of-wedlock births, and welfare dependency-was one of
the central problems of the black lower class. And as had Frazier,
Moynihan argued that the problems of the black family, which present
major obstacles to black equality, derive from previous patterns of in­
equality that originated in the slavery experience and have been main­
tained and reinforced by years of racial discrimination. He concluded
his report by recommending a shift in the direction of federal civil
rights activities to "bring the Negro American to full and equal sharing
in the responsibilities and rewards of citizenship" and thereby to in­
crease "the stability and resources of the Negro American family."4

The vitriolic criticism of the Moynihan report, which paid far more
attention to Moynihan's unflattering depiction of the black family in
the urban ghetto than to his historical analysis of the black family's
special plight or to his proposed remedies, helped create an atmo­
sphere that discouraged many social scientists from researching certain
aspects of lower-class black life. 5 Meanwhile, significant developments
were unfolding in ghetto communities across the United States that
profoundly affected the lives of millions of blacks and dramatically re­
vealed that the problems earlier described by Clark, Moynihan, and
others had reached catastrophic proportions. To be more specific, one­
quarter of all black births occurred outside of marriage in 1965, the
year Moynihan wrote his report on the Negro family, and by 198057
percent were; in 1965 nearly 25 percent ofall black families were head­
ed by women, and by 198043 percent were;6 partly as a result, welfare
dependency among poor blacks has mushroomed. And perhaps the
most dramatic indicator of the extent to which social dislocations have
affiicted urban blacks is crime, especially violent crime, which has in­
creased sharply in recent years. Finally, these growing social problems
have accompanied increasing black rates of joblessness.

Although these problems are heavily concentrated in urban areas, it
would be a serious mistake to assume that they affiict all segments of
the urban minority community. Rather, these problems disproportion­
ately plague the ghetto underclass.

The Tangle of Pathology in the Inner City

When figures on black crime, teenage pregnancy, female-headed fami­
lies, and welfare dependency are released to the public without suf­
ficient explanation, racial stereotypes are reinforced. And the tendency
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of liberal social scientists either to ignore these issues or to address
them in circumspect ways does more to reinforce than to undermine
racist perceptions.

These problems cannot be accounted for simply in terms of racial
discrimination or in terms ofa culture ofpoverty. Rather, they must be
seen as having complex sociological antecedents that range from demo­
graphic changes to problems of economic organization. But before
turning to these explanatory factors, I should like to outline the grow­
ing problems of social dislocation in the inner city, beginning first with
violent crime.

Race and Violent Crime

Only one of nine persons in the United States is black; yet in 1984
nearly one of every two persons arrested for murder and nonnegligent
manslaughter was black, and 41 percent of all murder victims were
black. As Norval Morris and Michael Tonry indicate, "Homicide is the
leading cause of death of black men and women aged 25 to 34." Fur­
thermore, 61 percent ofall persons arrested for robbery and 38 percent
of those arrested for aggravated assault in 1984 were black. Moreover,
the rate of black imprisonment in 1984 was 6.25 times greater than the
rate of white imprisonment. 7

The disproportionate involvement of blacks in violent crime is clear­
ly revealed in the data on city arrests collected by the Federal Bureau
of Investigation (FBI). Blacks constitute 13 percent of the population in
cities, but, as reported in table 2.1, they account for over halfofall city
arrests for violent crimes. More than half of those arrested in cities for
murders and nonnegligent manslaughter, more than half of those ar­
rested for forcible rape, and 64 percent of those arrested for robbery
are black. The rate of black crime is even greater in large urban areas
where blacks constitute a larger percentage of the population. Al­
though the FBI does not provide data on arrest by size ofcity and race,
the magnitude and social significance of the problems of violent black
crimes in large metropolises can perhaps be revealed by examining
data on murder rates provided by the Chicago Police Department. 8

The 1970s was a violent decade in the history of Chicago. The
number of violent crimes in the city began to rise in the mid-l960s and
reached record levels in the 1970s. The number of homicides jumped
from 195 in 1965 to 810 in 1970. During the severe recession year of
1974, the city experienced a record 970 murders (30.8 per 100,000
population) and 4,071 shooting assaults. Despite the record number of
homicides in Chicago in 1974, Chicago's murder rate was actually
lower than those in Detroit, Cleveland, Washington, D.C., and Bal-
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TABLE 2.1
Arrests in Cities, by Type of Offense and Race, 1984

Racial Distribution

Offence White (%) Black (%) American Asian or
Indian or Pacific
Alaskan Islander (%)

Native (%)

Violent crime 48.6 50.2 0.7 0.6
Murder and nonnegligent 46.7 52.0 0.6 0.8

manslaughter
Forcible rape 46.4 52.3 0.7 0.6
Robbery 35.2 63.7 0.4 0.7
Aggravated assault 56.1 42.5 0.8 0.6

Property crime 66.1 32.0 1.1 0.9
Burglary 66.2 32.4 0.8 0.6
Larceny-theft 66.1 31.7 1.2 1.0
Motor vehicle theft 63.6 34.6 0.9 0.9
Arson 74.2 24.3 0.8 0.7

Crime total indexa 62.5 35.6 1.0 0.8

Source: U.S. ~epartment of Justice, Uniform Crime Reports for the United States,
1984 (Washmgton, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1985).

a Percentage of all crimes by each ethnic group.

timore. 9 In 1981, another recession year, 877 murders were commit­
ted. in Chicago, the second highest number ever; yet its rate placed
Chicago only fifth among the ten largest urban areas in the country (see
table 2.2).

In Chicago, like other major urban centers, blacks are not only more
likely to commit murder, they are also more likely to be victims of
murder. During the 1970s, 8 of every 10 murderers in Chicago were
black, as were 7 ofevery 10 murder victims. In 1983, 513 blacks (other
than Hispanic), 108 Hispanics, and 95 whites (other than Hispanic)
were victims of murder; of known perpetrators that year, 515 were
black, 102 were Hispanic, and 58 were white. In 1970 only 56 of the
murder victims were Hispanic, compared with 135 white and 607 black
victims. Age changes in the Hispanic population accounted in large
measure for their increased involvement in violent crimes-a matter
that will be discussed later in greater detail.

Homicides in Chicago were overwhelmingly intraracial or intra­
ethnic. During the 1970s, of those murders where the ethnicity of the
offender was known, 98 percent ofblack homicides were committed by
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other blacks, 75 percent of Hispanic homicides were committed by
other Hispanics, and 51.5 percent of white homicides were committed
by other whites. This pattern held for the most recent year for which
homicide data are available. In 1983, 98 percent of the known per­
petrators of black homicide were black, 81 percent of perpetrators of
Hispanic homicide were Hispanic, and 52 percent of perpetrators of
white homicide were white. 10

In examining the figures on homicide in Chicago it is important to
recognize that the rates vary significantly according to the economic
status of the community, with the highest rates of violent crime associ­
ated with the communities of the underclass. More than half of the
1983 murders and aggravated assaults in Chicago occurred in seven of
the city's twenty-four police districts, the areas with a heavy concentra­
tion of low-income black and Latino residents. 11

The most violent area is the overwhelmingly black Wentworth Ave­
nue police district on the South Side of Chicago. Indeed, in 1983, 81
murders (11 percent of city total) and 1,691 aggravated assaults (13
percent of city total) occurred in this four-sQuare-mile district which
contains only 3.4 percent of the city's total population. 12
. The Wentworth figures on violent crime are high partly because the

Robert Taylor Homes, the largest public-housing project in the city of
Chicago, is located there. Robert Taylor Homes is a complex of twenty­
eight sixteen-story buildings covering ninety-two acres. The official
population in 1980 was almost 20,000, but, according to a recent re­
port, "there are an additional 5,000 to 7,000 adult residents who are
not registered with the housing authority. "13 In 1983 all of the regis­
tered households were black and 69 percent of the official population
were minors. The median family income was $5,470. Ninety-three per­
cent of the families with children were headed by a single parent.
Eight-three percent of the (nonelderly headed) families with children
received Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC).14 Unem­
ployment was estimated to be 47 percent in 1980. Although in 1980
only a little more than 0.5 percent of Chicago's more than 3 million
people lived in the Robert Taylor Homes, "11 percent of the city's
murders, 9 percent of its rapes, and 10 percent of its aggravated as­
saults were committed in the project. "15

Robert Taylor Homes is by no means the only violent large housing
project in Chicago. For example, Cabrini-Green, the second largest,
experienced a rash of violent crimes in early 1981 that prompted Chi­
cago's then mayor Jane Byrne to take up residence there for several
weeks to help stem the tide. Cabrini-Green includes eighty-one high­
and low-rise buildings covering seventy acres on Chicago's Near North
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Side. In 1983 nearly 13,000 people, almost all black, were officially
registered there; but like the Robert Taylor Homes, many more reside
there than appear in the records of the Chicago Housing Authority
(CHA). Minors were 66 percent of the registered population; 90 per­
cent of the families with children were headed by women; 83 percent
of the households were on welfare (AFDC or General Assistance), and
81 percent of the families with children received AFDC in 1983. 16 In a
nine-week period beginning in early January 1981, ten Cabrini-Green
residents were murdered; thirty-five were wounded by gunshots, in­
cluding random sniping; and more than fifty firearms were confiscated,
"the tip of an immense illegal arsenal," according to the Chicago
police. 17

Family Dissolution and Welfare Dependency

What is true of the structure offamilies and welfare dependency in the
Robert Taylor Homes and Cabrini-Green is typical of all the CHA
housing projects. In 1983, of the 25,000 families with children living in
CHA projects, only 8 percent were married-couple families, and 80
percent of the family households received AFDC.18 But female-head­
ed families and welfare dependency are not confined to public-housing
projects. The projects simply magnify these problems, which permeate
ghetto neighborhoods and to a lesser extent metropolitan areas
generally.

The increase in the number offemale-headed families in the United
States was dramatic during the 1970s. Whereas the total number of
families grew by 20 percent from 1970 to 1984, the number of female­
headed families increased by 51 percent. Moreover, the number of
families headed by women with one or more of their children present
in the home increased by 77 percent. If the change in family structure
was notable for all families in the 1970s, it was close to phenomenal for
blacks and Hispanics. Whereas families headed by white women in­
creased by 63 percent, the number of families headed by black and
Hispanic women grew by 108 and 164 percent, respectively.19

In 1965 Moynihan expressed great concern that 25 percent of all
black families were headed by women. The proportion surpassed 28
percent in 1970, reached 40 percent by 1979, and registered an alarm­
ing 43 percent in 1984. By contrast, only 13 percent of white families
and 23 percent of Hispanic families were headed by women in 1984,
even though each group recorded a significant increase in female­
headed families during the 1970s.20

In 1984, 73 percent of all female householders resided in metro­
politan areas (39 percent in central cities and 34 percent in the adjacent

suburbs); of those who were black and Hispanic, 79 and 91 percent
respectively lived in metropolitan areas, with 60 percent of the metro­
politan blacks and 64 percent of the Hispanics in the central city. The
women householders were younger than in previous years. For exam­
ple, from 1970 to 1984 the number offemale heads offamilies forty-five
years or older increased by nearly 1 million (31 percent), while those
under forty-five years of age increased by almost 3.3 million (135 per­
cent), resulting in a decline in the median age from 48.2 years in 1979
to 41.4 years in 1984.21

Even if a female householder is employed full time, her earnings are
usually substantially less than that of a male worker and are not likely
to be supplemented with income from a second full-time employed
member of the household. For women who head families and are not
employed (including those who have never been employed, have
dropped out of the labor force to become full-time mothers, or are
employed only part time), the economic situation is often desperate. In
1983 the median income of female-headed families ($11,789) was only
43 percent of the median income of husband-wife families ($27,286);
the median income of families headed by black women ($7,999) was
only 37 percent of the median income of husband-wife black families
($21,840). In 1983, of the roughly 3.6 million families that reported
incomes ofless than $5,000, 57 percent were headed by women. 22

The relationship between level offamily income and family structure
is even more pronounced among black families. As shown in table 2.3,
whereas 80 percent of all black families with incomes under $4,000
were headed by women in 1978, only 8 percent with incomes of
$25,000 or more were headed by women; in metropolitan areas, the
difference was even greater.

Economic hardship has become almost synonymous with black
female-headed families: only 30 percent of all poor black families were
headed by women in 1959, but by 1978 the proportion reached 74
percent (though it has remained slightly below that level since then),
due, as discussed in the next chapter, to the increase in the number of
married-couple parents in poverty in recent years. By contrast, 39 per­
cent of all poor white families were headed by women in 1978, after
which the white proportion also decreased slightly. 23 Reflecting the
growth of black female-headed families, the proportion of black chil­
dren in married-couple families dropped significantly, from 63 percent
in 1970 to 50 percent in 1978 and 46 percent in 1984. Moreover, 46
percent of black children under eighteen years of age resided in fami­
lies whose incomes were below the poverty level in 1983, and three­
fourths of those were in families headed by females. 24
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TABLE 2.3
Proportion of Families at Selected Income Levels, by Race, Head of Household,
and Metropolitan Residence, 1978

Race and Income All Families Families with All Families Metropolitan
Level ($) (%) Female Heads in Families with

(%) Metropolitan Female
Areas (%) Heads (%)

Black
Under 4,000 15.9 80.3 70.7 85.1
4,000-6,999 16.2 63.8 70.1 71.2
7,000-10,999 18.3 46.2 74.8 50.7
11,000-15,999 16.7 28.9 76.3 31.8
16,000-24,999 19.2 15.3 82.7 15.4
25,000 and over 13.4 7.7 88.5 7.6

White
Under 4,000 4.3 42.2 52.4 51.0
4,000-6,999 4.7 27.6 56.2 33.7
7,000-10,999 12.7 19.5 57.7 21.8
11,000-15,999 16.9 13.4 59.9 16.7
16,000-24,999 28.8 7.2 66.0 8.5
25,000 and over 29.5 2.9 75.4 3.1

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, series P-60, no.
123, "Money Income of Families and Persons in the United States, 1978"
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office), p. 70.

The rise of female-headed families among blacks corresponds closely
with the increase in the ratio ofout-of-wedlock births. Only 15 percent
of all black births in 1959 were out of wedlock. This figure jumped to
roughly 24 percent in 1965 and 57 percent in 1982, almost five times
greater than the white ratio. Indeed, despite the far greater white pop­
ulation, in 1982 the number of black babies born out of wedlock
(328,879) nearly matched the number of illegitimate white babies. 25

Although the proportion of black births that are outside of marriage is,
in part, a function of the general decline in fertility among married
blacks (a point discussed below), it is also a reflection of the growing
prevalence of out-of-wedlock births among teenagers. For example,
despite a sharp drop in the rate of teenage childbearing among both
blacks and whites since 1960, the proportion of black teenage births
that were out of wedlock increased from only 42 percent in 1960, to 63
percent in 1970, and then to a staggering 89 percent in 1983. A similar
pattern occurred among whites-7 percent of the white teenage births
were out of wedlock in 1960, 17 percent in 1970, and 39 percent in
1983.26

These problems are, to repeat, most acute in ghetto neighborhoods.
For example, in the ovetwhelmingly black and impoverished commu­
nities of Chicago (communities with rates of household poverty that
exceeded 40 percent in 1980) the proportion of female households in­
creased from 34 to 61 percent in Garfield Park between 1970 and 1980,
from 37 to 66 percent in the Near West Side, from 33 to 61 percent in
North Lawndale, from 41 to 75 percent in the Near South Side, from
43 to 70 percent in Douglas, from 48 to 78 percent in Oakland, from 40
to 71 percent in Grand Boulevard, from 35 to 70 percent in Wash­
ington Park, and from 44 to 65 percent in Riverdale. These alarming
trends, in turn, are related to extramarital childbearing. In 1983 nearly
three-quarter of all black births in Chicago were out of wedlock, com­
pared to only about half in 1970. Ninety-five percent of all black teen­
age births in Chicago were out of wedlock in 1983, compared to 75
percent in 1970.27

These developments have significant implications for the problems
of welfare dependency. In 1977 the proportion of families receiving
AFDC that were black (43 percent) slightly exceeded the proportion
that were white other than Spanish (42.5 percent), despite the great
difference in total population. 28 It is estimated that about 60 percent of
the children who are born out ofwedlock and are alive and not adopted
receive welfare. A study by the Urban Institute pointed out that "more
than half of all AFDC assistance in 1975 was paid to women who were
or had been teenage mothers. "29

In this section, I have focused on female-headed families, out-of­
wedlock births, and teenage pregnancy because they have become inex­
tricably connected with poverty and dependency. The sharp increase in
these and other forms of social dislocations in the inner city (including
joblessness and violent crime) offers a difficult challenge to pol­
icymakers. Because there has been so little recent systematic research
on these problems and a paucity of thoughtful explanations for them,
racial stereotypes oflife and behavior in the urban ghetto have not been
adequately challenged. The physical and social isolation of residents in
the urban ghetto is thereby reinforced. The fundamental question is:
Why have the social conditions of the urban underclass deteriorated so
rapidly since the mid-1960s and especially since 1970?

Toward a Comprehensive Explanation

There is no single explanation for the racial or ethnic variations in the
rates of social dislocations I have described. But I should like to suggest
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TABLE 2.4
Unemployment Rates, by Race, Selected Years, 1948-1984

Sources: u. S. Department of Labor, Employment and Train­
ing Report of the President (Washington, D.C.: Govern­
ment Printing Office, 1982); and idem, Employment and
Earnings 32 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Of­
fice, January 1985).

Notes: The unemployment rate is the percentage of the
civilian labor force aged sixteen and over that is unem­
ployed. "Black and other races" is a U.S. Census Bureau
designation and is used in those cases where data are not
available solely for blacks. However, because about 90
percent of the population so designated is black, statistics
reported for this category generally reflect the condition of
the black population. The black-white unemployment ratio
is the percentage of blacks who are unemployed divided by
the percentage of whites who are unemployed.

contemporary discrimination within the criminal justice systems and
the disproportionate rates of black crime. An answer was provided by
Alfred Blumstein in an important study of the racial disproportionality
in America's state prison populations. Blumstein found that 80 percent
of the disproportionate black incarceration rates during the 1970s could
be attributed to the disproportionate number of blacks arrested and
that the more serious the offense, the stronger the association between
arrest rates and incarceration rates. For example, all but a small frac­
tion of the disproportionate black incarceration rates for homicide, ag-

Unemployment Rate

1.7
1.7
2.0
2.1
2.1
2.2
2.2
2.1
2.0
1.8
2.3
2.1
2.2

Black-White
Unemployment

Ratio

3.5
3.1
5.0
3.8
4.9
5.0
3.3
3.2
5.1
7.8
5.2
6.7
6.5

White

5.9
5.3
9.0
7.9

10.2
10.8
7.3
6.4

10.0
13.8
11.9
14.2
14.4

Black and
Other Races

Year

1948
1951
1954
1957
1960
1963
1966
1969
1972
1975
1978
1981
1984

The Effects of Historic and Contemporary Discrimination

Discrimination is the most frequently invoked explanation of social dis­
locations in the urban ghetto. However, proponents of the discrimi­
nation thesis often fail to make a distinction between the effects of
historic discrimination, that is, discrimination before the middle of the
twentieth century, and the effects of discrimination following that
time. They therefore find it difficult to explain why the economic posi­
tion of poor urban blacks actually deteriorated during the very period
in which the most sweeping antidiscrimination legislation and pro­
grams were enacted and implemented.3O Their emphasis on discrimi­
nation becomes even more problematic in view of the economic
progress of the black middle class during the same period.

There is no doubt that contemporary discrimination has contributed
to or aggravated the social and economic problems of the ghetto under­
class. But is discrimination greater today than in 1948, when, as shown
in table 2.4, black unemployment was less than half the 1980 rate, and
the black-white unemployment ratio was almost one-fourth less than
the 1980 ratio? Although labor economists have noted the shortcom­
ings of the official unemployment rates as an indicator of the economic
conditions of groups, these rates have generally been accepted as one
significant measure of relative disadvantage. 31 It is therefore important
to point out that it was not until 1954 that the 2:1 unemployment ratio
between blacks and whites was reached, and that since 1954, despite
shifts from good to bad economic years, the black-white unemploy­
ment ratio has shown very little change. There are obviously many
reasons for the higher levels of black unemployment since the
mid-1950s (including the migration of blacks from a rural subsistence
economy to an urban economy with protected labor markets), but to
suggest contemporary discrimination as the main factor is to obscure
the impact of economic and demographic changes and to leave unex­
plained the question of why black unemployment was lower not after
but before 1950.

The question has also been raised about the association between

several interrelated explanations that represent a comprehensive set of
variables-including societal, demographic, and neighborhood vari­
ables. In the process, I hope to show that the sources of current prob­
lems in the inner city are exceedingly complex and that their amelior­
ation calls for imaginative and comprehensive programs of economic
and social reform that are in sharp contrast to the current approaches to
social policy in America, which are based on short-term political
considerations.
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gravated assault, and robbery could be accounted for by the differential
black arrest rates. He points out, therefore, that discrimination proba­
bly plays a more important role in the black incarceration rates for less
serious crimes. He also states that "even if the relatively large racial
differences in handling these offenses were totally eliminated, howev­
er, that would not result in a major shift in the racial mix of prison
populations. "32

Thus, if a higher rate of black incarceration is accounted for by a
higher rate of arrests, the question moves back a step: is the racial
disproportionality in United States prisons largely the result of black
bias in arrest? Recent research in criminology demonstrates consistent
relationships between the distribution of crimes by race as reported in
the arrest statistics of the Unifonn Grime Reports and the distribution
based on reports by victims of assault, robbery, and rape (where con­
tact with the offender was direct).33 "While these results are certainly
short of definitive evidence that there is not bias in arrests," observes
Blumstein, "they do strongly suggest that the arrest process, whose
demographics we can observe, is reasonably representative of the
crime process for at least these serious crime types."34

It should also be emphasized that, contrary to prevailing opinion,
the black family showed signs of significant deterioration not before,
but after, the middle of the twentieth century. Until the publication of
Herbert Gutman's impressive historical study on the black family,
scholars had assumed that the current problems of the black family
could be traced back to slavery. "Stimulated by the bitter public and
academic controversy" surrounding the Moynihan report, Gutman
presented data that convincingly demonstrated that the black family
was not particularly disorganized during slavery or during the early
years of blacks' first migration to the urban North beginning after the
tum of the century. The problems of the modem black family, he sug­
gests, are a product of more recent social forces. 35

But are these problems mainly a consequence of present-day dis­
crimination, or are they related to other factors that may have little or
nothing to do with race? If contemporary discrimination is the main
culprit, why did it produce the most severe problems of urban social
dislocation during the 1970s, a decade that followed an unprecedented
period of civil rights legislation and ushered in the affirmative action
programs? The problem, as I see it, is unraveling the effects ofpresent­
day discrimination, on the one hand, and of historic discrimination, on
the other.

My own view is that historic discrimination is far more important
than contemporary discrimination in explaining the plight of the ghetto

underclass, but that a full appreciation of the effects of historic discrim­
ination is impossible without taking into account other historical and
contemporary forces that have also shaped the experiences and behav­
ior of impoverished urban minorities.

The Importance of the Flow of Migrants

One of the legacies of historic discrimination is the presence of a large
black underclass in central cities. Blacks constituted approximately 23
percent of the population of central cities in 1983, but they were 43
percent of the poor in these cities.36 In accounting for the historical
developments that contributed to this concentration of urban black
poverty, I should like to draw briefly upon Stanley Lieberson's work. 37

On the basis of a systematic analysis of early United States censuses
and other sources ofdata, Lieberson concluded that in many spheres of
life, including the labor market, blacks were discriminated against far
more severely in the early twentieth century than were the new white
immigrants from southern, central, and eastern Europe. The disadvan­
tage of skin color, in the sense that the dominant white population
preferred whites over nonwhites, is one that blacks shared with the
Japanese, Chinese, and other nonwhite groups. However, skin color
per se "was not an insurmountable obstacle." Because changes in im­
migration policy cut off Asian migration to America in the late nine­
teenth century, the Chinese and Japanese populations did not reach
large numbers and, therefore, did not pose as great a threat as did
blacks. Lieberson was aware that the "response of whites to Chinese
and Japanese was of the same violent and savage character in areas
where they were concentrated," but he emphasized that "the threat
was quickly stopped through changes in immigration policy." Further­
more, the discontinuation of large-scale immigration from China and
Japan enabled those already here to solidify networks ofethnic contacts
and to occupy particular occupational niches in small, relatively stable
communities.

Ifdifferent population sizes accounted for much of the difference in
the economic success of blacks and Asians, they also helped to deter­
mine the dissimilar rates of progress of urban blacks and the new Euro­
pean arrivals. The dynamic factor behind these differences, and
perhaps the most important single contributor to the varying rates of
urban racial and ethnic progress in the twentieth-century United
States, is the flow of migrants. After the changes in immigration policy
that halted Asian immigration to America came drastic restrictions on
new European immigration. However, black migration to the urban
North continued in substantial numbers for several decades. The siz-
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able and continuous migration of blacks from the South to the North,
coupled with the curtailment of immigration from eastern, central, and
southern Europe, created a situation in which other whites mumed
their negative disposition toward the new Europeans and directed
their antagonisms against blacks. According to Lieberson, "the pres­
ence of blacks made it harder to discriminate against the new Euro­
peans because the alternative was viewed less favorably."38

The flow of migrants also made it much more difficult for blacks to
follow the path ofboth the new Europeans and the Asian-Americans in
overcoming the negative effects of discrimination by finding special
occupational niches. Only a small part of a group's total work force can
be absorbed in such specialities when the group's population increases
rapidly or is a sizable proportion of the total population. Furthermore,
the continuing flow of migrants had a harmful effect on the urban
blacks who had arrived earlier. Lieberson points out:

Sizable numbers of newcomers raise the level ofethnic and/or racial
consciousness on the part of others in the city; moreover, if these
newcomers are less able to compete for more desirable positions
than are the longer-standing residents, they will tend to undercut
the position of other members of the group. This is because the
older residents and those of higher socioeconomic status cannot to­
tally avoid the newcomers, although they work at it through sub­
group residential isolation. Hence, there is some deterioration in
the quality of residential areas, schools, and the like for those earlier
residents who might otherwise enjoy more fully the rewards of their
mobility. Beyond this, from the point of view of the dominant out­
siders, the newcomers may reinforce stereotypes and negative dis­
positions that affect all members of the group. 39

The pattern of rural black migration that began with the rise of urban
industrial centers in the North has been strong in recent years in the
South. In Atlanta and Houston, to illustrate, the continuous influx of
rural southern blacks, due in large measure to the increasing mecha­
nization ofagriculture, has resulted in the creation oflarge urban ghet­
tos that closely resemble those in the North. 40 The net result in both
the North and the South is that as the nation entered the last quarter of
this century, its large cities continued to have a disproportionate con­
centration of low-income blacks who were especially vulnerable to re­
cent structural changes in the economy.

It should be noted, however, that black migration to urban areas has
been minimal in recent years. Indeed, between 1970 and 1977 there
was actually a net outmigration of 653,000 blacks from the central cit-

ies. 41 In most large cities the number of blacks increased only moder­
ately or declined. Increases in the urban black population during the
1970s were mainly due to births,42 which indicates that for the first
time in the twentieth century the ranks of central-city blacks are no
longer being replenished by poor migrants. This could result in an
improvement in the average socioeconomic status of urban blacks, in­
cluding a decrease in joblessness, crime, out-of-wedlock births, teen­
age pregnancy, female-headed families, and welfare dependency.
However, although the Asian and newer European immigrants have
benefited from a cessation of migration, it is difficult to determine
whether the cessation of black migration to the central city will result
in noticeable improvement in the status of urban blacks. There are
other factors-such as discrimination, structural changes in the econo­
my, and the size of the population-that affect the differential rate of
ethnic-group progress at different periods. Moreover, the growing
concentration of poverty in inner-city neighborhoods, to be discussed
later, could offset any real gains associated with a decrease in urban
migration. Nonetheless, one·of the major obstacles to urban black ad­
vancement-the constant flow of migrants-has been removed.

Hispanics, on the other hand, appear to be migrating to urban areas in
increasing numbers. The comparative status of Hispanics as an ethnic
group is not entirely clear because comparable data on their types of
residence in 1970 are not available. But data collected since 1974 indi­
cate that their numbers in central cities are increasing rapidly because of
both immigration and births. Indeed, in several large cities, including
Los Angeles, Miami, San Diego, Denver, and Phoenix, they out­
number American blacks. 43 Although the Hispanic population is di­
verse in nationalities and socioeconomic status-for example, the
median income ofMexicans and Cubans is Significantly greater than that
of Puerto Ricans-they are often identified collectively as a distinct
ethnic group because of their common Spanish-speaking origins. 44 Ac­
cordingly, the rapid growth of the urban Hispanic population, accom­
panied by the opposite trend for the urban black population, could
contribute significantly to different outcomes for these two groups in the
next several decades. More specifically, whereas urban blacks could
record a decrease in their rates ofjoblessness, crime, teenage pregnan­
cy, female-headed homes, and welfare dependency, Hispanics could
show a steady increase in each. Moreover, blacks could experience a
decrease in the ethnic hostility directed toward them, but Hispanics,
with their growing visibility, could be victims of increasing ethnic
antagonisms.

However, Hispanics are not the only ethnic group in urban America
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TABLE 2.5
Age Structure of Racial and Ethnic Groups, 1984

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports,
series P-25, no. 965, "Estimates of the Population of the United
States, by Age, Sex, and Race, 1980 to 1984" (Washington, D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 1985); and idem, Current Population
Reports, Series P-20, no. 396, "Persons of Spanish Origin in the
United States, March 1982" (Washington, D.C.: Government Print­
ing Office, 1985).

Note: The Hispanic data are for 1982, the last year for which estimates
are available.

rates of social dislocation in the central city, such as crime. Indeed, 66
percent of all those arrested for violent and property crimes in Ameri­
can cities in 1980 were under twenty-five years of age. 49

Youth is not only a factor in crime; it is also associated with out-of­
wedlock births, female-headed homes, and welfare dependency. Teen­
agers accounted for 38 percent of all out-of-wedlock births in 1982, and
78 percent of all illegitimate black births in that year were to teenage
and young adult women. The median age of female householders has
decreased substantially in recent years, and the explosion of teenage
births has contributed significantly to the rise in the number of chil­
dren on AFDC, from roughly 35 per 1,000 children under eighteen in
1960 to around 114 per 1,000 in 1982.50

In short, much of what has gone awry in the inner city is due in part
to the sheer increase in the number of young people, especially young
minorities. However, as James Q. Wilson has pointed out in his analy­
sis of the proliferation of social problems in the 1960s (a period of gen­
eral economic prosperity), "changes in the age structure of the popu­
lation cannot alone account for the social dislocations" of that decade.
He argues, for example, that from 1960 to 1970 the rate of unemploy­
ment in the District ofColumbia increased by 100 percent and the rate
of serious crime by over 400 percent, yet the number of young persons
between sixteen and twenty-one years of age rose by only 32 percent.

experiencing a rapid growth in numbers. According to the United
States Census Bureau, Asians, who constitute less than 2 percent of the
nation's population, were the fastest-growing American ethnic group in
the 1970s. Following the liberalization of United States immigration
policies, the large influx of immigrants from Southeast Asia and, to a
lesser degree, from South Korea and China has been associated with
reports of increasing problems, including anti-Asian sentiments, job­
lessness, and violent crime. According to one report, the nation's eco­
nomic woes have exacerbated the situation as the newcomers have
competed with black, Hispanic, and white urban workers for jobs.
Moreover, the steady inpouring of immigrants from Taiwan, Hong
Kong, and China has upset the social organization of Chinatowns.
Once stable and homogeneous, Chinatowns are now suffering from
problems that have traditionally plagued inner-city black neighbor­
hoods, such as joblessness, school dropouts, overcrowding, violent
street crime, and gang warfare. 45

The Relevance of Changes in the Age Structure

The flow of migrants also affects the average age of an ethnic group.
For example, the black migration to urban centers-the continual re­
plenishment of urban black populations by poor newcomers-predict­
ably skewed the age profile of the urban black community and kept it
relatively young. The higher the median age of a group, the greater its
representation in higher income categories and professional positions.
It is therefore not surprising that ethnic groups such as blacks and
Hispanics, who on average are younger than whites, also tend to have
high unemployment and crime rates. 46 As revealed in table 2.5, ethnic
groups differ markedly in their median age and in the proportion under
age fifteen.

In the nation's central cities in 1977, the median age for whites was
30.3, for blacks 23.9, and for Hispanics 21. 8. One cannot overemphasize
the importance of the sudden growth of young minorities in the central
cities. The number of central-city blacks aged fourteen to twenty-four
rose by 78 percent from 1960 to 1970, compared with an increase ofonly
23 percent for whites of the same age. 47 From 1970 to 1977 the increase
in the number of young blacks slackened off somewhat, but it was still
substantial. For example, in the central cities the number ofblacks aged
fourteen to twenty-four increased by 21 percent from 1970 to 1977 and
the number of Hispanics by 26 percent, while whites of this age-group
decreased by 4 percent. 48

On the basis of these demographic changes alone one would expect
blacks and Hispanics to contribute disproportionately to the increasing

Group

White
Black
Hispanic
U.S. Total

Under 15 65 Years Median Age
Years and Over (years)
(%) (%)

20.9 12.6 32.2
27.7 8.1 26.3
32.3 4.0 23.7
21.9 11.9 31.2
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Also, the number of murders in Detroit increased from 100 in 1960 to
500 in 1971, "yet the number of young persons did not quintuple. "51

Wilson states that the "increase in the murder rate during the 1960s
was more than ten times greater than what one would have expected
from the changing age structure of the population alone" and "only
13.4 percent of the increase in arrests for robbery between 1950 and
1965 could be accounted for by the increase in the numbers of persons
between the ages of ten and twenty-four. "52 Speculating on this prob­
lem, Wilson advances the hypothesis that an abrupt rise in the number
of young persons has an "exponential effect on the rate ofcertain social
problems." In other words, there may be a "critical mass" of young
persons in a given community such that when that mass is reached or is
increased suddenly and substantially, "a self-sustaining chain reaction
is set off that creates an explosive increase in the amount of crime,
addiction, and welfare dependency."53

This hypothesis seems to be especially relevant to inner-city neigh­
borhoods and even more so to those with large public-housing projects.
Opposition from organized community groups to the construction of
public housing in their neighborhoods has "led to massive, segregated
housing projects, which become ghettos for minorities and the eco­
nomically disadvantaged."54 As the earlier description of the Robert
Taylor Homes and Cabrini-Green in Chicago suggests, when large poor
families were placed in high-density housing projects in the ghetto, both
family and neighborhood life suffered. High crime rates, family dissolu­
tion, and vandalism flourished in these projects. In St. Louis, the Pruit­
Igoe project, which included about ten thousand adults and children,
developed serious problems five years after it opened and "it became so
unlivable that it was destroyed in 1976, 22 years after it was built."55

In both the housing projects and other inner-city neighborhoods,
residents have difficulty identifying their neighbors. They are, there­
fore, less likely to engage in reciprocal guardian behavior. Events in
one part of the block or neighborhood tend to be of little concern to
those residing in other parts. 56 These conditions of social disorganiza­
tion are as acute as they are because of the unprecedented increase in
the number of teenage and young adult minorities in these neigh­
borhoods, many of whom are jobless, not enrolled in school, and a
source of delinquency, crime, and unrest.

Nonetheless, despite the increase of minority teenagers and young
adults, there were 6 percent fewer blacks aged thirteen and under in
metropolitan areas in 1977 than in 1970, and 13 percent fewer in the
central cities. White children in this age category also decreased dur­
ing this period by even greater percentages: 17 percent in metro-

politan areas and 24 percent in the central cities. By contrast, Hispanic
children in this age category increased from 1970 to 1977 by 16 percent
in metropolitan areas and 12 percent in the central cities. Thus, just as
the change in migration flow could affect the rates of ethnic-group in­
volvement in certain types of social problems, so too could changes in
the age structure. Whereas whites and blacks-all other things being
equal-could in the near future show a decrease in problems such as
joblessness, crime, out-of-wedlock births, teenage pregnancy, family
dissolution, and welfare dependency, the growing Hispanic popula­
tion, owing to rapid increases in births and migration, could very likely
experience increasing rates of social dislocation.

The Impact of Basic Economic Changes

The population explosion among minority youths occurred at a time
when changes in the economy posed serious problems for unskilled
individuals, both in and out of the labor force. Urban minorities have
been particularly vulnerable to structural economic changes, such as
the shift from goods-producing to service-producing industries, the in­
creasing polarization of the labor market into low-wage and high-wage
sectors, technological innovations, and the relocation of manufacturing
industries out of the central cities. These economic shifts point out the
fact that nearly all of the large and densely populated metropolises
experienced their most rapid development during an earlier industrial
and transportation era. Today these urban centers are undergoing an
irreversible structural transformation from "centers of production and
distribution of material goods to centers of administration, information
exchange, and higher-order service provision. "57 The central-city la­
bor market, particularly in northern areas, has been profoundly altered
in the process.

In a paper on the regional and urban redistribution of people and
jobs in the United States, John Kasarda points out that the transforma­
tion of major northern metropolises from centers ofgoods processing to
centers of information processing has been accompanied by a major
shift in the educational requirements for employment. 58 Whereas job
losses in these cities have been greatest in industries with lower educa­
tional requirements, job growth has been concentrated in industries
that require higher levels of education.

These points are illustrated in table 2.6, which presents employment
changes from 1970 to 1984 in industries classified by the average level
of education completed by their workers. Industries are divided into
those whose workers averaged less than twelve years of schooling (less
than high school) in 1982 and those whose workers averaged more than



sites decreased by 492,000 from 1970 to 1984, whereas those with
higher education requisites increased by 239,000. Similar losses and
gains occurred in other northern cities. The city of Boston, however,
actually added more jobs (67,000) in the higher-education-requisite in­
dustries than it lost (44,000) in the lower-education-requisite indus­
tries, resulting in an overall growth of 23,000 jobs between 1970 and
1984. Whereas substantial job losses continue in manufacturing and
other blue-collar industries in cities in the northeastern region of the
country, "their vibrant information-processing sectors are more than
compensating for blue-collar job losses, reversing decades of net em­
ployment decline. "59

What are the implications of this transformation of the urban econo­
my for poor minorities? First ofall, cities in the North that have experi­
enced the greatest decline of jobs in the lower-education-requisite
industries since 1970 have had, at the same time, significant increases
in minority residents who are seldom employed in the high-growth
industries. Indeed, despite increases in educational attainment since
1970, "black males (over age sixteen) in northern cities are still most
concentrated in the education completed category where employment
opportunities declined the fastest and are least represented in that cat­
egory where northern central city employment has most expanded
since 1970." This has created "a serious mismatch between the current
education distribution of minority residents in large northern cities and
the changing education requirements of their rapidly transforming in­
dustries bases. This mismatch is one major reason why both unemploy­
ment rates and labor-force dropout rates among central-city blacks are
much higher than those ofcentral-city residents, and why black unem­
ployment rates have not responded well to economic recovery in many
northern cities."60

Furthermore, the jobless rate (unemployment and labor-force non­
participation) among young black males (aged sixteen to twenty-four)
has increased sharply since 1969 in the large central cities of the North­
east and Midwest. In the South and West jobless rates among young
central-city black males are lower. Kasarda points out that cities in
these regions of the United States have either had fewer job losses or
have added jobs in industries with lower education requirements. Fur­
thermore, black males in the West not only have lower combined un­
employment and labor-force nonparticipation rates than their counter­
parts in the rest of the nation, they also have higher levels ofeducation.
"It is not fortuitous, then, that black males residing in central cities of
the West also showed the smallest rises in rates of unemployment and
rates oflabor-force nonparticipation between 1969 and 1985. "61
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TABLE 2.6
Central-City Jobs in Industries, by Mean Education of Employees,
1970, 1984 (figures in thousands)

Number of Jobs

City and Educational 1970 1984 Change
Mean of Industry 1970-84

New York
Less than high school 1,445 953 -492
Some higher education 1,002 1,241 239

Philadelphia
Less than high school 396 224 -172
Some higher education 205 224 39

Boston
Less than high school 168 124 -44
Some higher education 185 252 67

Baltimore
Less than high school 187 114 -73
Some higher education 90 105 15

St. Louis
Less than high school 197 108 -89
Some higher education 98 96 -2

Atlanta
Less than high school 157 148 -9
Some higher education 92 129 37

Houston
Less than high school 280 468 188
Some higher education 144 361 217

Denver
Less than high school 106 111 5
Some higher education 72 131 59

San Francisco
Less than high school 132 135 3
Some higher education 135 206 71

Source: John D. Kasarda, "The Regional and Urban Redistribution of
People and Jobs in the U.S.," paper prepared for the National
Research Council Committee on National Urban Policy, National
Academy of Sciences, 1986.

thirteen years of education (some higher education). The figures show
that all the major northern cities had consistent job losses in industries
where employer education averaged less than a high school degree and
consistent employment growth in industries where workers on the
average acquired some higher education. For example, in New York
City the number of jobs in industries with the lower education requi-
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TABLE 2.8
Employment-Population Ratios for Civilian Males Aged Sixteen to Thirty-Four, by
Race and Age, Selected Years, 1955-1984

Sources: u.S. Department of Labor, Employment and Training Report of the
President (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1982); and idem,
Employment and Earnings, 32 Oanuary 1985).

Notes: The employment-population ratio is the ratio of the employed civilian
population to the total civilian population. This excludes those who are either
institutionalized or in the armed forces. "Black and other races" is a U.S. Census
Bureau designation and is used in those cases where data are not available solely
for blacks. However, because about 90 percent of the population so designated is
black, statistics reported for this category generally reflect the condition of the
black population.

Black and Other Races
16-17 41.1
18-19 66.0
20-24 78.6
25-34 87.6

White
16-17 42.2
18-19 64.2
20-24 80.4
25-34 95.2

28.8 18.4 16.2
53.4 38.5 34.0
81.6 60.3 58.3
90.0 80.4 76.3

38.0 41.6 37.8
58.3 60.3 60.1
80.2 74.3 78.0
94.9 89.7 89.5

1984197519651955Race
and Age

TABLE 2.7
Civilian Labor-Force Participation Rates for Males Aged Sixteen to Thirty-Four, by
Race and Age, Selected Years, 1960-1984

Finally, Kasarda points out that despite the substantial loss oflower­
skill jobs in many northern urban centers in recent years, substantial
increases in these jobs have occurred nationwide. In the food and drink
industry, for example, over 2.1 million nonadministrative jobs were
added between 1975 and 1985, which exceeds the total number of pro­
duction jobs currently available in the combined automobile, steel,
and textile industries in this country. "Unfortunately," states Kasarda,
"essentially all of the national growth in entry-level and other low edu­
cation requisite jobs have accrued in the suburbs, exurbs, and non­
metropolitan areas far removed from growing concentrations of poorly
educated urban minorities. "62

Heavily concentrated in central cities, blacks have experienced a
deterioration of their economic position on nearly all the major labor­
market indicators. Two of these indicators are presented in tables 2.7
and 2.8, which show respectively the proportion who are in the labor
force and the fraction who are employed, including those not in the
labor force.

Blacks, especially young males, are dropping out of the labor force in
significant numbers. The severe problems ofjoblessness for black teen-

Race 1960 1965 1969 1973 1977 1981 1984

and Age

Black and Other Races
16-17 45.6 39.3 37.7 33.6 31.0 30.0 27.0

18-19 71.2 66.7 63.2 61.3 57.5 54.1 55.4

20-24 90.4 89.8 84.4 81.4 77.7 76.6 77.2

25-34 96.2 95.7 94.4 91.4 90.2 88.3 88.2

White
16-17 46.0 44.6 48.8 52.7 53.8 51.5 47.0
18-19 69.0 65.8 66.3 72.3 74.9 73.5 70.8

20-24 87.8 85.3 82.6 85.8 86.8 87.0 86.5

25-34 97.7 97.4 97.0 96.2 96.0 95.8 95.4

Sources: U.S. Department of Labor, Employment and Training Report of the
President (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1982); and idem,
Employment and Earnings, 320anuary 1985).

Note: "Black and other races" is a U.S. Census Bureau designation and is used in
those cases where data are not available solely for blacks. However, because about
90 percent of the population so designated is black, statistics reported for this
category generally reflect the condition of the black population.

agers and young adults are seen in the figures on changes in the male
civilian labor-force participation rates (table 2.7). The percentage of
black males in the labor force fell sharply between 1960 and 1984 for
those aged sixteen to twenty-four, and somewhat less for those aged
twenty-five to thirty-four. Black males began dropping out of the labor
force in increasing numbers as early as 1965, while white males either
maintained or increased their rate of participation until 1981.

But even these figures do not reveal the severity of joblessness
among younger blacks. Only a minority of noninstitutionalized black
youth are employed. As shown in table 2.8, the percentage of black
male youth who are employed has sharply and steadily declined since
1955, whereas among white males it has increased only slightly for all
categories. The fact that only 58 percent of all black young adult males,
34 percent ofall black males aged eighteen to nineteen, and 16 percent
of those aged sixteen to seventeen were employed in 1984 reveals a
problem of joblessness for young black men that has reached cata­
strophic proportions.
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The combined indicators of labor-force participation and em­
ployment-population ratios reveal a disturbing picture of black
joblessness, especially among younger blacks. If the evidence present­
ed in recent longitudinal research is correct, joblessness during youth
may have a long-term harmful effect on later success in the labor mar­
ket. 63 Increasing joblessness during youth is a problem primarily
experienced by lower-income blacks-those already in or near the un­
derclass. To illustrate this fact, table 2.9 provides data on unemployed
teenagers living at home. Of the unemployed teenagers living at home
in 1977, 67 percent were from families with incomes below $10,000.
And among those unemployed teenagers living at home and not en­
rolled in school, 75 percent were from families with less than $10,000
in income and 41 percent from families with less than $5,000.

If the increasing black joblessness is due to structural changes in the
economy, it is also a function of the general weakness of the national
economy in recent years. As Frank Levy has clearly shown, the 1973
OPEC oil price increase resulted in both a recession and a rise in infla­
tion which, in turn, decreased real wages by 5 percent in two years.
Levy points out that the OPEC oil increase marked the beginning of a
period of slow growth in labor productivity ("the measured value of
output per hour oflabor") which had been the basis of a growth in real
wages of 2.5 to 3.5 percent a year from the end of World War II to
1973. However, from 1973 to 1982 labor productivity grew by less
than .8 percent each year. Although real wages had regained their
1973 levels by 1979, the fall of the Shah of Iran and the subsequent
second OPEC oil price increase effectively renewed the cycle, result-

TABLE 2.9
Unemployed Blacks Aged Sixteen to Nineteen Living at Home, by
School Enrollment Status and Family Income, 1977

Family Income Total Enrolled Not in
($) (%) in School School

(%) (%)

Under 5,000 32.1 23.6 41.0
5,000-9,999 34.7 35.7 33.6
10,000-14,999 16.8 20.0 13.4
15,000-24,999 12.0 15.0 9.0
25,000 or more 4.4 5.7 3.0
TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Anne McDougall Young, "The Difference a Year Makes in
the Nation's Youth Work Force," Monthly Labor Review 102
(October 1979):38.

ing in a decade ofwage stagnation. Levy carefully notes that it was only
because the proportion of the entire population in the labor force in­
creased from 41 to 50 percent between 1970 and today (due in large
measure to the increased labor-force participation of women, the com­
ing of age of the large baby boom cohorts and lower birth rates), "GNP
per capita (i. e., per man, woman and child) could continue to rise even
though GNP per worker (wages) was not doing well." In a period of
slow growth in labor productivity, efforts to increase money wages only
resulted in more inflation. Policymakers responded by running a slack
economy; in other words, by allowing unemployment to rise in order
to fight inflation.

As Levy notes, manufacturing industries, a major source of black
employment in the twentieth century, are particularly sensitive to a
slack economy and therefore have suffered many job losses in recent
years, particularly in the older, central city plants. Moreover, low­
wage workers and newly hired workers (disproportionately repre­
sented by blacks) are most adversely affected by a slack economy. One
of the consequences of increasing unemployment, states Levy, is "a
growing polarization in the income distribution of black men. . . .
Compared to 1969, the proportions of black men with income below
$5,000 and above $25,000 have both grown. Thus black men at the top
of the distribution were doing progressively better while blacks at the
bottom-between a fifth and a quarter of all black men ages 25-55­
were doing progressively worse."

Finally, the economic problems oflow income blacks have been re­
inforced by recent demographic factors resulting in a "labor surplus
environment." On this point Levy states: "During the decade, women
of all ages sharply increased their labor-force participation and the
large baby boom cohorts of the 1950's came of age. Between 1960 and
1970, the labor force (nationwide) had grown by 13 million persons.
But between 1970 and 1980, the labor force grew by 24 million per­
sons. Because of this growth, we can assume that employers could be
particularly choosy about whom they hired. In 1983, the more than
half of all black household heads in central city poverty areas had not
finished high school, a particular disadvantage in this kind of job
market."64

The changes associated with the cessation of black migration to the
central city and the sharp drop in the number of black children under
age thirteen may increase the likelihood that the economic situation of
urban blacks will improve in the near future. However, the current
problems of black joblessness are so overwhelming that it is just as
likely that only a major program of economic reform will be sufficient
to prevent a significant proportion of the urban underclass from being



permanently locked out of the mainstream of the American occupa­
tional system. And the strongest case for this argument is found in
those inner-city neighborhoods that have recently undergone a social
transformation.

Concentration Effects: The Significance of the Social
Transformation of the Inner City

In the nation's fifty largest cities the poverty population rose by 12
percent and the number ofpersons living in poverty areas (i.e., census
tracts with a poverty rate ofat least 20 percent) increased by more than
20 percent from 1970 to 1980, despite a 5 percent reduction in the total
population in these cities during this period.65

However, if we closely examine population and social changes in the
five largest cities in the United States, as determined on the basis of
the 1970 census population figures (i.e., New York, Chicago, Los An­
geles, Philadelphia, and Detroit), where nearly half of the total poor
population of the fifty largest cities in the United States lived in 1980,
we get a clearer picture of the magnitude of the changes that have
taken place in both the population and the neighborhoods of large
metropolises.

Although the total population in these five largest cities decreased
by 9 percent between 1970 and 1980, the poverty population increased
by 22 percent (see figure 2.1). Furthermore, the population living in
poverty areas grew by 40 percent overall, by 69 percent in high-pover­
ty areas (i. e., areas with a poverty rate of at least 30 percent), and by a
staggering 161 percent in extreme-poverty areas (i.e., areas with a pov­
erty rate of at least 40 percent).66 It should be emphasized that these
incredible changes took place within just a lO-year period.

Poverty areas, ofcourse, include both poor and nonpoor individuals.
It is therefore worth noting that the increase in the poor population in
these areas was even more severe than that in the total population.
More specifically, the number of poor living in poverty areas in these
five largest cities increased by 58 percent overall, by 70 percent in
high-poverty areas, and by a whopping 182 percent in the extreme­
poverty areas.67 The extraordinary increase in both the poor and non­
poor populations in the extreme-poverty areas between 1970 and 1980
was due mainly to changes in the demographic characteristics of the
black population.

Whereas the total white population in the extreme-poverty areas in
the five largest cities increased by 45 percent and the white poor popu­
lation by only 24 percent, the total black population in these areas
increased by 148 percent and the poor black population by 164 percent

1980

Population in
Poverty Areas

1:::;:<120 to 29%

j::::rrirrl30 to 39%.40% or more

Total Population

~Nonpoor

1mPoor

Figure 2.1. Change in population, poverty population, and population in
poverty areas in five largest cities (based on 1970 census), 197o-SO.Sources:
U. S. Bureau of the Census. 1970 Census of the Population: Low Income Areas
in w.rge Cities. PC-(2)-9~. Washingt~n, D.C.: Government Printing Office,
1973, and 1980 Census oJ the Population: Low Income Areas in LArge Cities
PC-2-8D. Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1985. .
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Figure 2.2. Change in population in extreme poverty areas (at least 40%
poor) in five largest cities (based on 1970 census) by race, 1970-80. Sources:
see fig. 2.1.

(see figure 2.2). However, these racial differences become even great­
er when blacks are compared with non-Hispanic whites. In the 1970
Census the question of "Spanish/Hispanic origin" was asked of only a
5-percent sample of the population; in the 1980 Census this question
was asked of everyone. Thus, the data from the 1980 Census make it
possible to separate non-Hispanic whites from those whites of Span­
ish/Hispanic origin who either self-classified themselves as white or
marked the category "other" and wrote in entries such as "Mexican,"
"Puerto Rican," or "Cuban." When these differences are calculated
from 1980 Census data, only 47 percent of the more than 306,000
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whites living in extreme-poverty areas in these five cities were non­
Hispanic, and only 43 percent of the more than 123,000 poor whites in
these areas were non-Hispanic. This means that less than 2 percent of
the nearly 8 million non-Hispanic whites and only 7 percent of the
more than 750,000 poor non-Hispanic whites in these five large central
cities lived in extreme-poverty areas in 1980. I will return to the
important question of the differences in the ethnic and racial con­
centration in poverty areas, but first let me examine the factors in­
volved in the growing concentration of urban poverty.

In chapter 1, I emphasized that inner-city neighborhoods have un­
dergone a profound social transformation in the last several years as
reflected not only in their increasing rates of social dislocation (includ­
ing crime, joblessness, out-of-wedlock births, female-headed families,
and welfare dependency) but also in the changing economic class struc­
ture of ghetto neighborhoods. I pointed out that in the 1940s, and
195Os, and even into the 1960s, these neighborhoods featured a ver­
tical integration of different income groups as lower-, working-, and
middle-class professional black families all resided more or less in the
same ghetto neighborhoods. I also stated that the very presence of
working- and middle-class families enhanced the social organization of
inner-city neighborhoods. Finally, I noted that the movement of
middle-class black professionals from the inner city, followed in in­
creasing numbers by working-class blacks, has left behind a much
higher concentration of the most disadvantaged segments of the black
urban population, the population to which I refer when I speak of the
ghetto underclass. Sheldon Danziger and Peter Gottschalk have re­
acted to this thesis and have pointed out that some census tracts could
have become more impoverished because "more poor people moved
into them or because a greater percentage of existing tract residents
became poor." Furthermore, tracts that were not in poverty previously
could have become designated poverty areas "either because nonpoor
residents moved away or because the number of poor within them
increased. "68

However, if we examine data collected on Chicago community areas
from 1970 to 1980, it is clear that several processes are at work result­
ing in an increase in the number of individuals, particularly minority
individuals, living in poverty areas. As shown in figure 2.3, based on
the percentage of families with incomes below the poverty line, of
the seventy-seven Chicago community areas in 1970 only eight had
rates of poverty ofat least 30 percent and only one had a rate of poverty
that exceeded 40 percent. 69 Over 90 percent of the average population
in these eight communities were black in 1970; yet, it is significant to
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note that from 1970 to 1980 these communities had a net black migra­
tion ("that is, the difference between population at the beginning and
at the end of the time interval 'minus' natural increase")7° of minus 42
percent. This means that nearly 151,000 blacks departed these com­
munities during this ten-year period, leaving behind a much more
highly concentrated poverty population. Six of these communities
moved from the high- to the extreme-poverty range from 1970 to 1980,
and one had climbed from a 44-percent rate in 1970 to a 61-percent
poverty rate in 1980. Despite the exodus of 151,000 blacks, the abso­
lute number of poor families in these eight communities remained
virtually the same (from 26,940 in 1970 to 26,259 in 1980). These data
support the hypothesis that the significant increase in the poverty con­
centration in these overwhelmingly black communities is related to the
large out-migration of nonpoor blacks.

The increase in the concentration of poverty in Chicago was not con­
fined to these eight neighborhoods, however. Indeed, whereas only
sixteen of Chicago's seventy-seven neighborhoods were designated
community poverty areas in 1970, and whereas only one could be clas­
sified as an extreme-poverty area by 1980, as shown in figure 2.4, the
number of community poverty areas had increased to twenty-six, and
nine of these were extreme-poverty areas. In addition to the out­
migration of nonpoor blacks from many of these neighborhoods, some
have become more poor because of the net minus migration of whites
and other nonblacks. This is particularly the case in those twelve com­
munity areas with poverty rates in the 20-percent range in 1980. Seven
of these neighborhoods were nonpoverty areas in 1970. Between 1970
and 1980, almost 185,000 whites and other nonblacks departed these
areas, creating a minus net migration of 29 percent.

Thus, despite the fact that each of the community poverty areas in
1970 had lost population by 1980, the remarkable spread of poverty to
other areas by 1980 resulted in a significant increase in the total
'number of people living in poor Chicago neighborhoods. It is also the
case that the number of poor people in Chicago who lived both inside
and outside community poverty areas increased by 24 percent from
1970 to 1980 despite an ll-percent decrease in the population. Ob­
viously, part of that increase is due to the rise in the number of people
in these poverty areas who became poor during this period. And per­
haps one of the major contributing factors is the increase in
joblessness.

As revealed in figures 2.5 and 2.6, whereas only five community
areas in Chicago had an unemployment rate of at least 15 percent in
1970, by 1980 twenty-five community areas did, and of these, ten (all
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Figure 2.3 Chicago Community Poverty Areas, 1970. Source: Local Com­
munity Fact Book: Chicago Metropolitan Area, 1970 and 1980 (Chicago: Chi­
cago Review Press, 1984).
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Figure 2.4. Chicago Community Poverty Areas, 1980. Source: see fig. 2.3. Figure 2.5. Unemployment rates in Chicago Community Areas, 1970.
Source: see fig. 2.3.



,
55 Change and Dislocations in the Inner City

1980
%Unemployed

.20% and over

.15-19%

Ir:ttt!10-14%

r7l 7 9%
~

Figure 2.6. Unemployment rates in Chicago Community Areas, 1980.
Source: see fig. 2.3.

predominately black and all high-to-extreme community poverty areas)
had rates of at least 20-percent unemployment. As I shall argue, in­
creasing joblessness has its most devastating effect in the most highly
concentrated poverty areas.

It is the growth of the high- and extreme-poverty areas that epito­
mizes the social transformation of the inner city, a transformation that
represents a change in the class structure in many inner-city neigh­
borhoods as the nonpoor black middle and working classes tend no
longer to reside in these neighborhoods, thereby increasing the pro­
portion of truly disadvantaged individuals and families. What are the
effects of this growing concentration of poverty on individual and fami­
lies in the inner city?

I initially raised this question in systematic form in 1985,71 and my
arguments on the changing class structure in the inner city were later
picked up in the popular media. 72 However, instead of focusing on the
changing situational and structural factors that accompanied the black
middle- and working-class exodus from the inner city, arguments in the
popular media tended to emphasize a crystallization of a ghetto culture
of poverty once black middle-class self-consciously imposed cultural
constraints on lower-class culture were removed. Indeed, Nicholas
Lemann, in one of two articles titled the "Origins of the Underclass" in
the Atlantic Monthly goes so far as to suggest that "every aspect of the
underclass culture in the ghettos is directly traceable to roots in the
South-and not the South of slavery but the South ofa generation ago.
In fact, there seems to be a strong correlation between underclass status
in the North and a family background in the nascent underclass of the
sharecropper. "73 However, as discussed in the appendix, the systematic
research on urban poverty and recent migration (that is, migration in the
second half of the twentieth century) consistently shows that southern­
born blacks who have migrated to the urban North experience greater
economic success in terms of employment rates, earnings, and welfare
dependency than do those urban blacks who were born in the North (see
"Urban Poverty and Migration" in the appendix). For example, one
study of southern migrants in six large urban areas (New York, Phila­
delphia, Washington, D.C., Chicago, Detroit, and Los Angeles) points
out that "the rapid rise that occurred during the 1960s in the number of
persons on welfare resulted mainly from an increase in the number of
urban nonmigrants applying for welfare." Northern-born blacks were
more likely to receive welfare than southern-born blacks, despite the
fact that the level of education of blacks born in the North was higher
than that of blacks born in the South. In addition, "the migrants (both
men and women) have tended to have higher labor-force participation



56 Chapter Two 57 Change and Dislocations in the Inner City

rates and lower unemployment rates than black natives in the cities in
question. "74

However, the argument that associates the increase of social prob­
lems in the inner city with the crystallization of underclass culture
obscures some very important structural and institutional changes in
the inner city that have accompanied the black middle- and working­
class exodus, and leaves the erroneous impression that the sharp in­
crease in social dislocations in the inner city can simply be explained by
the ascendancy of a ghetto culture of poverty. The problem is much
more complex.

More specifically, I believe that the exodus of middle- and working­
class families from many ghetto neighborhoods removes an important
"social buffer" that could deflect the full impact of the kind of pro­
longed and increasing joblessness that plagued inner-city neighbor­
hoods in the 1970s and early 1980s, joblessness created by uneven
economic growth and periodic recessions. This argument is based on
the assumption that even if the truly disadvantaged segments of an
inner-city area experience a significant increase in long-term spells of
joblessness, the basic institutions in that area (churches, schools,
stores, recreational facilities, etc.) would remain viable if much of the
base of their support comes from the more economically stable and
secure families. Moreover, the very presence of these families during
such periods provides mainstream role models that help keep alive the
perception that education is meaningful, that steady employment is a
viable alternative to welfare, and that family stability is the norm, not
the exception.

Thus, a perceptive ghetto youngster in a neighborhood that includes
a good number of working and professional families may observe in­
creasing joblessness and idleness but he will also witness many indi­
viduals regularly going to and from work; he may sense an increase in
school dropouts but he can also see a connection between education
and meaningful employment; he may detect a growth in single-parent
families, but he will also be aware of the presence of many married­
couple families; he may notice an increase in welfare dependency, but
he can also see a significant number of families that are not on welfare;
and he may be cognizant of an increase in crime, but he can recognize
that many residents in his neighborhood are not involved in criminal
activity.

However, in ghetto neighborhoods that have experienced a steady
out-migration of middle- and working-class families-communities, in
other words, that lack a social buffer-a sudden and/or prolonged in­
crease in joblessness, as existed in the 1970s and first half of the 1980s,

creates a ripple effect resulting in an exponential increase in related
forms of social dislocation. The ways in which people adapt to the
growing problem of long-term joblessness in such neighborhoods are
influenced not only by the constraints they face and the opportunities
they have, but also by the repeated ways they have responded to such
problems in the past.

Thus, in a neighborhood with a paucity of regularly employed fami­
lies and with the overwhelming majority of families having spells of
long-term joblessness, people experience a social isolation that ex­
cludes them from the job network system that permeates other neigh­
borhoods and that is so important in learning about or being
recommended for jobs that become available in various parts of the
city. And as the prospects for employment diminish, other alternatives
such as welfare and the underground economy are not only in­
creasingly relied on, they come to be seen as a way of life. Moreover,
unlike the situation in earlier years, girls who become pregnant out of
wedlock invariably give birth out of wedlock because of a shrinking
pool of marriageable, that is, employed, black males (see chap. 3).

Thus, in such neighborhoods the chances are overwhelming that
children will seldom interact on a sustained basis with people who are
employed or with families that have a steady breadwinner. The net
effect is that joblessness, as a way of life, takes on a different social
meaning; the relationship between schooling and postschool em­
ployment takes on a different meaning. The development of cognitive,
linguistic, and other educational and job-related skills necessary for the
world of work in the mainstream economy is thereby adversely af­
fected. In such neighborhoods, therefore, teachers become frustrated
and do not teach and children do not learn. A vicious cycle is perpetu­
ated through the family, through the community, and through the
schools. The consequences are dramatically revealed when figures on
educational attainment in the inner-city schools are released. For ex­
ample, of the 39,500 students who enrolled in the ninth grade of Chi­
cago's public schools in 1980, and who would have normally graduated
from high school four years later in the spring of 1984, only 18,500 (or
47 percent) graduated; of these only 6,000 were capable of reading
at or above the national twelfth-grade level. However, the situation is
even more bleak for those black and Hispanic students who attended
segregated inner-city high schools and who represented two-thirds of
the original class of 1984. Of the 25,500 ninth-grade black and Hispanic
students who were originally enrolled in these segregated, nonselec­
tive high schools in Chicago, 16,000 did not graduate. "Of the 9,500
students who did graduate, 4,000 read at or below the junior level and



only 2,000 read at or above the national average. In these non-selective
segregated high schools, then, only 2,000 of the original class of25,OOO
students both completed high school and could read at or above the
level considered average in the rest of the country. "75 Although these
figures do not indicate the proportion of students who left inner-city
schools because they moved out of the neighborhoods in which these
schools are located, they, nonetheless, suggest a shockingly high de­
gree of educational retardation in the inner city.

In short, the communities of the underclass are plagued by massive
joblessness, flagrant and open lawlessness, and low-achieving schools,
and therefore tend to be avoided by outsiders. Consequently, the resi­
dents of these areas, whether women and children of welfare families
or aggressive street criminals, have become increasingly socially iso­
lated from mainstream patterns of behavior.

If I had to use one term to capture the differences in the experiences
of low-income families who live in inner-city areas from the experi­
ences of those who live in other areas in the central city today, that
term would be concentration effects. The social transformation of the
inner city has resulted in a disproportionate concentration of the most
disadvantaged segments of the urban black population, creating a so­
cial milieu significantly different from the environment that existed in
these communities several decades ago.

I have already contrasted the situation of a poor black child living in
a stable, vertically class-integrated inner-city community with one who
lives in a depressed, unstable, and socially isolated inner-city commu­
nity. I should also point out that whereas poor blacks are frequently
found in isolated poor urban neighborhoods, poor whites rarely live in
such neighborhoods. Indeed, as shown in figure 2.7, whereas 68 per­
cent of all poor whites lived in nonpoverty areas in the five large cen­
tral cities in 1980, only 15 percent of poor blacks and 20 percent ofpoor
Hispanics lived in such areas. And whereas only 7 percent of all poor
whites live in the extreme poverty areas, 32 percent of all poor His­
panics and 39 percent ofall poor blacks lived in such areas. According­
ly, ifone were to conduct a study that simply compared the responses
of poor urban whites with those of poor urban blacks independent of
concentration effects, that is, without taking into account the different
neighborhoods in which poor whites and poor blacks tend to live, one
would reach conclusions about attitudes, norms, behavior, and human­
capital traits that would be favorable to poor whites and unfavorable to
poor blacks. In other words, "simple comparisons between poor whites
and poor blacks would be confounded with the fact that poor whites
reside in areas which are ecologically and economically very different
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Figure 2.7. Concentration of poor population in nonpoverty and poverty
areas in five largest cities (based on 1970 census), 1980. Source: 1980 Census
of the Population: Low 1ncome Areas in Large Cities. PC-2-8D. Washington,
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1985.
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from poor blacks. Any observed relationships involving race would re­
flect, to some unknown degree, the relatively superior ecological niche
many poor whites occupy with respect to jobs, marriage opportunities,
and exposure to conventional role models. "76

What is significant to emphasize, however, is that inner-city commu­
nities are not only "ecologically and economically very different" from
areas in which poor urban whites tend to reside, they are also very
different from their own ecological and economic makeup of several
decades ago. Take the problem of social networks. Unlike poor urban
whites or even the inner-city blacks of earlier years, the residents of
highly concentrated poverty neighborhoods in the inner city today not
only infrequently interact with those individuals or families who have
had a stable work history and have had little involvement with welfare
or public assistance, they also seldom have sustained contact with
friends or relatives in the more stable areas of the city or in the
suburbs.

The net result is that the degree of social isolation-defined in this
context as the lack of contact or of sustained interaction with indi­
viduals and institutions that represent mainstream society-in these
highly concentrated poverty areas has become far greater than we had
previously assumed. What are the affects of this kind ofsocial isolation?

Inner-city social isolation makes it much more difficult for those who
are looking for jobs to be tied into the job network. Even in those
situations where job vacancies become available in an industry near or
within an inner-city neighborhood, workers who live outside the inner
city may find out about these vacancies sooner than those who live near
the industry because the latter are not tied into the job network. This
point is overlooked in the recent widely cited study by David Ell­
wood. 77 This study questioned the validity of the spatial-mismatch hy­
pothesis because the reported data show that black youth on the west
side of Chicago had as high a jobless rate as black youth on the south
side despite the much higher concentration of employers on the west
side. However, what needs to be considered is youth's lack ofaccess to
the job network in both the west-side and south-side neighborhoods.

Inner-city social isolation also generates behavior not conducive to
good work histories. The patterns of behavior that are associated with a
life of casual work (tardiness and absenteeism) are quite different from
those that accompany a life of regular or steady work (e.g., the habit of
waking up early in the morning to a ringing alarm clock). In neigh­
borhoods in which nearly every family has at least one person who is
steadily employed, the norms and behavior patterns that emanate from
a life of regularized employment become part of the community ge-
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stalt. On the other hand, in neighborhoods in which most families do
not have a steadily employed breadwinner, the norms and behavior
patterns associated with steady work compete with those associated
with casual or infrequent work. Accordingly, the less frequent the reg­
ular contact with those who have steady and full-time employment
(that is, the greater the degree of social isolation), the more likely that
initial job performance will be characterized by tardiness, absen­
teeism, and, thereby, low retention. In other words, a person's pat­
terns and norms of behavior tend to be shaped by those with which he
or she has had the most frequent or sustained contact and interaction.
Moreover, since the jobs that are available to the inner-city poor are
the very ones that alienate even persons with long and stable work
histories, the combination of unattractive jobs and lack of community
norms to reinforce work increases the likelihood that individuals will
turn to either underground illegal activity or idleness or both.

The key theoretical concept, therefore, is not culture of poverty but
social isolation. Culture of poverty implies that basic values and at­
titudes of the ghetto subculture have been internalized and thereby
influence behavior. Accordingly, efforts to enhance the life chances of
groups such as the ghetto underclass require, from this perspective,
social policies (e.g., programs of training and education as embodied in
manditory workfare) aimed at directly changing these subcultural traits.
Social isolation, on the other hand, not only implies that contact be­
tween groups ofdifferent class and/or racial backgrounds is either lack­
ing or has become increasingly intermittent but that the nature of this
contact enhances the effects of living in a highly concentrated poverty
area. These concentration effects include the constraints and oppor­
tunities in neighborhoods in which the population is overwhelmingly
socially disadvantaged-constraints and opportunities that include the
kinds of ecological niches that the residents of these neighborhoods
occupy in terms of access to jobs and job networks, availability of mar­
riageable partners, involvement in quality schools, and exposure to
conventional role models.

The distinction between social isolation and culture of poverty will
be discussed in greater detail in chapter 6. For now let me say that to
emphasize the concept social -isolation does not mean that cultural
traits are irrelevant in understanding behavior in highly concentrated
poverty areas; rather, it highlights the fact that culture is a response to
social structural constraints and opportunities. From a public-policy
perspective, this would mean shifting the focus from changing sub­
cultural traits (as suggested by the "culture of poverty" thesis) to
changing the structure ofconstraints and opportunities. The increasing



Conclusion

social isolation of the inner city is a product of the class transformation
of the inner city, including the growing concentration of poverty in
inner-city neighborhoods. And the class transformation of the inner
city cannot be understood without considering the effects offundamen­
tal changes in the urban economy on the lower-income minorities, ef­
fects that include joblessness and that thereby increase the chances of
long-term residence in highly concentrated poverty areas.

In this chapter, I have tried to show that the factors associated with the
recent increases in social dislocation among the ghetto underclass are
complex and cannot be reduced to the easy explanation of racism or
racial discrimination. Although present-day discrimination undoubted­
ly has contributed to the increasing social and economic woes of the
ghetto underclass, I have argued that these problems have been due
far more to a complex web of other factors that include shifts in the
American economy-which have produced extraordinary rates ofblack
joblessness that have exacerbated other social problems in the inner
city-the historic flow of migrants, changes in the urban minority age
structure, population changes in the central city, and the class transfor­
mation of the inner city.

However, as discussed in the previous chapter, conservative schol­
ars have placed far more emphasis on ghetto culture and the liberal
welfare state as factors related to the increase in inner-city social
dislocations. I have already argued against elevating the culture-of­
poverty thesis to central explanatory importance and, to repeat, I will
elaborate on this position in chapter 6. However, in the next two chap­
ters the welfare-state explanation of the rise of inner-city social disloca­
tions will be critically assessed. In the process, the relationship of basic
economic changes and joblessness to the rise of black female-headed
families, out-of-wedlock births, and welfare dependency will be more
firmly established.

Poverty and Family Structure
The Widening Gap Between Evidence
and Public Policy Issues
with Kathryn Neckennan

In the early and mid-l960s social scientists such as Ken­
neth B. Clark, Lee Rainwater, and Daniel Patrick Moynihan discussed
in clear and forceful terms the relationship between black poverty and
family structure and sounded the alarm even then that the problems of
family dissolution among poor blacks were approaching catastrophic
proportions.! These writers emphasized that the rising rates of broken
marriages, out-of-wedlock births, female-headed families, and welfare
dependency among poor urban blacks were the products not only of
race-specific experiences, but also of structural conditions in the larger
society, including economic relations. And they underlined the need to
address these problems with programs that would attack structural in­
equality in American society and thereby, in the words of Moynihan,
"bring the Negro American to full and equal sharing in the respon­
sibilities and rewards of citizenship. "2

There is a distinct difference in the way the problems of poverty and
family structure were viewed in the major studies of the 1960s and the
way they are viewed today, however. Unlike the earlier studies dis­
cussions in the current research ofthe relationship between black fami­
ly instability and male joblessness have been overshadowed by
discussions that link family instability with the growth of income trans­
fers and in-kind benefits. Because, as we demonstrate in this chapter,
the factors associated with the rise of single-parent families-not only
among blacks, but among whites as well-are sufficiently complex to
preclude overemphasis on any single variable, the recent trena among
scholars and policymakers to neglect the role of male joblessness while
emphasizing the role of welfare is especially questionable. But first let
us examine the problem of poverty and family structure in its historical
context.

3
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Poverty and Family Structure in Historical Perspective

In the early twentieth century the vast majority of both black and white
low-income families were intact. Although national information on fami-
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ly structure was not available before the publication of the 1940 census,
studies of early manuscript census forms of individual cities and coun­
ties make it clear that even among the very poor, a substantial majority
of both black and white families were two-parent families. Moreover,
most of the women heading families in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries were widows. Evidence from the 1940 census indi­
cates that divorce and separation were relatively uncommon. 3

It is particularly useful to consider black families in historical per­
spective because social scientists have commonly assumed that the re­
cent trends in black family structure that are of concern in this chapter
could be traced to the lingering effects of slavery. E. Franklin Frazier's
classic statement of this view in The Negro Family in the United States
informed all subsequent studies of the black family, including the
Moynihan report. 4 But recent research has challenged assumptions
about the influence of slavery on the character of the black family.
Reconstruction of black family patterns from manuscript census forms
has shown that the two-parent, nuclear family was the predominant
family form in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Histo­
rian Herbert Gutman examined data on black family structure in the
northern urban areas of Buffalo and Brooklyn, New York; in the south­
ern cities of Mobile, Alabama, of Richmond, Virginia, and of Charles­
ton, South Carolina; and in several counties and small towns during
this period. He found that between 70 percent and 90 percent of black
households were "male-present" and that a majority were nuclear fam­
ilies. 5 Similar findings have been reported for Philadelphia, for rural
Virginia, for Boston, and for cities of the Ohio Valley.6 This research
demonstrates that neither slavery, nor economic deprivation, nor the
migration to urban areas affected black family structure by the first
quarter of the twentieth century.

However, the poverty and degraded conditions in which most blacks
lived were not without their consequences for the family. For the most
part, the positive association between intact family structure and mea­
sures ofclass, such as property ownership, occupation, or literacy, gen­
erally reflected the higher rate of mortality among poor men. 7 Widow­
hood accounted for about three-quarters of female-headed families
among blacks, Germans, Irish, and native white Americans in Phila­
delphia in 1880.8 In addition, men sometimes had to live apart from
their families as they moved from one place to another in search of
work. 9 Given their disproportionate concentration among the poor in
America, black families were more strongly affected by these condi­
tions and therefore were more likely than white families to be female
headed. For example, in Philadelphia in 1880, 25.3 percent of all black

families were female headed, compared to only 13.6 percent of all
native white families.

The earliest detailed national census information on family structure
is available from the 1940 census. In 1940 female-headed families were
more prevalent among blacks than among whites, and among urbanites
than among rural residents for both groups. Yet, even in urban areas,
72 percent of black families with children under eighteen were male
headed. Moreover, irrespective of race and residence, most women
heading families were widows.

The two-parent nuclear family remained the predominant type for
both blacks and whites up to World War II. As shown in table 3.1, 10
percent of white families and 18 percent of black families were female

TABLE 3.1
Percentage of Female-Headed Families, No Husband Present, by
Race and Spanish Origin, 1940-1983

Year White Black Spanish Total
Origin Families

1940 10.1 17.9
1950 8.5 17.6" 9.4
1960 8.1 21.7 10.0
1965 9.0 24.9 10.5
1970 9.1 28.3 10.8
1971 9.4 30.6 U.S
1972 9.4 31.8 11.6
1973 9.6 34.6 16.7 12.2
1974 9.9 34.0 17.4 12.4
1975 10.5 35.3 18.8 13.0
1976 10.8 35.9 20.9 13.3
1977 10.9 37.1 20.0 13.6
1978 U.S 39.2 20.3 14.4
1979 11.6 40.5 19.8 14.6
1980 11.6 40.2 19.2 14.6
1981 U.9 41.7 21.8 15.1
1982 12.4 40.6 22.7 15.4
1983 12.2 41.9 22.8 15.4

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports,
series P-20, nos. 153, 218, 233, 246, 258, 276, 291, 3U, 326, 340,
352, 366, 371, 381, and 388, "Household and Family Characteristics"

(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1965, 1970-1984);
and idem, Current Population Reports, series P-20, nos. 267 and
290, "Persons of Spanish Origins in the United States" (Washington,
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1974 and 1975).

" Black and other.



Changing Family Structure and Demographic Correlates

headed in 1940. The relative stability in gross census figures on female­
headed families between 1940 and 1960 obscures the beginnings of
current trends in family breakup. More specifically, while widowhood
fell significantly during those two decades, marital dissolution was ris­
ing. 10 Furthermore, the proportion ofout-of-wedlock births was grow­
ing. By the 1960s, the proportion of female-headed families had begun
to increase significantly among blacks, rising from 22 percent in 1960 to
28 percent in 1970, and then to 42 percent by 1983. This proportion
also rose among white families, from 8 percent in 1960 to 12 percent in
1983. The increase in female-headed families with children under
eighteen is even more dramatic. By 1983, almost one out of five fami­
lies with children under eighteen were headed by women, including
14 percent ofwhite families, 24 percent of Spanish-origin families, and
48 percent of black families. 11 To understand the nature of these shifts,
it is necessary to disaggregate these statistics and consider factors such
as changes in fertility rates, marital status, age structure, and living
arrangements.

The unprecedented increases in the proportion ofbirths out ofwedlock
are a major contributor to the rise of female-headed families in the
black community. In 1980, 68 percent of births to black women ages
fifteen to twenty-four were outside of marriage, compared to 41 per­
cent in 1955. According to 1981 figures, almost 30 percent of all young
single black women have borne a child before the age of twenty. 12 The
incidence of out-of-wedlock births has risen to unprecedented levels
for young white women as well, although both rates and ratios remain
far below those for black women (see table 3.2).

These increases in births outside of marriage reflect trends in fertil­
ity and marital status, as well as changes in population composition.
Age-specific fertility rates for both white and black women have fallen
since the peak of the baby boom in the late 1950s. Even fertility rates
for teenagers (ages fifteen to nineteen) have fallen overall. What these
figures obscure, however, is that the fertility rates of young unmarried
women have risen or declined only moderately, while those of married
women of these ages have fallen more substantially (see table 3.2). In
addition, growing proportions of young women are single. For in­
stance, the percentage of never-married women increased dramatically
between 1960 and 1980, from 29 percent to 47 percent for whites, and
from 30 percent to 69 percent for blacks. 13 Recent data show not only

that the incidence of premarital conception has increased, but also that
the proportion of those premarital pregnancies legitimated by mar­
riage has decreased. 14 Thus, out-of-wedlock births now comprise a far
greater proportion of total births than they did in the past, particularly
for black women (see table 3.2). The black "illegitimacy ratio" has in­
creased so precipitously in recent years not because the rate of extra­
marital births has substantially increased, but because the percentage
of women married and the rate of marital fertility have both declined
significantly.

The decline in the proportion of women who are married and living
with their husbands is a function of both a sharp rise in separation and
divorce rates and the substantial increase in the percentage of never­
married women. The combined impact of these trends has been partic-
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TABLE 3.2
Fertility Rates and Ratios by Race and Age, 1960-1980

Marital Nonmarital Illegitimacy
Fertility Rate Fertility Rate Fertility Rate Ratio

Age-group Black White Black White Black White Black White
and Year

Ages 15-19
1960 158.2 79.4 659.3 513.0 76.5 6.6 421.5 71.6
1965 136.1 60.7 602.4 443.2 75.8 7.9 492.0 114.3
1970 133.4 57.4 522.4 431.8 90.8 10.9 613.5 171.0
1975 106.4 46.4 348.0 311.8 86.3 12.0 747.2 229.0
1980 94.6 44.7 344.0 337.6 83.0 16.0 851.5 329.8

Ages 20-24
1960 294.2 194.9 361.8 352.5 166.5 18.2 199.6 21.9
1965 247.3 138.8 293.3 270.9 152.6 22.1 229.9 38.4
1970 196.8 145.9 267.6 244.0 120.9 22.5 295.0 51.8
1975 141.0 108.1 192.4 179.6 102.1 15.5 399.5 60.9
1980 145.0 112.4 232.8 198.2 108.2 22.6 560.2 114.9

Ages 25-29
1960 214.6 252.8 225.0 220.5 171.8 18.2 141.3 11.4
1965 188.1 189.8 188.6 177.3 164.7 24.3 162.8 18.8
1970 140.1 163.4 159.3 164.9 93.7 21.1 180.6 20.7
1975 108.7 108.2 130.8 132.4 73.2 14.8 226.8 26.2
1980 115.5 109.5 149.7a 148.4a 79.1 17.3 361.7 50.2

Sources: National Center for Health Statistics, Vital Statistics of the United States,
annual volumes 1960-1975 and 1984 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing
Office).

a Marital fertility rates for 1980 are unavailable; 1979 figures are substituted.
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Chapter Three

ularly drastic for black women as the proportion married and living
with their husbands fell from 52 percent in 1947 to 34 percent in
1980. 15 As set out in table 3.3, black women have much higher separa­
tion and divorce rates than white women, although the differences are
exaggerated because of a higher rate of remarriage among white wom­
en. 16 Whereas white women are far more likely to be divorced than
separated, black women are more likely to be separated than divorced.
Indeed, a startling 22 percent ofall married black women are separated
from their husbands. 17

Just as important a factor in the declining proportion ofblack women
who are married and living with their husbands is the increase in the
percentage of never-married women. Indeed, as shown in table 3.3,
the proportion of never-married black women increased from 65 per­
cent in 1960 to 82 percent in 1980 for those ages fourteen to twenty­
four and from 8 percent to 21 percent for those ages twenty-five to
forty-four. On the other hand, while the proportion of black women
who are separated or divorced increased from 22 percent in 1960 to 31
percent in 1980 for those ages twenty-five to forty-four, and from 17
percent to 25 percent for those ages forty-five to sixty-four, the fraction
divorced or separated actually fell for younger women.

For young women, both black and white, the increase in the per­
centage of never-married women largely accounts for the decline in the
proportion married with husband present (see table 3.3). For black
women ages twenty-five to forty-four, increases in both the percentage
of never-married women and in martial dissolution were important; for
white women of the same age-group, marital dissolution is the more
important factor. Marriage has not declined among white women ages
forty-five to Sixty-four; however, among black women in the same age­
group, the proportion married with husband present has fallen, due
mainly to increases in marital dissolution.

Although trends in fertility and marital status are the most important
contributors to the rise of female-headed families, the situation has
been exacerbated by recent changes in the age structure, which have
temporarily increased the proportion of young women in the popula­
tion, particularly in the black population. Whereas in 1960, only 36
percent of black women ages fifteen to forty-four were between fifteen
and twenty-four years of age, by 1975 that proportion had increased to
46 percent; the comparable increase for white women was from 34
percent in 1960 to 42 percent in 1975. 18 These changes in the age
structure increase the proportion of births occurring to young women
and, given the higher out-of-wedlock birth ratios among young wom-
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en, inflate the proportion of all births that occur outside of marriage as
well.

Finally, the rise in the proportion of female-headed families reflects
an increasing tendency for women to form independent households
rather than to live in subfamilies. Until recently, Census Bureau cod­
ing procedures caused the number of subfamilies to be significantly
underestimated;19 therefore, an accurate time series is impossible.
However, other research suggests that women are becoming more
likely to form their own households. For example, Cutright's analysis
of components of growth in female-headed families between 1940 and
1970 indicates that 36 percent of the increase in numbers of female
family heads between the ages of fifteen and forty-four can be at­
tributed to the higher propensity of such women to form their own
households. 20 Bane and Ellwood show that these trends continued
during the 1970s. 21 In the period 1969 to 1973, 56 percent of white
children and 60 percent of black children born into single-parent fami­
lies lived in households headed by neither mother nor father (most
lived with grandparents). During the years 1974 to 1979, those propor­
tions declined to 24 percent for white children and 37 percent for black
children.

Thus, young women comprise a greater proportion of single mothers
than ever before. For example, while in 1950, only 26 percent of black
female family heads and 12 percent of white female family heads were
under the age of thirty-five, in 1983 those proportions had risen to 43
percent for blacks and 29 percent for whites. The number of black
children growing up in fatherless families increased by 41 percent be­
tween 1970 and 1980, and most of this growth has occurred in families
in which the mother has never been married. 22 This is not surprising,
according to Bane and Ellwood's research: whereas the growth of the
number of single white mothers over the last decade is mainly due to
the increase in separation and divorce, the growth of the number of
single black mothers is "driven,by a dramatic decrease in marriage and
increase in fertility among never-married women."23 In 1982 the per­
centage of black children living with both parents had dipped to 43
percent, only roughly half of the proportion of white children in two­
parent homes.

As Bane and Ellwood point out, "Never married mothers are more
likely than divorced, separated or widowed mothers to be younger and
to be living at home when they have their children."24 Younger moth­
ers tend to have less education, less work experience, and thus fewer
financial resources. Therefore they are more likely initially to form
subfamilies, drawing support from parents and relatives. However, it

The Poverty Status of Female-Headed Families

appears that most children of single mothers in subfamilies spend only
a small part of their lives in such families. On the basis of an analysis of
data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) for the period
1968 to 1979, Bane and Ellwood suggest that by the time children born
into subfamilies reach age six, two-thirds will have moved into differ­
ent living arrangements. Among blacks, two-thirds of the moves are
into independent female-headed families, whereas among whites two­
thirds are into two-parent families. However, whether the focus is on
subfamilies or on independent female-headed families, less than 10
percent of white children and almost half of the black children born
into non-two-parent families remain in such families "for their entire
childhood."25 And, as discussed in the next section, these families are
increasingly plagued by poverty.

Poverty and Family Structure

As emphasized in the previous chapter, the rise offemale-headed fami­
lies has had dire social and economic consequences because these
families are far more vulnerable to poverty than are other types of
families. Indeed, sex and marital status of the head are the most impor­
tant determinants of poverty status for families, especially in urban
areas. The poverty rate of female-headed families was 36.3 percent in
1982, while the rate for married-couple families was only 7.6 percent.
For black and Spanish-origin female-headed families in 1982, poverty
rates were 56.2 percent and 55.4 percent respectively.26

Female-headed families comprise a growing proportion of the pover­
ty population. Individuals in female-headed families made up fully a
third of the poverty population in 1982. Forty-six percent of all poor
families and 71 percent ofall poor black families were female headed in
1982. These proportions were higher for metropolitan areas, particu­
larly for central cities, where 60 percent of all poor families and 78
percent of all poor black families were headed by women. 27 The pro­
portion of poor black families headed by women increased steadily
from 1959 to 1977, from less than 30 percent to 72 percent, and has
remained slightly above 70 percent since then. The total number of
poor black female-headed families continued to grow between 1977
and 1982, increasing by 373,000; the proportion of the total number of
poor black families did not continue to increase only because of the
sharp rise in the number of male-headed families in poverty during this
period (from 475,000 to 622,000 in 1982). The proportion of poor white
families headed by women also increased from less than 20 percent in
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1959 to a high of almost 40 percent in 1977, and then dropping to 35
percent in 1983.

Female-headed families are not only more likely to be in poverty,
they are also more likely than male-headed families to be persistently
poor. For example, Duncan reports, on the basis of data from the
Michigan PSID, that 61 percent of those who were persistently poor
over a ten-year period were in female-headed families, a proportion far
exceeding the prevalence of female-headed families in the general
population. 28

Causes of the Rise in Female-Headed Families

As the foregoing discussion suggests, to speak of female-headed fami­
lies and out-of-wedlock births is to emphasis that they have become
inextricably tied up with poverty and dependency, often long term.
The sharp rise in these two forms of social dislocation is related to the
demographic changes in the population that we discussed in the pre­
vious section. For example, the drop in the median age of women
heading families would lead one to predict a higher rate of poverty
among these families, all other things being equal. We only need to
consider that young women who have a child out ofwedlock, the major
contributor to the drop in median age of single mothers, are further
disadvantaged by the disruption of their schooling and employment.

However, while a consideration of demographic changes may be
important to understand the complex nature and basis of changes in
family structure, it is hardly sufficient. Indeed, changes in demograph­
ic factors are generally a function of broader economic, political, and
social trends. For example, the proportion ofout-of-wedlock births has
risen among young black women, as a result of a decline in both mar­
riage and marital fertility, coupled with relative stability in out-of­
wedlock birth rates (i.e., the number of births per 1,000 unmarried
women). This increase in the proportion ofextramarital births could be
mainly a function of the increasing difficulty of finding a marriage part­
ner with stable employment, or of changes in social values regarding
out-of-wedlock births, or of increased economic independence af­
forded women by the availability of income transfer payments. Broader
social and economic forces may also be influencing married women to
have fewer children. In the previous chapter the factors associated
with the rise of social dislocations, including female-headed families, in
the inner city were examined. In this section we extend that discussion
by delineating the role of broader social and economic forces not only

on trends in family formation in the inner city, but on national trends
in family formation as well. In the process we hope to establish the
argument that despite the complex nature of the problem, the weight
of existing evidence suggests that the problems of male joblessness
could be the single most important factor underlying the rise in unwed
mothers among poor black women. Yet, this factor has received scant
attention in recent discussions of the decline of intact families among
the poor. Let us first examine the contribution of other factors, in­
cluding social and cultural trends and the growth of income transfers,
which in recent years has become perhaps the single most popular
explanation of changes in family formation and family structure.

The Role of Changing Social and Cultural Trends

Extramarital fertility among teenagers if of particular significance to
the rise of female-headed families. Out-of-wedlock birth rates for teens
are generally not falling as they are for older women. Almost 40 per­
cent of all illegitimate births are to women under age twenty.29 More­
over, adolescent mothers are the most disadvantaged of all female
family heads because they are likely to have their schooling inter­
rupted, experience difficulty finding employment, and very rarely re­
ceive child support. They are also the most likely to experience future
marital instability and disadvantages in the labor market.

Any attempt to explain the social and cultural factors behind the rise
of out-of-wedlock teenage fertility must begin with the fact that most
teenage pregnancies are reportedly unwanted. Surveys by Zelnik and
Kantner have consistently shown that the majority of premarital preg­
nancies are neither planned nor wanted. In 1979, for instance, 82 per­
cent of premarital pregnancies in fifteen- to nineteen-year-olds (un­
married at the time the pregnancy was resolved) were unwanted. 30

However, unpublished tabulations from a recent Chicago study of
teenage pregnancy indicate that adolescent black mothers reported far
fewer pregnancies to be unwanted than did their white counterparts.
Moreover, as Dennis Hogan has stated, the Chicago data suggest that
"it is not so much that single motherhood is unwanted as it is that it is
not sufficiently 'unwanted.' Women of all ages without a strong desire
to prevent a birth tend to have limited contraceptive success. "31 This
argument would seem especially appropriate to poor inner-city black
neighborhoods. In this connection, Kenneth Clark has argued that

In the ghetto, the meaning of the illegitimate child is not ultimate
disgrace. There is not the demand for abortion or for surrender of
the child that one finds in more privileged communities. In the mid-



Systematic evidence ofexpected parenthood prior to first marriage is
provided in two studies by Hogan. Drawing upon data collected in a
national longitudinal survey of high school students conducted for a
National Center for Educational Statistics study (described from here
on as the High School and Beyond data), Hogan found that whereas
only 1 percent of the white females and 1.4 percent of the white males
who were single and childless in 1980 expected to become parents
prior to first marriage, 16.5 percent of black females and 21 percent of
black males expected parenthood before first marriage. In a follow-up
study that focused exclusively on black female adolescents and ex­
cluded respondents "who were pregnant or near marriage at the time
of the initial interview [1980]," Hogan found that only 8.7 percent ex­
pected to become single mothers in 1980, and of these, 19.5 percent
actually became unmarried mothers by 1982.33 On the other hand, of
the 91 percent who reported that they did not expect to become un­
married mothers, only 7.4 percent gave birth to a child by 1982. Un­
published data from this same study reveal that 20.1 percent of the
black girls becoming single mothers by 1982 expected to do so in
1980.34 Thus, although only a small percentage of these adolescent
girls expected to become single mothers, those who expressed that
view were almost three times as likely to become single mothers as the
overwhelming majority who did not.

A number of social structural factors that may influence the develop­
ment of certain behavior norms may also be directly related to single
parenthood. Hogan's research shows that girls from married-couple
families and those from households with both mother and grandparent
are much less likely to become unwed mothers than those from inde­
pendent mother-headed households or nonparental homes. The fact
that the rate of premarital parenthood of teens who live with both their
single mothers and one (usually the grandmother) or more grand­
parents is as low as that of teens who live in husband-wife families
suggests that "the critical effects ofone-parent families are not so much
attributable to the mother's example ofsingle parenthood as an accept-

able status as to the poverty and greater difficulty of parental supervi­
sion in one-adult families. "35 Furthermore, Hogan and Kitagawa's
analysis of the influences of family background, personal characteris­
tics, and social milieu on the probability of premarital pregnancy
among black teenagers in Chicago indicates that those from nonintact
families, lower social class, and poor and highly segregated neigh­
borhoods have significantly higher fertility rates. Hogan and Kitagawa
estimated that 57 percent of the teenage girls from high-risk social
environments (lower class, poor inner-city neighborhood residence,
female-headed family, five or more siblings, a sister who is a teenager
mother, and loose parental supervision ofdating) will become pregnant
by age eighteen compared to only 9 percent of the girls from low-risk
social backgrounds. 36

Social structural factors also appear to affect the timing of marriage.
Hogan reports that although black teenagers expect to become parents
at roughly the same ages as whites, they expect to become married at
later ages. Analysis of the High School and Beyond data reveals that
when social class is controlled, black adolescents have expected age­
specific rates of parenthood that are only 2 percent lower than those of
whites, but expected age-specific rates of marriage that are 36 percent
lower. 37 While Hogan notes that many whites are delaying marriage
and parenthood because of educational or career aspirations, he at­
tributes blacks' expectations of late marriage to the poor "marriage
market" black women face. Indeed, available research has demon­
strated a direct connection between the early marriage ofyoung people
and an encouraging economic situation, advantageous government
transfer programs, and a balanced sex ratio. 38 These conditions are not
only more likely to obtain for young whites than for young blacks, but
as we try to show, they have become increasingly problematic for
blacks.

This evidence suggests therefore that attitudes and expectations con­
cerning marriage and parenthood are inextricably linked with social
structural factors. Since we do not have systematic longitudinal data on
the extent to which such attitudes and aspirations have changed in
recent years, we can only assume that some changes have indeed oc­
curred and that they are likely to be responses to broader changes in
the society. This is not to ignore the import of normative or cultural
explanations, rather it is to underline the well-founded sociological
generalization that group variations in behavior, norms, and values
often reflect variations in group access to channels of privilege and
influence. When this connection is overlooked, explanations of prob­
lems such as premarital parenthood or female-headed families may
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dIe class, the disgrace of illegitimacy is tied to personal and family
aspirations. In lower-class families, on the other hand, the girl loses
only some of her already limited options by having an illegitimate
child; she is not going to make a "better marriage" or improve her
economic and social status either way. On the contrary, a child is a
symbol of the fact that she is a woman, and she may gain from hav­
ing something of her own. Nor is the boy who fathers an illegitimate
child going to lose, for where is he going? The path to any higher
status seems closed to him in any case. 32
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focus on the norms and aspirations of individuals, and thereby fail to
address the ultimate sources of the problem, such as changes in the
structure of opportunities for the disadvantaged.

It is also important to remember that there are broader social and
cultural trends in society that affect in varying degrees the behavior of
all racial and class groups. For instance, sexual activity is increasingly
prevalent among all teenagers. Growing proportions of adolescents
have had sexual experience: according to one survey, the proportion of
metropolitan teenage women who reported having premarital inter­
course increased from 30 percent in 1971 to 50 percent in 1979. These
proportions have risen particularly for white adolescents, thereby nar­
rowing the differentials in the incidence of sexual activity. And they
have more than offset the increase in contraceptive use over the past
decade, resulting in a net increase in premarital pregnancy.39 Rising
rates of sexual activity among middle-class teens may be associated
with various social and cultural trends such as the "sexual revolution,"
the increased availability of birth control and abortion, and perhaps the
growing sophistication of American adolescents, or their adoption of
adult social behavior at an increasingly early age. While these trends
may also have influenced the sexual behavior of teens from disadvan­
taged backgrounds, it is difficult to assess their effects independent of
the complex array of other factors. Our meager state of knowledge
permits us only to say that they probably have some effect, but we do
not have even a rough idea as to the degree.

Although our knowledge of the effect of social and cultural trends on
the rise ofextramarital fertility is scant, we know a little more about the
effect of some of these trends on marital dissolution. Multivariate anal­
yses of marital splits suggest that women's labor-force participation and
income significantly increase marital dissolution among white wom­
en. 40 Labor-force participation rates of white women have nearly dou­
bled from 1940 to 1980 (from 25.6 percent to 49.4 percent), in part due
to a decline in marriage and in part to an increase in labor-force par­
ticipation among married women, particularly those with children.
The labor-force participation of black women has also increased, but
not as dramatically (from 39.4 percent in 1940 to 53.3 percent in
1980);41 black women have always worked in greater proportions than
white women, a pattern that still holds today for all age-groups except
women ages sixteen to twenty-four, an age category with high fertility
rates.

Accompanying the increasing labor-force participation ofwomen has
been the rise of the feminist movement, which validates work as a
source of both independence from men and personal fulfillment, and

which has provided practical support not only through legal and politi­
cal action but also through its role in promoting organizational re­
sources for women in the labor market. Feminism as a social and
cultural movement may have directly influenced the marriage deci­
sions of women; it may also have indirectly affected these decisions
through its role in women's more active participation in the labor mar­
ket. In the absence of systematic empirical data, the effect of the femi­
nist movement on the marital dissolution of women, particularly white
women, can only be assumed.

It can be confidently asserted, however, that women's increasing
employment makes marital breakup financially more viable than in the
past. Although marital dissolution means a substantial loss of income,
and sometimes severe economic hardship-median income of white
female-headed families in 1979 was $11,452, compared to $21,824 for
white married-couple families42- most white women can maintain
their families above poverty with a combination ofearnings and income
from other sources such as alimony, child support, public-income
transfers, personal wealth, and assistance from families. In 1982, 70
percent of white female-headed families were living above the poverty
line. 43 In addition, many white single mothers remarry. For most
black women facing marital dissolution, the situation is significantly
different, not only because they tend to have fewer resources and are
far less likely to remarry, but also because the major reasons for their
increasing rates of marital disintegration have little to do with changing
social and cultural trends.

The Role of Welfare

A popular explanation for the rise offemale-headed families and out-of­
wedlock births has been the growth of liberal welfare policies, in par­
ticular, broadened eligibility for income transfer programs, increases
in benefit levels, and the creation of new programs such as Medicaid
and food stamps. Charles Murray, for example, argues that relaxed
restrictions and increasing benefits of AFDC enticed lower-class wom­
en to forego marriage or prolong childlessness in order to qualify for
increasingly lucrative benefits. 44 Likewise, Robert Gordon depicts
"welfare provisions as a major influence in the decline in two-adult
households in American cities. "45

The effect of welfare on out-of-wedlock births and marital instability
became even more of an issue after the costs and caseloads of public
assistance programs dramatically increased during the late 1960s and
early 1970s. Since that time, a good deal of research has addressed this
issue. Because all states have AFDC and food stamp programs, there
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can be no true test of the effects of welfare on family structure: there is
no "control" population that has not been exposed to these welfare
programs. However, substantial interstate variations in levels of
AFDC benefits and in eligibility rules have provided opportunities for
researchers to test the effects of program characteristics. Most studies
have examined the level of welfare benefits as one of the determinants
of a woman's choice between marriage and single parenthood. Some
use aggregate data; others use individual-level data; still others exam­
ine the effect of providing cash transfers to intact families under special
conditions, such as the Income Maintenance Experiments. But
whether the focus is on the relationship between welfare and out-of­
wedlock births or that between welfare and marital dissolution, the
results have been inconclusive at best.

Many of the studies concerning welfare and out-of-wedlock births
have compared illegitimacy rates or ratios across states with varying
AFDC benefit levels. Cutright found no association between out-of­
wedlock birth rates and benefit levels in 1960 or 1970. Using aggregate
data, Winegarden's state-level analysis showed no association between
measures of fertility and benefit levels, although he did report a small
positive association with benefit availability. Fechter and Greenfield
and Moore and Caldwell both used state-level cross-sectional data in a
multivariate analysis and found no effects of welfare benefit levels on
out-of-wedlock births. Finally, Vining showed that for blacks, the il­
legitimacy ratio in the South was only slightly lower than in non­
southern states, despite levels of AFDC payments that were less than
half those of the rest of the country; for whites, the difference was
somewhat larger. 46

This type of research is vulnerable to the criticism that, in Vining's
words, "the overall incidence of illegitimacy could have been rising
over time in concert with an overall rise in welfare payments, despite
the lack of correlation between cross-state variation in illegitimacy and
cross-state variation in welfare levels at any point in time. "47 However,
despite frequent references in the literature to rising welfare expendi­
tures, benefit levels have fallen in real terms over the past ten years,
while illegitimacy ratios have continued to rise. Both Cutright and Ell­
wood and Bane examined changes over time in state benefit levels and
in illegitimate birth rates and found no association. 48

Other studies using different approaches and data sets have also
yielded inconclusive, largely negative, results. Placek and Hendershot
analyzed retrospective interviews of three hundred welfare mothers
and found that when the women were on welfare, they were signifi­
cantly less likely to refrain from using contraceptives, less likely to de-

sire an additional pregnancy, and less likely to become pregnant.
Similarly, Presser and Salsberg, using a random sample of New York
women who had recently had their first child, reported that women on
public assistance desired fewer children than women not on assistance
and were less likely to have planned their first birth. Based on a longi~
tudinal study oflow-income New York City women, Polgar and Hiday
reported that women having an additional birth over a two-year period
were no more likely to be receiving welfare at the start of the period
than women who did not get pregnant. Moore and Caldwell reported
no relationship between characteristics of AFDC programs and out-of­
wedlock pregnancy and childbearing from a microlevel analysis of sur­
vey data. 49 Ellwood and Bane examined out-of-wedlock birth rates
among women likely and unlikely to qualify for AFDC if they became
single mothers, and found no significant effect ofwelfare benefit levels'
a comparison of married and unmarried birth rates in low- and high~
benefit states also yielded no effects. 50

Finally, results from the Income Maintenance Experiments have
been inconclusive. Reports from the New Jersey experiments indicate
no effect. In the Seattle and Denver experiments, effects of income
maintenance payments on fertility varied by race/ethnicity: white re­
cipients had significantly lower fertility, Mexican-Americans had high­
er fertility, and blacks showed no effect. 51 Because of the relatively
short duration of the study, it is not clear if maintenance payments
affected completed fertility or simply the timing of births.

The results of studies focusing on the relationship between welfare
and family stability have also been inconclusive. Researchers using ag­
gregate data ordinarily look for correlations between rates of female
family headship and size of AFDC payments, while controlling for
other variables. In some studies, the unit of analysis is the state; in
others, most notably Honig and Ross and Sawhill, various metropolitan
areas were examined. 52 Analytic models used in most of these studies
are similar, but disagreement over specification of the variables and
other aspects of the analysis has produced mixed results. Honig found
positive effects for AFDC payments on female family headship, al­
though by 1970 the effects had diminished; Minarik and Goldfarb re­
ported insignificant negative effects; Ross and Sawhill found significant
positive effects for nonwhites, but not for whites; and Cutright and
Madras found that AFDC benefits did not affect marital disruption, but
did increase the likelihood that separated or divorced mothers would
head their own households. 53

As Ellwood and Bane observed, despite the sophistication ofsome of
these multivariate analyses of aggregate data, the analyses have
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"largely ignored the problems introduced by largely unmeasurable dif­
ferences between states."54 Introducing a unique and resourceful solu­
tion to these problems, they present estimates of welfare effects based
on comparisons of marital dissolution and living arrangements among
mothers likely and unlikely to be AFDC recipients, and among women
who are or are not mothers (and thus eligible for AFDC), in high- and
low-benefit states. They also examine changes over time in benefit lev­
els and family structure. The findings based on these three different
comparisons are remarkably similar. Ellwood and Bane estimate that
in 1975, a $100 increase in AFDC benefits would have resulted in a 10
percent increase in the number ofdivorced or separated mothers, with
a more substantial effect for young women; the same increase in AFDC
benefits would have contributed to an estimated 25 percent to 30 per­
cent increase in the formation of independent households, again with
much more substantial effects for young mothers. 55

Studies using individual-level data have yielded mixed results, with
some finding modest effects, and some reporting no effect at all of
welfare on marital dissolution or family headship. Hoffman and
Holmes analyzed Michigan PSID data and reported that low-income
families living in states with high AFDC benefits were 6 percent more
likely than the average to dissolve their marriages, while similar fami­
lies in states with low-benefit levels were 6 percent less likely to do so.
Ross and Sawhill, in a similar analysis of the same data, found no signif­
icant welfare effects, even in a regression performed separately for low­
income families. In a recent study, Danziger et al. modeled headship
choices using data from 1968 and 1975 Current Population Surveys and
concluded that a reduction in welfare benefits would result in only a
slight decrease in the number of female household heads; the authors
also reported that the increase in female-headed families between 1968
and 1975 was greater than the model would have predicted given the
changes in the relative economic circumstances of female heads and
married women occurring during that period. 56 It seems likely that the
decreasing supply of "marriageable men" (examined below) is a con­
straint on women's marriage decisions that is not accounted for in the
model.

Studies of intact families receiving income transfers under the In­
come Maintenance Experiments show that providing benefits to two­
parent families did not tend to reduce marital instability: the split rates
for these families were higher, not lower, than those of comparable
low-income families, although the results were not consistent across
maintenance levels. The Income Maintenance Experiments "in­
creased the proportion offamilies headed by single females. For blacks
and whites, the increase was due to the increase in dissolution; for

Chicanos, the increase was due to the decrease in the marital formation
rates." Groeneveld, Tuma, and Hannan speculate that nonpecuniary
factors such as the stigma, transaction costs, and lack of information
associated with the welfare system caused the income maintenance
program to have a greater effect on women's sense of economic
independence. 57

To sum up, this research indicates that welfare receipt or benefit
levels have no effect on the incidence of out-of-wedlock births. Aid to
Families with Dependent Children payments seem to have a substan­
tial effect on living arrangements of single mothers, but only a modest
impact on separation and divorce. The extent to which welfare deters
marriage or remarriage among single mothers is addressed only indi­
rectly, in studies of the incidence of female-headed households and
here the evidence is inconclusive. '

However, if the major impact ofAFDC is on the living arrangements
of single mothers, it could ultimately have a greater influence on family
structure. As we emphasized in our discussion of Hogan's research on
the premarital parenthood of adolescents, young women from inde­
pendent mother-headed households are more likely to become unwed
mothers than those from married-couple families and those from
female-headed subfamilies living in the homes of their grandparents.58

Nonetheless, the findings from Ellwood and Bane's impressive re­
search, and the inconsistent results of other studies on the relationship
between welfare and family structure, and welfare and out-of-wedlock
births, raise serious questions about the current tendency to blame
changes in welfare policies for the decline in the proportion of intact
families and legitimate births among the poor. As Ellwood and Bane
emphatically proclaim, "Welfare simply does not appear to be the un­
derlying cause of the dramatic changes in family structure of the past
few decades. "59 The factor that we have identified as the underlying
cause is discussed in the next section.

The Role of Joblessness

Although the structure of the economy and the composition of the la­
bor force have undergone significant change over the last forty years,
the labor-force participation patterns ofwhite men have changed little.
The labor-force participation rate of white men declined from 82 per­
cent in 1940 to 76 percent in 1980, in part because of a drop in the
labor-force activity of men over the age of fifty-five (from 83.9 percent
to 72.2 percent for those ages fifty-five to sixty-four).60 Labor-force
participation of white men ages twenty-four and under actually in­
creased over the past decade.

For blacks, the patterns are different. The labor-force participation
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of black men declined substantially, from 84 percent in 1940 to 67
percent in 1980.61 Labor-force trends for older black men parallel
those of white men of the same ages. But the decline in labor-force
participation of young black men and, to a lesser extent, prime-age
black men has occurred, while the participation of comparable
white men has either increased or remained stable.

Economic trends for black men, especially young black men, have
been unfavorable since the end of World War II. While the status of
young blacks who are employed has improved with the percentage of
white-collar workers among all black male workers, rising from 5 per­
cent in 1940 to 27 percent in 1983, the proportion of black men who are
employed has dropped from 80 percent in 1930 to 56 percent in 1983.
Unemployment rose sharply for black male teenagers during the 1950s
and remained high during the prosperous 1960s; similarly, unemploy­
ment rates for black men twenty to twenty-four years ofage rose sharp­
ly during the mid-1970s and have remained high. In 1979, when the
overall unemployment rate had declined to 5.8 percent, the rate for
black male teenagers was 34.1 percent. 62 In addition, while blacks
have historically had higher labor-force participation levels, by the
1970s labor-force participation of black men had fallen below that of
white men for all age-groups, with particularly steep declines for those
ages twenty-four and younger (see chap. 2, table 2.7).

The adverse effects of unemployment and other economic problems
of family stability are well established in the literature. Studies of fami­
ly life during the Great Depression document the deterioration of mar­
riage and family life following unemployment. More recent research,
based on longitudinal data sets such as the PSID and the National
Longitudinal Study or on aggregate data, shows consistently that un­
employment is related to marital instability and the incidence of
female-headed families. Indicators of economic status such as wage
rates, income, or occupational status may also be related to marital
instability or female headedness, although the evidence is not as con­
sistent. For instance, while Cutright's analysis of 1960 census data indi­
cates that divorce and separation rates are higher among lower-income
families, Sawhill et at. find that unemployment, fluctuations in income,
and lack of assets are associated with higher separation rates, but that
the level of the husband's earnings has an effect only among low­
income black families. However, Cohen reports that when the hus­
band's age is controlled, the higher the husband's earnings, the less
likely both black and white couples are to divorce. 63

Nonetheless, the weight of the evidence on the relationship be­
tween the employment status of men, and family life and married life

suggests that the increasing rate ofjoblessness among black men merits
serious consideration as a major underlying factor in the rise of black
single mothers and female-headed households. Moreover, when the
factor of joblessness is combined with high black-male mortality and
incarceration rates,64 the proportion of black men in stable economic
situations is even lower than that conveyed in the current unemploy­
ment and labor-force figures.

The full dimensions of this problem are revealed in figures 3.1
through 3.6, which show the effect of male joblessness trends, in com­
bination with the effects of male mortality and incarceration rates, by
presenting the rates of employed civilian men to women of the same
race and age-group.65 This ratio may be described as a "male mar­
riageable pool index." The number of women is used as the de­
nominator in order to convey the situation of young women in the
"marriage market." Figures 3.1 to 3.3, for men sixteen to twenty-four
years of age, show similar patterns: a sharp decline in the nonwhite
ratios beginning in the 1960s, which is even more startling when com­
pared with the rising ratios for white men. Figures 3.4 to 3.6, for men
twenty-five to fifty-four years of age, show a more gradual decline for
black men relative to white men. Clearly, what our "male marriage­
able pool index" reveals is a long-term decline in the proportion ofblack
men, and particularly young black men, who are in a position to sup­
port a family.

As we noted above, the relationship between joblessness and marital
instability is well established in the literature. Moreover, available evi­
dence supports the argument that among blacks, increasing male
joblessness is related to the rising proportions of families headed by
women. 66 By contrast, for whites, trends in male employment and
earnings appear to have little to do with the increase in female-headed
families. Although lower-income families have higher rates of marital
dissolution, trends in the employment status of white men since 1960
cannot explain the overall rise in white separation and divorce rates.

It seems likely that the chief cause of the rise of separation and di­
vorce rates among whites is the increased economic independence of
white women as indicated by their increasing employment and im­
proving occupational status. It is not that this growing independence
gives white women a financial incentive to separate from or to divorce
their husbands; rather, it makes dissolution of a bad marriage a more
viable alternative than in the past. That the employment status of
white males is not a major factor in white single motherhood or female­
headed families can perhaps also be seen in the higher rate of remar­
riage among white women and the significantly earlier age of first mar-
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riage. By contrast, the increasing delay of first marriage and the low
rate of remarriage among black women seem to be directly tied to the
increasing labor-force problems of men.
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Figure 3.2. Employed men per 100 women of the same age and race­
eighteen and nineteen years of age, 1954-82. Sources: see fig. 3.1.
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Figure 3.1. Employed men per 100 women of the same age and race­
sixteen and seventeen years of age, 1954-82. Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, Handbook of Labor Statistics, Bulletin 2070 (Washington, D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 1980); idem, Employment and Earnings. The
denominators, the number of women by age and race, are taken from U.S.
Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, series P-25, no. 721,
"Estimates of the United States by Age, Sex, and Race, 1970 to 1977" (Wash­
ington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1978); and idem, Current Popula­
tion Reports, series P-25, "Estimates of the Population of the United States by
Age, Sex, and Race, 1980 to 1982" (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1983).
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Figure 3.3. Employed men per 100 women of the same age and race­
twenty and twenty-four years of age, 1954-82. Sources: see fig. 3.1.

Figure 3.4. Employed men per 100 women of the same age and race­
twenty-five and thirty-four years of age, 1954-82. Sources: see fig. 3.1.
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Figure 3.5. Employed men per 100 women of the same age and race­
thirty-five and forty-four years of age, 1954-82. Sources: see fig. 3.1.

Figure 3.6. Employed men per 100 women of the same age and race­
forty-five and fifty-four years of age, 1954-82. Sources: see fig. 3.1.



In the 1960s scholars readily attributed black family deterioration to
the problems of male joblessness. However, in the last ten to fifteen
years, in the face of the overwhelming focus on welfare as the major
source of black family breakup, concerns about the importance of male
joblessness have receded into the background. We argue in this chap­
ter that the available evidence justifies renewed scholarly and public
policy attention to the connection between the disintegration of poor
families and black male prospects for stable employment.

We find that when statistics on black family structure are disaggre­
gated to reveal changes in fertility rates, marital status, age structure,
and residence patterns, it becomes clear, first of all, that the black
"illegitimacy ratio" has increased rapidly not so much because of an
increase in the incidence of out-of-wedlock births, but mainly because
both the rate of marital fertility and the percentage of women married
and living with their husbands has declined significantly. And the sharp
reduction of the latter is due both to the rise in black divorce and
separation and to the increase in the percentage ofnever-married wom­
en. Inextricably connected with these trends are changes in the age
structure, which have increased the fraction of births to young women
and thereby inflated the proportion of all births occurring outside of
marriage. The net result has been a 41 percent increase in the number of
black children growing up in fatherless families during the 1970s, with
most ofthis increase occurring in families in which the mother has never
been married. Furthermore, the substantial racial differences in the
timing of first marriage and the rate of remarriage underscore the per­
sistence ofblack female headedness. And what makes all ofthese trends
especially disturbing is that female-headed families are far more likely
than married-couple families to be not only poor, but mired in poverty
for long periods of time.

Although changing social and cultural trends have often been invok­
ed to explain some of the dynamic changes in the structure of the fami­
ly, they appear to have more relevance for shifts in family structure
among whites. And contrary to popular opinion, there is little evidence
to provide a strong case for welfare as the primary cause of family
breakups, female-headed households, and out-of-wedlock births. Wel­
fare does seem to have a modest effect on separation and divorce, es­
pecially for white women, but recent evidence suggests that its total
effect on the size of the population of female householders is small. As
shown in Ellwood and Bane's impressive study, if welfare does have a
major influence on female-headed families, it is in the living arrange-

ments ofsingle mothers. 67 We explained why this could ultimately and
indirectly lead to an increase in female family headship.

By contrast, the evidence for the influence of male joblessness is
much more persuasive. Research has demonstrated, for example, a
connection between the early marriage ofyoung people and an encour­
aging economic situation. In this connection, we have tried to show
that black women are more likely to delay marriage and less likely to
remarry. We further noted that although black teenagers expect to
become parents at about the same ages as whites, they expect to marry
at later ages. And we argue that both the black delay in marriage and
the lower rate of remarriage, each of which is associated with high
percentages of out-of-wedlock births and female-headed households,
can be directly tied to the labor-market status of black males. As we
have documented, black women, especially young black women, are
facing a shrinking pool of "marriageable" (i.e., economically stable)
men.

White women are not faced with this problem. Indeed, our "male
marriageable pool index" indicates that the number ofemployed white
men per one hundred white women in different age categories has
either remained roughly the same or has increased since 1954. We
found little reason, therefore, to assume a connection between the rise
in female-headed white families and changes in white male em­
ployment. That the pool of "marriageable" white men has not shrunk
over the years is reflected, we believe, in the earlier age of first mar­
riage and higher rate of remarriage among white women. For all these
reasons, we hypothesize that increases in separation and divorce
among whites are due chiefly to the increased economic independence
of white women and related social and cultural factors.

Despite the existence of evidence suggesting that the increasing in­
ability of many black men to support a family is the driving force be­
hind the rise of female-headed families, in the last ten to fifteen years
welfare has dominated explanations of the increase in female headship.
The commonsense assumption that welfare regulations break up fami­
lies, affirmed by liberals and conservatives alike, buttressed the wel­
fare explanations of trends in family structure. The Subcommittee on
Fiscal Policy of the Joint Economic Committee initiated a program of
research on the topic in 1971; according to Cutright and Madras, rec­
ognition of the increasing monetary value of noncash benefits, in the
context of economic theories of marriage,68 persuaded the subcommit­
tee that welfare was related to the rise of female-headed families de­
spite inconclusive evidence. And despite frequent references to rising
social welfare expenditures, the real value of welfare benefits has de-
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In the preceding chapter, we pointed out that the ex­
traordinary rise in female-headed families, particularly among the
black poor, is now being viewed in policy circles as a reflection of the
failure of federal antipoverty programs. According to this view, liberal
welfare policies, especially those associated with the Great Society pro­
gram (which expanded eligibility for income transfer payments, in­
creased benefit levels, and created or expanded programs such as
Medicaid and food stamps) have reduced the incentive to work and to
create or maintain stable families. We also attempted to show that
much of the empirical research on changing family structure has pro­
vided only limited support for this argument. It retains great appeal,
nonetheless, because the logic of the association between welfare and
family/work disincentives is intuitively compelling and appears largely
consistent with aggregate trends in social welfare spending and
changes in family structure over time. However, it was not until
Charles Murray developed the thesis in his controversial critique of
the Great Society, Losing Ground, that the welfare thesis was widely
discussed in the popular media. 1

Murray argues that welfare generosity is the fundamental cause of
black family disintegration in the inner city and contributes substan­
tially to joblessness among younger black men as well. He contends
that in 1970, a poor urban family with one worker literally could im­
prove its financial situation by dissolving its marriage, withdrawing its
members from the labor market, and subsisting on welfare. Indeed
Murray implies that by 1970 the monetary value of the full welfare
benefit package available to unmarried mothers exceeded the mini­
mum-wage earnings from a full forty-hour work week.

Murray illustrates this argument by presenting the case ofa fictitious
young unmarried couple, Harold and Phyllis, in an "average" city at
two points in time-l960 and 1970. Phyllis is pregnant, and the couple
must decide between remaining unmarried and thus qualifying for Aid
to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) or marrying and sub-

clined over the past ten years while the number and proportion of
female-headed families continue to climb.

Only recently has it been proposed that the rise in female-headed
families among blacks is related to declining employment rates among
black men. 69 Evidence such as that displayed in figures 3.1 to 3.6 and
in other studies discussed in this chapter makes a compelling case for
once again placing the problem of black joblessness as a top-priority
item in public policy agendas designed to enhance the status of poor
black families.
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sisting on Harold's minimum-wage earnings. In 1960, the welfare
package would have barely supported Phyllis and her child. Moreover,
the law did not permit payment of welfare benefits if the couple were
to cohabit, regardless of their marital status. In that situation, Murray
argues, Harold and Phyllis would very likely decide to marry and live
on his earnings. However, by 1970 the situation had changed-the
income from the welfare package would not only exceed Harold's
minimum-wage earnings, but it could be collected while the couple
cohabited as a family unit provided they were not legally married.
Thus, Murray concludes, the couple would tend to eschew marriage
and minimum-wage employment in favor of welfare.

There are a number of problems with this presentation. First, Mur­
ray's calculations were based on welfare benefits from the state of
Pennsylvania, where AFDC payments rose at twice the national aver­
age over the 1960s.2 Hence, the example of "shift in incentives" that
Murray presents as "typical" was likely to be far greater than that con­
fronted by most poor families.

Of greater importance is Murray's inadequate attention to trends in
the relative advantages of welfare versus work after 1970. He states
that real AFDC payments, which had risen sharply during the 1960s,
continued to grow during the 1970s until about mid-decade, after
which average payments "increased little if at all in most states."3 Real
benefit levels, in fact, have fallen dramatically since the early 1970s.
Danziger and Gottschalk reveal that by 1980 the real value of AFDC
plus food stamps had been reduced by 16 percent from their 1972
levels. By 1984 the combined payments were only 4 percent higher
than their 1960 levels and 22 percent less than in 1972.4 In the words
of Greenstein, "no other group in American society experienced such a
sharp decline in real income since 1970 as did AFDC mothers and
their children."5

Finally, the 1975 enactment of the Earned Income Tax Credit further
increased the incentives for members of low-income households to
work. Thus, Greenstein estimates that Harold's 1980 minimum-wage
income plus in-kind transfers would have been one-third higher in
Pennsylvania (and higher still in other states) than the family's welfare
payments and other benefits. Accordingly, he concludes, "if perverse
welfare incentives in the late 1960s actually led to family dissolution and
black unemployment, as Murray contends, then these trends should
have reversed themselves in the 1970s, when the relative advantage of
work over welfare increased sharply. They didn't. The numoer of
female-headed households continued to surge, and black employment
declined. "6

As shown in the previous chapter, much research supports Greens­
tein's claim that changes in welfare benefit levels alone cannot explain
family disintegration. Although Murray does not discuss much of this
literature, he does cite the Income Maintenance Experiments as evi­
dence of strong welfare effects on family structure. The Seattle/Denver
experiments (which were the most comprehensive and best adminis­
tered) indicated that guaranteed incomes significantly reduced the sta­
bility or frequency of marriage. The effects were not consistent across
payment levels, however: at the highest income level, the payments
(or guarantees) had no effect on marital stability. In addition, the ex­
perimental conditions differed substantially from those under which
states actually dispense AFDC payments (the primary source of public
assistance to families), thereby jeopardizing generalizations from one
to the other. For example, the experiments provided income support
to two-parent as well as one-parent families, but, unlike the AFDC
program, adjusted payments (or guarantees) were also provided to
both adults (and the children) in cases of marital splits. Finally, as Cain
notes, the effects of the income transfers were confounded with those
of the experimental training program, which was shown to have in­
creased marital instability; thus the magnitude and direction of the
effects of income transfers alone are unclear. 7

Thus, neither Murray's comparisons nor the empirical literature es­
tablishes the claim that liberal welfare policies are the major cause of
changing family structure among blacks. An alternative hypothesis on
the role of joblessness was presented in the previous chapter.

The Family, Joblessness, and Changes in Economic
Organization: "The Male Marriageable Pool" and Family
Structure by Region

In chapter 3 we argued that when jobless figures among black men are
combined with the men's relatively high rates of incarceration and pre­
mature mortality,8 it becomes clear that the ability of black men to
provide economic support is even lower than official employment sta­
tistics convey. The full dimensions of the problem were depicted with
an index that showed the ratio of employed men to women of the same
age and race. Designated as a "male marriageable pool index" (MMPI),
this measure is intended to reveal the marriage market conditions fac­
ing women, on the assumption that to be marriageable a man needs to
be employed. 9 The men and women are matched by age and race,
since most people marry within their own race and near their own age.



If it is correct to assume that most of the black men escaping census
coverage are jobless, then their omission from the MMPI exerts little
bias on the analyses.

Trends in the MMPI for the nation as a whole showed that unlike
white women, black women, particularly younger black women, are
confronting a shrinking pool ofeconomically stable, or "marriageable,"
men. This finding supports the hypothesis that the rise ofblack female­
headed families is directly related to increasing black male joblessness.
Data presented below on both MMPI and family status by region over
the Hl60-80 period afford a more direct test of this hypothesis.

The trends in the MMPI reveal that changes in the ratios of em­
ployed men to women among whites have been minimal, with modest
declines only among northern whites (see table 4.1). On the other
hand, the ratios for blacks have declined substantially in all regions but
the West. The northern regions averaged losses of more than 11 em­
ployed black men per 100 women among persons aged twenty to forty­
four, with even greater losses if the youngest men (ages sixteen to
forty-four) are included. 10 The South averaged a loss of more than 6
employed men per 100 women in the twenty to forty-four age catego­
ry, and almost as many when the youngest men are included. The
"marriageable pool" of black men in the West, however, declined only
by about the same amount as that of northern whites. On the basis of
these trends, we would expect growth in female-headed families to be
greatest among blacks in the northern regions, followed by the South,
and to be least among whites and western blacks.

Table 4.2 presents figures on female family headship by race and
region for women under age forty-five in 1960 and 1980. We focus on
female family heads under age forty-five because that group is the fast­
est growing and it is economically the most disadvantaged of women
householders. 11 They are also more likely to have borne their children
outside of marriage and therefore have more difficulty obtaining child
support. 12 Two measures describe changes in female headship: the
proportion of all family heads under age forty-five who are women and
the proportion of all women under age forty-five who head families.
While the first measure (which describes trends in family type by sex of
head) is useful because it is the conventional index of female headship,
the second measure (which describes trends in family headship among
women) is important as well because it does not vary with changes in
the number of male-headed families.

Trends in joblessness and family structure by race and region largely
conform to our expectations: as table 4.3 shows, a large drop in the
MMPI tends to be associated with a sizable increase in female-headed

TABLE 4.1
Male Marriageable Pool Index (employed men per 100 women) by Race, Age, and
Region, 1960 and 1980

families. The proportion ofblack women under forty-five heading fami­
lies grew most substantially in the northeastern and north-central re­
gions (+ 12.0 and + 12.1), followed by the South (+9.1), and then the
West (+8.7). On the other hand, the smaller proportions of younger
white women heading families varied little by region.

Data based on the first measure, the proportion of families headed
by women, also largely conformed to our expectations among blacks in
the northern regions and the South. We did not expect, however, the
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NORTHEAST NORTH CENTRAL

White Black White Black

1960 1980 1960 1980 1960 1980 1960 1980

16-19 43.8 45.1 31.2 22.7 50.5 51.4 27.4 25.5
20-24 77.9 74.1 59.1 48.1 81.6 77.4 58.0 49.0
25-34 89.5 87.9 67.7 57.8 93.4 90.3 69.0 57.6
35-44 88.1 88.4 71.4 60.4 92.2 90.4 73.8 61.3
16-44 80.8 78.1 63.0 50.3 84.5 81.0 63.0 50.7
20-44 86.9 84.7 67.5 56.3 90.6 87.0 68.8 56.3

SOUTH WEST

White Black White Black

1960 1980 1960 1980 1960 1980 1960 1980

16-19 44.2 50.7 38.9 29.2 48.1 51.3 NA 29.6
20-24 75.9 78.7 70.5 58.0 77.8 76.6 57.7 57.3
25-29 85.8 89.6 71.1 68.2 90.0 88.9 69.1 69.0
35-44 87.0 89.3 71.6 67.7 90.0 91.8 76.2 73.1
16-44 78.1 81.1 65.2 59.7 82.0 81.4 NA 60.5
20-44 84.4 86.8 71.2 65.1 87.7 86.8 69.7 67.0

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census of Population, 1960: Charac-
teristics of the Population, pt. 1, U.S. Summary (Washington, D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1961); and idem, Census of Population: Detailed Characteristics of
the Population, pt. 1, U.S. Summary (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1980).

Note: The 1960 figures for 16- to 19-year-olds refer to nonwhites rather than to
blacks. This has a sizable effect only for western blacks. In 1960, blacks made up
only 49 percent of all western nonwhites, while in all other regions, blacks
comprised over 95 percent of all nonwhites.
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TABLE 4.2
Indicators of Family Statu~ by Race and Region, 1960 and 1980, Family Heads, and
Women Ages Fifteen to Forty-four

Proportion of Families Proportion of Women
Headed by Women Heading Families

Black White Black White

Northeast
1960 24.2 6.1 13.4 3.5
1980 48.6 12.3 25.4 6.5
Change 1960-80 +24.4 + 6.2 +12.0 +3.0

North Central
1960 22.7 4.8 13.4 2.9
1980 49.0 10.6 25.5 6.2
Change 1960-80 +26.3 + 5.8 +12.1 +3.3

South
1960 21.6 6.1 10.0 3.7
1980 37.2 10.0 19.1 6.1
Change 1960-80 +15.6 + 3.9 + 9.1 +2.4

West
1960 21.5 7.5 14.1 4.7
1980 39.5 16.9 22.9 7.9
Change 1960-80 +18.0 + 9.4 + 8.7 +3.2

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census of Population, 1960: Charac­
teristics of the Population, pt. 1, U.S. Summary (Washington, D.C.: Government
Printing Office, 1961); and idem, Census of Population: Detailed Characteristics of
the Population, pt. 1, U.S. Summary (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1980).

West to show a faster rate of growth in the proportion of black families
headed by women than did the South (+ 18 and + 15.6, respectively),
nor did we expect so sharp a rise in the proportion of black women
heading families in the West.

A number of characteristics unique to western blacks, four-fifths of
whom live in California, may help to explain these findings. Represent­
ing less than 9 percent of the total black population, western blacks are
far more likely to be recent migrants and to have higher levels of in­
come and education than blacks in other regions of the country. Be­
yond that, the social and economic characteristics of black women who
head families in California are closer to those of white female heads
than to those of other black female heads. For instance they become
family heads more frequently through divorce than through separation
and out-of-wedlock births, and have higher average incomes and lower
rates of poverty. They also receive less welfare than women heading

TABLE 4.3
Change in the Male Marriageable Pool Index and Indicators of Family Status by
Race and Region, 1960-1980

MMPI Families Headed Proportion of
by Women Women Heading

Families

Northeast
Black -11.2 +24.4 +12.0
White - 2.2 + 6.2 + 3.0

North Central
Black -12.5 +26.3 +12.1
White - 3.6 + 5.8 + 3.3

South
Black - 6.1 +15.6 + 9.1
White + 2.4 + 3.9 + 2.4

West
Black - 2.7 +18.0 + 8.7
White - 0.9 + 9.4 + 3.2

Source: See table 4.1.

families in northern regions (in the South, AFDC eligibility levels are
low and welfare recipiency is· restricted), despite the fact that AFDC
payment guarantees in California are the highest in the continental
United States. I3

If the social and economic traits of California's black female family
heads are more like those of white female heads, the reasons for their
respective high rates of marital dissolution may be similar. In their
landmark study of female-headed families, Ross and Sawhill suggested
that the relatively high rates of marital dissolution among western
whites could be a function of selective migration. I4 Divorce is also
significantly higher among blacks in the West than among blacks in
other regions; indeed, the differential exceeds that between western
and nonwestern white women. I5 Trends in female family headship
among whites as well as among blacks in the West, moreover, appear
to be unrelated to changes in the MMPI. The proportion ofwhite fami­
lies headed by women grew significantly higher in the West than in the
other three regions, despite the fact that the white MMPI rose in the
West and declined in the other three regions (see tables 4.1 and 4.2). It
therefore seems quite reasonable to hypothesize that female family
headship among western blacks, as among western whites, is signifi­
cantly bolstered by the influx of relatively well-off migrants among
whom marital dissolution is relatively high.



Changing Economic Organization and Black Male Joblessness

Nonetheless, although the MMPIs for blacks in the West changed
only slightly from 1960 to 1980, they are still significantly lower than
those of western whites. While deterioration of employment condi­
tions cannot explain the growth of black female-headed families in the
West, the substantial black-white difference in male employment is
quite plausibly one of the major reasons for the racial gap in female
headship in the West. Moreover, in the three regions in which more
than 90 percent of the nation's blacks reside, the MMPI remains a
powerful predictor of the phenomenal rise of black female-headed
families.

If we have good reason to believe that black male joblessness is strong­
ly related to changes in black family structure, it is also reasonable to
hypothesize that the rapid contraction of the black "male marriageable
pool" is related to basic changes in economic organization that have
occurred in recent decades. The shift in economic activity from goods
production to services has been associated with changes in the location
of production: first, an interregional movement of industry from the
North to the South and West; and second and more important, a move­
ment of certain industries away from the older central cities where
blacks are concentrated.

We have shown that the ratio of employed black men per one hun­
dred black women of the same age decreased most rapidly in the two
northern regions. As table 4.4 reveals, these areas have experienced
substantially less employment growth than the rest of the country. 16
Moreover, these trends are concentrated in sectors where "em­
ployment conditions typically do not require substantial education:
manufacturing, retail, and wholesale trade." Between 1970 and 1980,
for example, 701,700 manufacturing jobs were lost from the economies
of these regions.l7

Data on the decrease in manufacturing, wholesale, and retail em­
ployment by region, however, do not reveal another pattern that ap­
pears especially relevant to the drop in the black MMPI ratios across
the country: the decline of these jobs in the nation's largest cities,
where blacks are heavily concentrated. Between 1947 and 1972, the
central cities of the thirty-three most populous metropolitan areas (ac­
cording to 1970 figures) lost 880,000 manufacturing jobs, while man­
ufacturing employment in their suburbs grew by 2.5 million. The same
cities lost 867,000 jobs in retail and wholesale trade at the same time
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Time Period

Source: Bernard L. Weinstein and Robert E. Firestine,
Region Growth and Decline in the United States (New
York: Praeger, 1978), table 1.5.

a Between 1970 and 1977, all southern states experienced
job growth of at least 10 percent while the District of
Columbia had a loss of 16.1 percent.

Region 1950-77 1970-77

Northwest
New England 44.6 6.3
Middle Atlantic 28.4 -1.1

North Central
East North Central 52.8 8.5
West North Central 71.8 15.6

South
South Atlantica 128.1 20.1
East South Central 107.5 21.9
West South Central 133.0 29.8

West
Mountain 185.5 36.8
Pacific 155.0 21.0

U.S. Total 70.3 8.6

TABLE 4.4
Employment Growth by Region

that their suburbs gained millions of such positions. 18 While the black
populations of these central cities were growing substantially, white
and middle-class residents migrated to the suburbs. Between 1950 and
1980, populations in these central cities lost more than 9 million whites
and added more than 5 million blacks, 19 many of them from the rural
South. 20

The decline in demand for the designated types of unskilled labor
has been most severe in the older central cities of the North. The four
largest (New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Detroit), which in 1982
accounted for more than one-quarter of the nation's central-city poor,
lost more than a million jobs in manufacturing, wholesale, and retail
enterprises between 1967 and 1976 alone,21 at the same time that their
populations were rapidly becoming minority dominant. By 1980,
blacks and Hispanics accounted for virtually half of New York City's
population, 57 percent of Chicago's, 67 percent of Detroit's, and 43
percent of Philadelphia's. The major portion of this minority popula­
tion, especially in the latter two cities, is black.
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The decline in blue-collar employment in the central city has been
partly offset by expansion in "knowledge-intensive" fields such as ad­
vertising, finance, brokering, consulting, accounting, and law. For ex­
ample, between 1953 and 1984 New York City lost about 600,000 jobs
in manufacturing but gained nearly 700,000 jobs in white-collar service
industries; Philadelphia lost 280,000 jobs in manufacturing but added
178,000 jobs in white-collar service industries; Baltimore lost 75,000
jobs in manufacturing but gained 84,000 jobs in white-collar service
industries; and St. Louis lost 127,000 jobs in manufacturing but added
51,000 jobs in white-collar service industries. 22

However, the research on the decline ofentry-level jobs in the inner
city (reported in chap. 2) provides more direct evidence that these
demographic and employment trends have produced a serious mis­
match between the skills of inner-city blacks and the opportunities
available to them. As pointed out earlier, substantial job losses have
occurred in the very industries in which urban minorities have the
greatest access, and substantial employment gains have occurred in the
higher-education-requisite industries that are beyond the reach of
most minority workers. If one examines recent data presented by Ka­
sarda on central-city educational attainment by race, the extent to
which inner-city blacks are poorly matched for these employment
trends is readily apparent. Trichotomizing attainment into less than
high school, high school completion only, and some college, Kasarda
finds that whereas a plurality of central-city white men (ages sixteen to
sixty-four) have attended at least some college, the modal category
among black men is less than high school for all regions of the country
except the West. 23 "This mismatch is one major reason why both un­
employment rates and labor-force dropout rates among central city
blacks are much higher than those of central city white residents,"
states Kasarda, "and why black unemployment rates have not re­
sponded well to economic recovery in many northern cities."24

However, Kasarda's measure of "lower education requisite" jobs and
"higher education requisite" jobs does not address the question of the
actual relevance of levels of education to real job performance. Many
jobs identified as "higher education" jobs because of the average level
of education of the workforce may not really require "higher educa­
tional" training. For example, a number of people have observed that
the new high technology is "user friendly" and can be operated in most
cases by people who have mastered the "3Rs. "25 Nonetheless, if jobs
in the high growth industry depend on a mastery of the 3Rs, and if
employers tend to associate such skills with higher levels of formal
education, then they will tend to favor those with more, not less, for-

Blacks and minorities are concentrated in schools whose repressive,
arbitrary, generally chaotic internal order, coercive authority struc­
tures and minimal possibilities for advancement mirror the charac­
teristics of inferior job situations. Similarly, predominantly working­
class schools tend to emphasize behavioral control and rule following,
while schools in well-to-do suburbs employ relatively open systems
that favor greater student participation, less direct supervision, more
electives and in general a value system stressing internalized stan­
dards of control. 27
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mal education, thereby institutionalizing "job requirements." More­
over, many inner-city minorities face an additional problem when ac­
cess to jobs is increasingly based on education criteria. Samuel Bowles
and Herbert Gintis, in a provocative study of the history of education
in the United States, have argued that consignment to inner-city
schools helps guarantee the future economic subordinacy of minority
students. 26 More specifically, inner-city schools train minority youth
so that they feel and appear capable of only performing jobs in the low
wage sector. Citing a recent study of disadvantaged workers which
indicated that appearance was between two and three times as impor­
tant to potential employees as previous work experience, high school
diplomas or test scores, Bowles and Gintis contend that students in
ghetto schools are not encouraged to develop the levels of self-esteem
or the styles of presentation which employers perceive as evidence of
capacity or ability. Secondly, schools adopt patterns of socialization
which reflect the background and/or future social position of their stu­
dents. Those schools with a high concentration of poor and minorities
have radically different internal environments, methods of teaching
and attitudes toward students than predominantly white, upper mid­
dle class suburban schools. Bowles and Gintis state that:

If the characteristics of inferior job situations are mirrored in the
internal order of ghetto schools, then the transformation of the urban
economy from jobs perceived to require lower education to those per­
ceived to require higher education or the mastery of the 3Rs is even
more problematic for inner-city residents.

The change in the MMPI of younger black men presents a particular
problem of interpretation. Although the overall decline in the propor­
tion of black marriageable men in the South is not nearly so great as
that in the northern regions, the shrinkage in the "male marriageable
poor' for ages sixteen to twenty-four is actually greater there than in
the North. In a recent study of the decline in black teenage em-
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ployment from 1950 to 1970, Cogan argues that "the decline in the
demand for low-skilled agricultural labor" was "the driving force be­
hind the sizable reductions in the aggregate black teenage employment
ratio during the period 1950-1970."28 If the primary source of em­
ployment for black teenagers in the South was drastically reduced by
mechanization of agricultural production, it is reasonable to assume
that many southern black men aged twenty to twenty-four suffered the
same fate.

The substantial decline in the MMPI for black youth outside the
South cannot be explained by the mechanization of agriculture, since
the vast majority of nonsouthern blacks are living in metropolitan
areas. However, the changes in economic organization affecting central
cities, where more than three-quarters of all metropolitan blacks re­
side, are likely to have had a significant impact on the employment of
black youth. Research has shown that youth employment problems are
concentrated among the less educated as well as among blacks. 29 In
turn, central-city and poverty-area or ghetto residence has also been
found to depress youth employment. 3o These findings are consistent
with the implications of Kasarda's research: shifts in employment mix
should have their greatest impact on low-skilled workers in the central
cities. Finally, evidence suggests that these declines in employment of
low-skilled workers accelerated during the 19705. 31 Decennial em­
ployment ratios of black youth show that while joblessness among
southern youth increased more rapidly during the 1960s than the
1970s, among northern youth the increase was more substantial over
the latter decade. The timing of these two trends is consistent with the
interpretation that changes in economic organization have had an im­
pact on the employment of black youth.

Conclusion: Race, Family Structure, and Public Policy

We have attempted in this chapter to show that Murray's thesis in
Losing Ground does not begin to come to grips with the complex prob­
lem of the rising number of female-headed families and out-of-wedlock
births because he overemphasizes the role of liberal welfare policies
and plays down what is perhaps the most important factor in the rise of
black female-headed families-the extraorqinary rise in black male
joblessness. We have shown here that the decline in the incidence of
intact marriages among blacks is associated with the declining economic
status of black men. In chapter 3 we demonstrated that black women
nationally, especially young black women, are facing a shrinking pool of

"marriageable" (i. e., employed) black men. This finding supports the
hypothesis that the sharp rise ofblack female-headed families is directly
related to increasing black male joblessness. Regional longitudinal data
on female headship and the "male marriageable pool" were presented in
this chapter to provide a further test of this hypothesis.

The trends in the MMPI reveal that whereas changes in the ratios of
employed men to women among whites have been minimal for all age
categories and in all regions of the country from 1960 to 1980, the ratios
for blacks have declined substantially in all regions except the West.
On the basis of these trends, we expected the most rapid growth in the
number of black female heads to be in the northern regions, followed
by the South and the West. The data conformed to our expectations,
except for the larger-than-expected increase in black female-headed
families in the West. Our explanation of this latter finding focused on
the pattern of selective black migration to the West. The smaller pro­
portions of white women heading families varied little by region.

The MMPI can be constructed only on the basis of aggregate racial
data, rather than by race and income class as we would prefer. Nev­
ertheless, as we have shown, the rise of the female-headed family has
had its major impact on the impoverished. Work cited in chapter 3
indicated that black female-headed families were poorer, more perma­
nent, and more welfare-dependent than families led by white women.
In a similar vein, recent work by Bane with the Michigan Panel Study
of Income Dynamics showed that unlike whites, the majority of blacks
experiencing a transition into a female-headed family were poor after­
ward. 32 Around two-thirds of those were in poverty, how~lVer, even
before experiencing such a transition. Such findings increa;e our confi­
dence that the incidence of female-headed families among blacks,
more so than among whites, is related to conditions of economic
deprivation.

We conclude, therefore, that the problem ofjoblessness should be a
top-priority item in any public policy discussion focusing on enhancing
the status of families. Unfortunately, in recent years joblessness has
received very little attention among policymakers concerned about the
plight of families in the United States. Even the perceptive Daniel
Patrick Moynihan, an early advocate of this point of view, failed to
emphasize this issue in his Harvard University Godkin lectures on the
family and nation. 33 Instead he chose to focus on measures to aid poor
families, such as establishing a national benefit standard for child wel­
fare aid, indexing benefits to inflation, and enlarging personal and de­
pendent tax exemptions. These are all constructive suggestions, but
they need to be included in a more comprehensive reform program



designed to create a tight labor market that enhances the employment
opportunities of both poor men and women. Such an undertaking will,
we believe, do far more in the long run to enhance the stability and
reduce the welfare dependency of low-income black families than will
cutting the vital provisions of the welfare state.

We emphasize the need to create employment opportunities for
both sexes, even though our focus in this chapter is on the problem of
black male joblessness. To identify black male joblessness as a major
source of black family disintegration is not to suggest that policymakers
should ignore the problems of joblessness and poverty among current
female heads of families. Rather we underline the point that the tragic
decline of intact black households cannot be divorced from the equally
tragic decline in the black male "marriageable pool" in any serious
policy deliberations on the plight of poor American families.
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5 Race-specific Policies and the
Truly Disadvantaged

I n the period following the thirtieth anniversary of the
1954 Supreme Court decision against racial separation, Brown v. the
Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, and the twentieth anniversary
of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, a troubling dilemma confronts proponents
of racial equality and social justice. The dilemma is that while the so­
cioeconomic status of the most disadvantaged members of the minority
population has deteriorated rapidly since 1970, that of advantaged
members has significantly improved. This is perhaps most clearly seen
in the changes that have occured within the American black population
in recent years.

In several areas, blacks have not only improved their social and eco­
nomic positions in recent years, but have made those improvements at
a relatively faster rate than the reported progress of comparable
whites. The most notable gains have occurred in professional em­
ployment, income of married-couple families, higher education, and
home ownership. The number of blacks in professional, technical,
managerial, and administrative positions increased by 57 percent (from
974,000 to 1,533,(00) from 1973 to 1982, while the number ofwhites in
such positions increased by only 36 percent. 1 The median annual in­
come for black married-couple families in 1982 was $20,586, compared
to $26,443 for white married-couple families. The gap was even nar­
rower in households where both husband and wife were employed;
this was especially true for couples between the ages of twenty-four
and thirty-five, where the difference in annual income between blacks
and whites was less than $3,000. And the fraction of black families
earning $25,000 or more (in 1982 dollars) increased from 10.4 percent
in 1960 to 24.5 percent in 1982. Meanwhile, the number of blacks
enrolled full time at American colleges and universities nearly doubled
between 1970 and 1980 (going from 522,000 to over 1 million).2 Blacks
recorded a 47 percent increase in home ownership during the 1970s
(from 2.57 million to 3.78 million), compared to a 30 percent increase
for whites. 3
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But for millions of other blacks, most of them concentrated in the
ghettos of American cities, the past three decades have been a time of
regression, not progress. As indicated in chapters 1 and 2, these low­
income families and individuals are, in several important respects,
more socially and economically isolated than before the great civil
rights victories, particularly in terms of high joblessness and the relat­
ed problems of poverty, family instability, and welfare dependency.

These changes are reflected in a growing economic schism between
lower-income and higher-income black families. As shown in table 5.1,
the percentage of total black family income attributable to the lowest
two-fifths of black families declined from 15.8 percent in 1966 to 13.4
percent by 1981; the upper two-fifths of black families contributed 67.3
percent of the total in 1966, but 70.6 percent in 1981. The lowest two­
fifths of white families, on the other hand, contributed 18.2 percent to
the total white family income in 1966, and 17.1 percent in 1981; the
upper two-fifths of white families contributed 64 percent in 1966, and
65.4 percent in 1981. The index of income concentration (a statistical
measure of income inequality ranging from zero, which indicates per­
fect equality, to one, which reveals perfect inequality) reveals that in­
come inequality is greater and has increased at a faster rate among
black families than among white families from 1966 to 1981.

As indicated in the previous chapters, the factors associated with the
growing woes of low-income blacks are exceedingly complex and go
beyond the narrow issue of contemporary discrimination. Indeed, it
would not be unreasonable to contend that the race-specific policies
emanating from the civil rights revolution, although beneficial to more
advantaged blacks (i.e., those with higher income, greater education
and training, and more prestigious occupations), do little for those who
are truly disadvantaged. The Harvard black economist Glenn Loury
has argued in this connection that

It is clear from extensive empirical research on the effect of affirma­
tive action standards for federal contractors, that the positive impact
on blacks which this program has had accrues mainly to those in the
higher occupations. If one examines the figures on relative earnings
of young black and white men by educational class, by far the great­
er progress has been made among those blacks with the most educa­
tion. Ifone looks at relative earnings of black and white workers by
occupation going back to 1950, one finds that the most dramatic
earning gains for blacks have taken place in the professional, tech­
nical, and managerial occupations, while the least significant gains
have come in the lowest occupations, like laborer and service work-

TABLE 5.1
Share of Aggregate Income by Each Fifth of Families, by Percentage of Distribution
of Aggregate Income by Race

Selected Family Positions 1966 1976 1981

Black and other races
Lowest fifth 4.9 4.4 4.0
Second fifth 10.9 9.6 9.4
Middle fifth 16.9 15.9 16.0
Fourth fifth 25.0 25.2 25.5
Highest fifth 42.3 44.9 45.1
Top 5% 14.6 16.1 16.0

Index of income concentration .377 .411 .418
White

Lowest fifth 5.6 5.8 5.4
Second fifth 12.6 12.1 11.7
Middle fifth 17.8 17.7 19.5
Fourth fifth 23.7 23.9 :24.2
Highest fifth 40.3 40.6 41.2
Top 5% 15.4 15.4 15.1

Index of income concentration .346 .349 .359

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, series P-60, no.
137, "Money Income of Households, Families and Persons in the United States
1981" (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1983). '

er. Thus a broad array ofevidence suggests, at least to this observer,
that better placed blacks have simply been able to take more advan­
tage of the opportunities created in the last twenty years than have
those mired in the underclass. 4

The crucial point is not that the deteriorating plight of the ghetto
underclass is associated with the greater success enjoyed by advan­
taged blacks as a result of race-specific programs, but rather that these
programs are mistakenly presumed to be the most appropriate solution
to the problems ofall blacks regardless ofeconomic class. In the follow­
ing sections this argument is explored in some detail, beginning with a
critical discussion of the basic assumptions associated with two liberal
principles that underlie recent, but entirely different, policy ap­
proaches to problems of race, namely, equality of individual oppor­
tunity, which stresses the rights of minority individuals, and equality of
group opportunity, which embodies the idea of preferential treatment
for minority groups.
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Egalitarian Principles of Race and Disadvantaged
Members of Minorities

The goals of the civil rights movement have changed considerably in
the last fifteen to twenty years. This change has been reflected in the
shift in emphasis from the rights of minority individuals to the prefer­
ential treatment of minority groups. The implementation of the princi­
ple of equality of group rights results in the formal recognition of racial
and ethnic groups by the state, as well as economic, educational, and
political rewards based on formulas of group membership.5 Although
many of the proponents of this principle argue that preferential treat­
ment is only a temporary device to overcoming the effects of previous
discrimination, this shift in precepts has long divided the civil rights
movement, which, in the early 1960s, was unified behind the principle
of equality of individual opportunity.

However, neither programs based on equality of individual oppor­
tunity nor those organized in terms of preferential group treatment are
sufficient to address the problems of truly disadvantaged minority
group members. Let us consider, first of all, the principle ofequality of
individual rights which dominated the early phases of the civil rights
movement.

At mid-twentieth century, liberal black and white leaders of the
movement for racial equality agreed that the conditions of racial and
ethnic minorities could best be improved by an appeal to the con­
science of white Americans to uphold the American creed of
egalitarianism and democracy. These leaders directed their efforts to
eliminating Jim Crow segregation statutes through Supreme Court liti­
gation, pressing for national legislation to outlaw discrimination in em­
ployment and housing, and breaking down the extralegal obstacles to
black voting in the South. 6

It was assumed that the government could best protect the rights of
individual members of minority groups not by formally bestowing re­
wards and punishments based on racial or ethnic categories, but by
using antidiscrimination legislation to enhance individual freedom of
choice in education, employment, voting, and public accommodations.
The individual, therefore, was "the unit of attribution for equity con­
siderations,"7 and the ultimate goal was to reward each citizen based
on his or her merits and accomplishments. In short, equality of oppor­
tunity meant equality for citizens.

Thus, from the 1950s to 1970, emphasis was on the equality of indi­
vidual opportunity, or freedom of choice; the approved role of govern­
ment was to ensure that people were not formally categorized on the

basis of race. Antidiscrimination legislation was designed to eliminate
racial bias without considering the actual percentage of minorities in
certain positions. These actions upheld the underlying principle of
equality of individual rights, namely, that candidates for positions
stratified in terms of prestige or other social criteria should be judged
solely on individual merit and therefore ought not be discriminated
against on the basis of race or ethnic origin.

It would be ideal if programs based on this principle were sufficient
to address problems of inequality in our society because they are con­
sistent with the prevailing ideals of democracy and freedom of choice,
do not call for major sacrifices on the part of the larger population, and
are not perceived as benefiting certain groups at the expense ofothers.
The "old" goals of the civil rights movement, in other words, were
more in keeping with "traditional" American values, and thus more
politically acceptable than the "new" goals of equal opportunity for
groups through a system of collective racial and ethnic entitlements.
However, programs based solely on the principle of equality of indi­
vidual opportunity are inadequate to address the complex problems of
group inequality in America.

More specifically, as James Fishkin appropriately points out, this
principle does not address the substantive inequality that exists at the
time the bias is removed. 8 In other words, centuries or even decades
of racial subjugation can result in a system of racial inequality that may
linger on for indefinite periods of time after racial barriers are elimi­
nated. This is because the most disadvantaged minority group mem­
bers, who have been crippled or victimized by the cumulative effects
of both race and class subordination (including those effects passed on
from generation to generation), are disproportionately represented
among that segment of the total population that lacks the resources to
compete effectively in a free and open market. The black columnist
William Raspberry recognized this problem when he stated: "There
are some blacks for whom it is enough to remove the artificial barriers
of race. After that, their entry into the American mainstream is vir­
tually automatic. There are others for whom hardly anything would
change if, by some magical stroke, racism disappeared from America.
Everyone knows this of course. And yet hardly anyone is willing to say
it. And because we don't say it, we wind up confused about how to deal
with the explosive problems confronting the American society, con­
fused about what the problem really is."9

It is important to recognize that in modem industrial society the
removal of racial barriers creates the greatest opportunities for the
better-trained, talented, and educated segments of the minority popu-
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lation-those who have been crippled the least by the weight of past
discrimination. This is because they possess the resources that allow
them to compete freely with dominant group members for valued posi­
tions. In this connection, as Leroy D. Clark and Judy Trent Ellis have
noted,

there must be a recognition that civil rights legislation can only ben­
efit those in a position to take advantage of it. To the extent that
some members of minority groups have been denied education and
certain work experience, they will be able to compete for only a
hmited number of jobs. Certain disabilities traceable in general to
racism may deprive some minority members of the qualifications for
particular jobs. Title VII, however, protects only against arbitrary
use of race or its equivalents as barrier to work; it does not assure
one of employment or promotion if legitimate qualifications are
lacking. 10

In short, the competitive resources developed by the advantaged
minority members-resources "resulting from the income, family sta­
bility, peer groups, and schooling that their parents can make available
to them"ll-result in their benefiting disproportionately from policies
that promote the rights of minority individuals, policies that remove
artificial barriers and thereby enable individuals to compete freely and
openly for the more desirable and prestigious positions in American
society.

However, since 1970, government policy has tended to focus on the
equitable distribution of group rights, so that people have been for­
mally categorized or recognized on the basis of race or ethnicity. For­
mal programs have been designed and created not only to prevent
discrimination, but also to ensure that minorities are adequately repre­
sented in certain positions. Thus emphasis has shifted from equality of
opportunity, stressing individual rights, to equality of condition, em­
phasizing group rights. Between the mid-1950s and 1970, the elimina­
tion of existing discrimination was the sole concern of liberal policy­
makers; since 1970, however, serious attention has also been given to
negating the effects of past discrimination. This has resulted in a move
from the simple investigation and adjudication of complaints of racial
discrimination by fair employment practices commissions and civil
rights commissions to government-mandated affirmative action pro­
grams designed to ensure minority representation in employment, in
public programs, and in education. 12

Nonetheless, if the more advantaged minority members profit dis­
proportionately from policies built on the principle of equality of indi-

vidual opportunity, they also reap disproportionate benefits from
policies of preferential treatment based solely on their group mem­
bership. I say this because minority individuals from the most advan­
taged families are likely to be disproportionately represented among
the minority members most qualified for preferred positions-such as
higher-paying jobs, college admissions, promotions, and so forth. Ac­
cordingly, if policies of preferential treatment for such positions are
conceived not in terms of the actual disadvantages suffered by indi­
viduals but rather in terms of race or ethnic group membership, then
these policies will further enhance the opportunities of the more ad­
vantaged without addressing the problems of the truly disadvantaged.
In other words, programs such as affirmative action "can be very effec­
tive in increasing the rate of progress for minorities who are doing
reasonably well. "13 Special admission programs that enlarge the
number of minorities in law schools and medical schools, and special
programs that increase minority representation in high-level govern­
ment jobs, in the foreign service, and on university faculties not only
favor minorities from advantaged backgrounds but require a college
education to begin with. To repeat: programs of preferential treatment
applied merely according to racial or ethnic group membership tend to
benefit the relatively advantaged segments of the designated groups.
The truly deprived members may not be helped by such programs.

Nonetheless, as William L. Taylor has argued, "the focus of much of
the [affirmative action] effort has been not just on white collar jobs, but
also on law enforcement, construction work, and craft and production
jobs in large companies-all areas in which the extension of new op­
portunities has provided upward mobility for less advantaged minority
workers." Taylor also notes that "studies show that of the increased
enrollment of minority students in medical schools during the 1970s,
significant numbers were from families of low income and job status,
indicating that the rising enrollments of minorities in professional
schools stemming from affirmative action policies reflects increased
mobility, not simply changing occupational preferences among middle­
class minority families."14 However, although affirmative action pro­
grams do in fact create opportunities for some less advantaged minority
individuals, ghetto underclass individuals are severely underrepre­
sented among those who have actually benefited from such programs.
In other words, upon close examination what we really see is a "cream­
ing" process in the sense that those with the greatest economic, educa­
tional, and social resources among the less advantaged individuals are
the ones who are actually tapped for higher paying jobs and higher
education through affirmative action.
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It has been argued, however, that group preferential treatment
based on race, although more directly beneficial to advantaged minor­
ity members, will "trickle down" to the minority poor. Thus, a govern­
ment policy favoring minority business would ultimately lead to
greater employment opportunities for the black poor. Affirmative ac­
tion programs designed to increase the number of blacks in medical
schools would thus ultimately result in improved medical care for low­
income blacks. Indeed, these programs are often justified on the
ground that they would improve the black poor's chances in life. "The
question should be raised though as to how the black poor are to be
benefited by the policy actions extracted from the system in their
name," observes Glenn Loury. "The evidence of which I am aware
suggests that, for many of the most hotly contested public policies ad­
vocated by black spokesmen, not much of the benefit 'trickles down' to
the black poor. There is no study, of which I am aware, supporting the
claim that set-asides for minority businesses have led to a significant
increase in the level of employment among lower class blacks. "15

But what about the argument, often heard during the heated debate
over the Bakke decision, that increasing the percentage of blacks in
medical schools will result in improvements in medical care for lower­
income blacks? Although there is virtually no definitive research on
this question, I believe that we would not improve the health of the
ghetto underclass, in either the long or the short run, even if we tri­
pled the number of black physicians in our large central cities.

This is not to say that a sharp increase in the number of black physi­
cians would have no impact in the black community. Blacks who can
afford to pay for adequate medical care would certainly have more
black physicians to choose from, and poor blacks would undoubtedly
witness the opening of more clinics, staffed by black physicians, in
their neighborhoods. But the ultimate determinant of black access to
medical care is not the supply of black physicians, even if an over­
whelming majority choose to practice in the black community,16 but
the availability of programs such as Medicaid, Medicare, National
Health Insurance, or other benefits designed, regardless of race, to
give people who lack economic resources access to expensive medical
care. There are plenty of do~tors for those who can afford them.

However, there does exist a third liberal philosophy concerned with
equality and social justice, namely, what Fishkin has called the princi­
ple of equality of life chances. According to this principle, if we can
predict with a high degree ofaccuracy where individuals will end up in
the competition for preferred positions in society "merely by knowing
their race, sex, or family background, then the conditions under which

their talents and motivations have developed must be grossly un­
equal." Supporters of this principle believe that a person "should not
be able to enter a hospital ward of healthy newborn babies and, on the
basis of class, race, sex, or other arbitrary native characteristics, pre­
dict the eventual positions in society of those children." In other
words, it is unfair that some individuals "are given every conceivable
advantage while others never really have a chance, in the first place, to
develop their talents."17

Proponents of equality of life chances recognize not only that those
from higher social strata have greater life chances or more-than-equal
opportunities, but that "they also have greater than equal influence on
the political process and greater than equal consideration from the
health care and legal systems." The major factor that distinguishes the
principle of equality of life chances from the principles of equality of
individual opportunity and equality of group opportunity is the recog­
nition that the problems of truly disadvantaged individuals-class
background, low income, a broken home, inadequate housing, poor
education, or cultural or linguistic differences-may not be clearly re­
lated to the issue of previous discrimination. Nevertheless, "children
growing up in homes affected by these disadvantages may be deprived
of an equal life chance because their environments effectively inhibit
the development of their talents or aspirations. "18

Accordingly, programs based on this principle would not be re­
strictively applied to members of certain racial or ethnic groups but
would be targeted to truly disadvantaged individuals regardless of their
race or ethnicity. Thus, whereas poor whites are ignored in programs
of reverse discrimination based on the desire to overcome the effects of
past discrimination, they would be targeted along with the truly disad­
vantaged minorities for preferential treatment under programs to
equalize life chances by overcoming present class disadvantages.

Under the principle ofequality of life chances, efforts to correct fam­
ily background disadvantages through such programs as income redis­
tribution, compensatory job training, compensatory schooling, special
medical services and the like would not "require any reference to past
discrimination as the basis for justification. "19 All that would be re­
quired is that the individuals targeted for preferred treatment by ob­
jectively classified as disadvantaged in terms of the competitive
resources associated with their economic-class background.

Ironically, the shift from preferential treatment for those with certain
racial or ethnic characteristics to those who are truly disadvantaged in
terms oftheir life chances would not only help the white poor, but would
also address more effectively the problems of the minority poor. If the
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life chances of the ghetto underclass are largely untouched by programs
ofpreferential"treatment based on race, the gap between the haves and
have-nots in the black community will widen, and the disproportionate
concentration of blacks within the most impoverished segments of our
population will remain. As Fishkin appropriately points out, programs
based on the principle of equality of life chances would not be mis­
targeted to those who are already relatively affiuent. 20

Targeted Programs and the Problems of Political Support

Despite the emphasis placed on helping disadvantaged members of
minority groups through programs based on the principle ofequality of
individual opportunity and those based on the principle of equality of
group opportunity (as brought out in the previous section), only pro­
grams based on the principle of equality of life chances are capable of
substantially helping the truly disadvantaged. Nonetheless, even these,
however comprehensive and carefully constructed, may not represent
the most efficacious or viable way to lift the truly disadvantaged from the
depths of poverty today. In the next section of this chapter and in the
following chapter, I discuss the effectiveness of targeted programs in a
stagnant economy. For now let me focus on the problem of generating
and sustaining public support for such programs.

An important consideration in assessing public programs targeted at
particular groups (whether these groups are defined in terms of race,
ethnicity, or class) is the degree of political support those programs
receive, especially when the national economy is in a period of little
growth, no growth, or decline. Under such economic conditions, the
more the public programs are perceived by members of the wider soci­
ety as benefiting only certain groups, the less support those programs
receive. I should like to deal with the implications of this argument by
briefly contrasting the institutionalization of the programs that ema­
nated from the New Deal legislation of the Roosevelt administration
with the demise of the Great Society programs of the Johnson admin­
istration, bearing in mind that Johnson's Great Society program was
the most ambitious effort in our nation's history to implement the prin­
ciple of equality of life chances. 21

In 1932 Franklin D. Roosevelt received a popular mandate to attack
the catastrophic economic problems created by the Great Depression.
He then launched a series of programs-such as Social Security and
unemployment compensation-designed to protect all citizens against
sudden impoverishment. One of these programs was Aid to Families

with Dependent Children (AFDC), the current symbol of income­
tested public welfare programs. Aid to Families with Dependent
Children, however, was conceived not as a permanent alternative
to working but as a temporary means of support for families that were,
at the time they applied for aid, clearly unemployable. Indeed, the
"safety net" of Roosevelt's New Deal emphatically included the cre­
ation of public works projects designed to forestall the formation of a
permanent welfare class. It was not necessary to satisfy a means test to
work in these projects; the only requirement was that the applicant be
unemployed, want a job, and be able to work. Furthermore, no one
was denied eligibility for these jobs as a result of being either over­
skilled or underskilled; the programs attempted to match jobs with
individual abilities. 22

Thus, jobs for able individuals, Social Security, and unemployment
compensation for the unemployed were to provide a modicum of se­
curity for all. Economic stability was not tied to the dole. By contrast,
nearly all of the Great Society programs were tied to the dole. Job
training, legal aid, and Medicaid levied income tests. In effect, one had
to be on welfare to be eligible. Unlike the New Deal programs, the
Great Society programs were modeled on the English poor laws. Al­
though these programs improved the life chances of many of their re­
cipients-because job-training programs enabled many long-term
welfare recipients to find their first jobs, Medicaid enabled many to
receive decent medical care for the first time, and legal aid gave many
access to capable lawyers-the programs were increasingly perceived
in narrow terms as intended for poor blacks. In the cities, especially,
the Great Society programs established what amounted to separate
legal and medical systems-one public and predominantly black, the
other private and predominantly white. The real problem, however,
was that the taxpayers were required to pay for legal and medical ser­
vices that were provided to welfare recipients but not to the tax­
payers-services many taxpayers could not afford to buy for
themselves. In other words, this system amounted to taxation to pay
for programs that were perceived to benefit mostly minorities, pro­
grams that excluded taxpayers perceived to be mostly white. 23 Thus,
these programs were cut back or phased out during the recent periods
of recession and economic stagnation because they could not sustain
sufficient political support. 24

From the New Deal to the 1970s, the Democrats were able to com­
bine Keynesian economics and prosperity for the middle class with
social welfare programs and pressures for integrating the poor and mi­
norities into the mainstream of American economic life. The MIT
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economist Lester Thurow reminds us that "in periods of great eco­
nomic progress when [the incomes of the middle classes] are rising
rapidly, they are willing to share some of their income and jobs with
those less fortunate than themselves, but they are not willing to reduce
their real standard of living to help either minorities or the poor."25

In the face of hard economic times, Pres. Ronald Reagan was able to
persuade the middle classes that the drop in their living standards was
attributable to the poor (and implicitly, minorities), and that he could
restore those standards with sweeping tax and budget cuts. In short,
the New Deal coalition collapsed when Reagan was elected. In 1980
the only groups that did not leave the Democratic party in significant
numbers were blacks, Hispanics, and the poor-groups that constitute
only a quarter of the American population, hardly enough to win a
national election,26 and certainly not enough to sustain programs, in­
correctly perceived as benefiting only the minority poor, based on the
principle of equality of life chances. What is interesting, however, is
that the Reagan administration has shown far less willingness to cut
significantly the much more expensive universal programs such as So­
cial Security and Medicare, programs that are not income tested and
therefore are available to people across class lines. In this connection,
one of the reasons why western European social welfare programs en­
joy wide political support (especially in countries such as the Federal
Republic of Germany, France, Austria, Sweden, the Netherlands,
Belgium, and Norway) is that they tend to be universal-applied
across class and racial!ethnic lines-and therefore are not seen as
being targeted for narrow class or racially identifiable segments of the
population. 27

I am convinced that, in the last few years of the twentieth century,
the problems of the truly disadvantaged in the United States will have
to be attacked primarily through universal programs that enjoy the
support and commitment of a broad constituency. Under this ap­
proach, targeted programs (whether based on the principle of equality
of group opportunity or that of equality of life chances) would not nec­
essarily be eliminated, but would rather be deemphasized-consid­
ered only as offshoots of, and indeed secondary to, the universal
programs. The hidden agenda is to improve the life chances ofgroups
such as the gheUo underclass by emphasizing programs in which the
more advantaged groups ofall races can positively relate.

In the final section of this chapter, I should like to amplify and sup­
port this position by focusing on what I consider to be one of the most
important universal programs of equality-an economic policy to ad­
dress the problems of American economic organization.

The Case for a Universal Program

I believe that many of the problems plaguing the truly disadvantaged
minorities in American society can be alleviated by a program of eco­
nomic reform characterized by rational government involvement in the
economy.28 I have in mind a general economic policy that would in­
volve long-term planning to promote both economic growth and sus­
tained full employment, not only in higher-income areas but in areas
where the poor are concentrated as well. Such a policy would be desig­
nated to promote wage and price stability, favorable employment con­
ditions, and the development and integration of manpower training
programs with educational programs. As I see it, the questions usually
ignored when ad hoc strategies to promote employment are discussed
and proposed should be systematically addressed. These questions in­
clude the relative impact of proposed strategies on labor markets in
different areas of the country; the type, variety, and volume of jobs to
be generated; the extent to which residents in low-income neigh­
borhoods will have access to these jobs; the quality of these jobs in
terms of stability and pay; the extent to which proposed strategies en­
hance the employment opportunities of both new entrants into the
labor market and the currently unemployed; and whether the benefits
from economic development and employment provide reasonable re­
turns on public investment. 29

Although the basic features of such a program are designed to bene­
fit all segments of society, I believe the groups that have been plagued
by severe problems of economic dislocation, such as the ghetto under­
class, would be helped the most. I say this because the low-income
minority community is disadvantaged not simply by cyclical economic
stagnation but by profound structural economic changes. The widely
heralded shift from goods-producing to service-producing industries is
polarizing the labor market into high-wage and low-wage sectors.
Technological innovations in industry are affecting the number and
types of jobs available. Manufacturing industries are relocating from
the central city to the suburbs, to other parts of the country, and even
to foreign countries. As was shown in previous chapters, while these
changes adversely affect segments of the poor and working classes in
general, they have been especially devastating for low-income blacks
and other minorities because these groups are concentrated in the cen­
tral areas that have been hardest hit by economic dislocation.

Accordingly, those who argue that the deteriorating economic plight
of the truly disadvantaged minorities can be satisfactorily addressed
simply by confronting the problems of current racial bias fail to recog-
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nize how the fate of these minorities is inextricably connected with the
structure and function ofthe modern American economy. The net effect
is the recommendation ofprograms that do not confront the fundamen­
tal causes of poverty, underemployment, and unemployment. In other
words, policies that do not take into account the changing nature of the
national economy-including its rate of growth and the nature of its
variable demand for labor; the factors that affect industrial employment,
such as profit rates, technology, and unionization; and patterns of in­
stitutional and individual migration that result from industrial transfor­
mation and shifts-will not effectively handle the economic dislocation
of low-income minorities.

But it is not only disadvantaged minorities who would benefit from a
program ofeconomic reform designed to promote full employment and
balanced economic growth. Even the trained, talented, and educated
minorities could not really benefit from the removal of racial barriers if
the economy lacked sufficient positions to absorb either them or any
new entrants into higher-paying or valued positions. In other words,
deracialization, or the removal of racial barriers, has far greater mean­
ing when positions are available or become available to enhance social
mobility. Indeed, the significant movement of blacks into higher­
paying manufacturing positions from 1940 to the 1960s had much more
to do with fairly even and steady economic growth in the manufactur­
ing sector than with equal employment legislation. It is noteworthy,
however, that the uneven economic growth since the latter half of the
1960s resulted in a much more rapid rate of social mobility for trained
and educated blacks than for the untrained and uneducated. While
deindustrialization was subjecting the latter to the gradual reduction of
the more desirable blue-collar positions into which workers can enter
without special skills or higher education, the former, that is, trained
and educated blacks, were experiencing increasing job opportunities in
the expanding corporate and government sectors.30

Thus, the necessary factor for minority mobility is the availability of
positions. For example, affirmative action programs have had little im­
pact in a slack labor market where the labor supply is greater than the
labor demand. This has been the case with higher-paying blue-collar
positions in which employment opportunities for the lesser-trained and
less-experienced blacks remain restricted due to increases in plant
closings, labor-saving technology, and the efforts of unions to protect
remaining jobs. On the other hand, the impact of antibias programs to
enhance minority jobs tends to be greater in a tight labor market. This
argument should come as no surprise. 31

In a tight labor market, job vacancies are numerous, unemployment

is of short duration, and wages are higher. Moreover, the labor force
becomes larger because increased job opportunities not only reduce
unemployment but also draw into the labor force those workers who,
in periods when the labor market is slack, respond to fading job pros­
pects by dropping out of the labor force altogether. Thus, the status of
minority workers improves in a tight labor market because unemploy­
ment is reduced and better jobs are available.

Affirmative action and other antibias programs are accordingly more
successful in tight labor markets than in slack ones. Not only are there
sufficient positions for many qualified workers, but also employers
faced with a labor shortage are not as resistant to affirmative action.
Furthermore, in a favorable economic climate, those who support affir­
mative action are encouraged to push such programs because they per­
ceive greater chances for success. Finally, nonminority employees are
less likely to oppose affirmative action when there are sufficient jobs
available because they are less likely to see minorities as a threat to
their own employment.

In a slack labor market, on the other hand, employers tend to be
more selective in recruiting and in promoting; they can afford to de­
mand greater experience, skills, and education than a job actually re­
quires. They are thus more resistant to affirmative action pressures.
And the longer the labor market is slack, the less pressure they receive
from supporters of affirmative action, who become increasingly dis­
couraged in the face of shrinking resources. The situation is exacer­
bated by increased hostility to affirmative action by dominant-group
workers who fear the loss of their own jobs to minority competition. In
short, the success of affirmative action and other antidiscrimination
programs is in no small measure related to the state of the economy.

Thus, unlike programs based on equality of individual opportunity
and equality of group opportunity, a universal program of economic
reform would benefit both advantaged and disadvantaged minority
members as well as nonminority groups, including women.

However, to embrace the idea of a universal program of reform does
not mean a shift in focus away from the current suffering of racial mi­
norities. Many of their problems, especially those of the truly disad~

vantaged among them, call for immediate attention and therefore
cannot wait for the launching of long-term programs. Short-term pro­
grams consistent with the principle of equality of life chances (such as
manpower job training and education for the disadvantaged, and pub­
lic assistance) are needed now. But such programs are hardly a solution
to the current woes of groups such as the ghetto underclass. Although
they provide some short-term relief, these programs do not address



problems of economic organization (e.g., plant closings and layoffs due
to deindustrialization), that impact heavily on disadvantaged groups in
society. Moreover, as I have tried to show in the previous section,
without a tight labor market or a full-employment situation the very
survival of targeted programs for low-income groups is threatened. To
repeat: income-tested programs are much less likely to be introduced
or to receive continuing support in a stagnant economy. Although sus­
tained full employment and balanced economic growth would ulti­
mately render targeted programs for the able-bodied superfluous, they
would create the economic climate to help preserve such programs
when they are needed in the short run.

Moreover, without full employment it is much more difficult to shift
from income-tested and stigmatized public assistance programs to the
kinds of universal programs of social welfare (e.g., family allowances)
found in Western European democracies. Universal welfare programs,
usually tied to employment and labor market policies, depend on con­
ditions approximating full employment so that workers can combine
their income from transfers with income from employment, maximize
tax revenues, and thereby reduce the strain on the welfare budget
inflated by the broad coverage of transfer payments.

In short, to speak of the need for long-term economic reform in the
United States is not to disregard the need for short-term targeted pro­
grams for the disadvantaged. Rather, it is to recognize that the more
effective the universal program of reform, the less targeted programs
are required.

In the final analysis, the question of reform is a political one. Accord­
ingly, if the issues are couched in terms of promoting economic se­
curity for all Americans, if the essential political message underscores
the need for economic and social reform that benefits all groups in
society, not just poor minorities, a basis for generating a broad-based
political coalition to achieve such reform would be created. Minority
leaders could play an important role in this coalition once they fully
recognize the need to shift or expand their definition of racial problems
in America and to broaden the scope of suggested policy programs to
address them. This would certainly not mean the abandonment of race­
specific policies the embody either the principle of equality of indi­
vidual rights or that of group rights. It would simply mean that such
programs are no longer central to advancing the cause of minorities,
especially the cause of the truly disadvantaged such as the ghetto
underclass.

125

In the mid-l960s a series of insightful articles were
written by black and white intellectuals that raised questions about the
direction and goals of the black protest movement. l Basically, the au­
thors of these articles made it clear that from 1955 to 1965 the chief
objectives of the civil rights movement were to integrate public accom­
modations and to eliminate black disfranchisement. These were mat­
ters of constitutional rights and basic human dignity, matters that
affected blacks and other minorities exclusively and therefore could be
defined and addressed simply as problems of civil rights. However,
these authors noted that despite the spectacular victories in the area of
civil rights, by the latter half of the 1960s a more complex and funda­
mental set of problems had yet to be attacked-problems of jobs, edu­
cation, and housing that affected not only blacks but other minorities
and whites as well.

A consistent theme running throughout these articles is that in the
period from 1955 to 1963, all blacks, regardless of their station in life,
were concerned about the banning of discrimination in public accom­
modations and in voting. As Bayard Rustin observed, "Ralph Bunch
was as likely to be refused service in a restaurant or a hotel as any
illiterate sharecropper. This common bond prevented the latent class
differences and resentments from being openly expressed."2 Howev­
er, it did not take long to realize that the group that had profited the
most from the civil rights legislation up to 1965 was middle-class
blacks-blacks who had competitive resources such as steady incomes,
education, and special talents. As Kenneth Clark argued in 1967, "The
masses of Negroes are now starkly aware of the fact that recent civil
rights victories benefited a very small percentage of middle-class
Negroes while their predicament remained the same or worsened."3

What these observers were telling us in the mid-I960s is that a close
examination of ghetto black discontent, most dramatically seen in the
riots of that period, reveals issues that transcend the creation and im­
plementation of civil rights laws. "To the segregation by race," Bayard
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Rustin observed, "was now added segregation by class, and all the
problems created by segregation and poverty-inadequate schooling,
substandard and overcrowded housing, lack of access to jobs and job
training, narcotics and crime-were greatly aggravated."4 In short, for
ghetto blacks the problems move beyond the issue of civil rights. The
late Martin Luther King, Jr., recognized this point in 1968 when short­
ly before his death he asked, "What good is it to he allowed to eat in a
restaurant if you can't afford a hamburger?"5 It would not be unfair to
suggest that he was probably influenced by the thoughts of Bayard
Rustin, who, four years earlier in his now-classic article "From Protest
to Politics," phrased the matter in much the same way: "What is the
value of winning access to public accommodations for those who lack
money to use them?"6

Thus, these perceptive civil rights advocates recognized in the 1960s
that removing artificial racial barriers would not enable poor blacks to
compete equally with other groups in society for valued resources be­
cause of an accumulation of disadvantages flowing from previous peri­
ods of prejudice and discrimination, disadvantages that have been
passed on from generation to generation. Basic structural changes in
our modern industrial economy have compounded the problems of
poor blacks because education and training have become more impor­
tant for entry into the more desirable and higher-paying jobs and be­
cause increased reliance on labor-saving devices has contributed to a
surplus of untrained black workers. In short, once the movement faced
these more fundamental issues, argued Rustin in 1965, "it was com­
pelled to expand its vision beyond race relations to economic relations,
including the role of education in society."7

The Problem of the Race Relations Vision

During the same period in which problems ofstructural inequality were
being raised, scholars such as Kenneth Clark, Lee Rainwater, and Elliot
Liebow were also raising important issues about the experiences of
inequality. 8 As I pointed out in chapter 1, what was both unique and
important about these studies in the 1960s was that discussions of the
experiences of inequality were inextricably tied to discussions of the
structure of inequality. Thus, in reading these works one received a
clear understanding of how the economic and social situations into
which so many poor blacks are born produce modes of adaptation and
create subcultural patterns that take the form of a "self-perpetuating
pathology.''9 In other words, and in sharp contrast to approaches that

simply "blame the victim" or that use a "culture-of-poverty" thesis to
explain group disadvantages, the works of scholars such as Clark, Rain­
water, and Liebow not only presented a sensitive portrayal of the de­
structive features of ghetto life, they also provided a comprehensive
analysis of the deleterious structural conditions that produce these
features.

However, arguments stressing economic relations in determining
the structure of inequality and in significantly influencing the experi­
ences of inequality began to compete with a new definition, descrip­
tion, and explanation of the black condition. This new approach,
proclaimed as the "black perspective," revealed an ideological shift
from interracialism to racial solidarity. It first gained currency among
militant black spokespersons in the late 1960s and became a theme in
the writings of young black academics and intellectuals by the early
1970s (see chap. 1). Although the "black perspective" represented a
variety of views and arguments on issues of race, the trumpeting of
racial pride and self-affirmation was common to all the writings and
speeches on the subject. Thus interracial cooperation and integration
were being challenged by the ideology of racial solidarity, and the rhet­
oric of black militancy, symbolized by the cry of Black Power, gradu­
ally moved from expressions of selective to generalized hostility toward
whites.

The complex factors associated with this shift in emphasis cannot be
reviewed in full detail here, but I should like to point out that the
declining support for interracialism and the rising emphasis on black
solidarity in the late 1960s was typical ofa pattern that has been repeat­
ed throughout the history of dominant-subordinate group relations in
multiethnic societies.

More specifically, in a multiracial society such as the United States
where racial groups share the same social order (i.e., where an interde­
pendent relationship exists between the racial groups), sentiments for
integration and interracialism tend to emerge when the struggle
against racial inequality appears hopeful. Such periods have included
the three decades following the emancipation of slaves in the North in
the early nineteenth century, the Reconstruction era, the New Deal
era, and the era of successful nonviolent resistance movements during
the late 1950s and early 1960s. On the other hand, sentiments for racial
separation and racial solidarity tend to emerge when minority race
members perceive the struggle against racial inequality as hopeless or
when they experience intense disillusionment and frustration immedi­
ately following a period of optimism or heightened expectations. 10

Such periods have included the disheartening decades of the 1850s in
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the United States when nationalistic sentiment among free blacks in
the North reached its peak before the Civil War; the violent period of
Jim Crow segregation and biological racism in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries when the movements of Booker T. Wash­
ington, Bishop Turner, Marcus Garvey, and the Harlem Renaissance
emerged; and the "law and order" period of the late 1960s and early
1970s, when the Black Power movement crystallized and black cultural
nationalism flourished.

Consistent with the dominant focus on racial solidarity in the late
sixties was an emphasis on we versus they and black versus white.
Since the accent was on race, little attention was paid to the social­
economic differences within the black community and the implications
they had for different public policy options, and little discussion was
devoted to problems with the economy and the need for economic
reform. Thus, the promising move in the early and mid-1960s to pur­
sue programs of economic reform by defining the problems of Ameri­
can economic organization and outlining their effect on the minority
community was offset by slogans calling for "reparations," or "black
control of institutions serving the black community." This is why Or­
lando Patterson was led to proclaim in a later analysis that black eth­
nicity had become "a form of mystification, diverting attention from
the correct kinds of solutions to the terrible economic conditions of the
group," thereby making it difficult for blacks to see the inextricable
connection between their own fate and the structure of the modern
American economy. 11

Meanwhile, during this period of racial solidarity, significant events,
such as those detailed in chapter 2, were unfolding in inner-city com­
munities across the nation that profoundly affected the lives of millions
of blacks and dramatically revealed that the problems earlier described
by observers such as Clark and Rustin had reached catastrophic pro­
portions.

However, because the government not only adopted and resolutely
implemented antidiscrimination legislation to enhance minority indi­
vidual rights but also mandated and purposefully enforced affirmation
and related programs to promote minority group rights, it was clear
that by 1980 many thoughtful American citizens, including civil rights
supporters, were puzzled by recent developments in the black com­
munity. Despite the passage of antidiscrimination legislation and the
creation of affirmative action programs, they sensed that conditions
were getting worse, not better, for a significant segment ofblack Amer­
icans. This perception had emerged because of the constant flow of
pessimistic reports concerning the sharp rise in black unemployment,

the substantial decline of blacks in the labor force, the steady drop in
the black-white family income ratio, the consistent increase in the per­
centage of blacks on the welfare rolls, the remarkable growth of single­
parent households, and the persistent problems of black crime and
black victims of crime. The perception was reinforced by the almost
uniform cry among black leaders that conditions were deteriorating
and white Americans had abandoned the cause of blacks as well. In the
face of these developments, there were noticeable signs (even before
Ronald Reagan was elected president and well before his administra­
tion adopted a conspicuously laissez-faire attitude toward civil rights)
that demoralization had set in among many blacks who had come to
believe that "nothing really works" and among many whites who were
otherwise committed to social reform.

These recent developments in the black community will remain puz­
zling, and the feeling that "nothing really works" will likely become
more widespread if advocates of minority rights fail in significant num­
bers to understand that many contemporary problems of race cannot
be satisfactorily addressed, as I tried to show in the previous chapter,
solely by race-specific programs to eliminate racial discrimination and
eradicate racial prejudices.

A Parallel Development: The Problem of the
War on Poverty Vision

The War on Poverty emerged paradoxically during an era of general
economic prosperity and economic growth. In the early 1960s a budget
surplus existed, and economists, optimistic about continued economic
growth, predicted that this surplus would continue to rise throughout
the latter half of the decade. As Daniel Patrick Moynihan argued,
federal revenues were growing so rapidly that may economists (not
foreseeing the Vietnam War buildup) were concerned that if new ex­
penditures could not be generated to reduce the growing tax surplus, it
would ultimately slow economic growth. 12 Accordingly, despite high
levels of unemployment in the inner city and in other low-income
areas, it was not difficult for the key advisers in the Kennedy and John­
son administrations to see minority poverty as a problem unrelated to
the national economy. As Weir, Orloff, and Skocpol have argued,
when the United States started to face the problems associated with
the concentration of minorities in large urban ghettos, members of the
Council of Economic Advisers discussed these problems not within the
realm of central economic concerns but as "marginal issues of 'poverty'
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to be addressed by much less academically prestigious groups of labor
economists and sociologists." 13

Accordingly, increasing black joblessness was viewed as a problem of
poverty and discrimination, not of American economic organization,
and therefore could be addressed by antipoverty measures (such as
compensatory job training, compensatory schooling, income redistri­
bution) and antidiscrimination legislation. In the succinct words of
Lawrence Mead, "the main impetus of Great Society policy, therefore,
was to give the disadvantaged the income and skills they needed to
function in the free market, not change the economic rules in their
favor."14

The separation of antipoverty measures from national economic pol­
icy was respected by the newly created and expanding network of
"poverty researchers" who, throughout the 1960s and 1970s, tended to
ignore the effects of fundamental economic processes on the work his­
tories of the poor while paying considerable attention to the question of
individual work incentives and the association between the work
efforts of the poor and income maintenance programs. IS As Walter
Korpi has pointed out, in his perceptive critique of approaches to the
study of poverty in this country from a European perspective, "efforts
to explain poverty and inequality in the United States . . . appear pri­
marily to have been sought in terms of the characteristics of the poor."
Whereas American poverty analysts have produced volumes of re­
search on the work motivation of the poor, problems of human capital
(whereby poverty is seen as a reflection of insufficient education and
occupational skills), and the effects of income maintenance programs
on the labor supply, they have largely neglected the impact of the
extremely high levels of postwar unemployment on the poor. "In Eu­
rope, where unemployment has been considerably lower," states Kor­
pi, "the concerns of politicians as well as researchers have been keyed
much more strongly to the question of unemployment. It is an intellec­
tual paradox that living in a society that has been a sea of unemploy­
ment, American poverty researchers have concentrated their research
interests on the work motivation of the poor."16

Since changes in the rate of poverty in the United States are very
closely related to changes in overall economic performance, this re­
search orientation presents a problem for those seeking a comprehen­
sive explanation ofminority poverty. Recent research by the economists
Rebecca Blank and Alan Blinder ofPrinceton reveals that a downturn in
the economy, measured in this case by a 1 percent increase in the
baselevel unemployment (unemployment rate for white males), results
in an additional increase in unemployment among black males that is 2
percent to 2.5 percent greater than an additional increase in unemploy-

ment among white males. 17 Low-income groups, particularly black
males, are especially hard hit when unemployment rises and real wages
decline. IS

It was only a short step to move from an analysis that segregates the
economic woes of underemployed or unemployed minorities in the
category of poverty-related programs to one that associates the crystal­
lization of a ghetto underclass or the explosion of minority female­
headed households not with the "more inclusive economic or institu­
tional insufficiencies in American life"19 but with ghetto-specific values
or family background. Thus, as shown in chapter 3, research on the
relationship between the growth of income transfers and in-kind bene­
fits and the increase of black female-headed families has dwarfed
research on the relationship between joblessness and black female­
headed families in recent years.

In the final analysis, the policy agenda set by the architects of the
Great Society, that is, the labor economists and sociologists who fash­
ioned the War on Poverty in the 1960s, established the vision for the
subsequent research and analysis of minority poverty. Although this
vision attributed the behavioral problems of the poor to adverse social
conditions, the emphasis was mainly on the environments of the poor,
"the disarray at the bottom of society" where ignorance is widespread,
crime is rampant, positive role models are lacking, and apathy is en­
demic. 2O Since this vision did not consider poverty as a problem of
American economic organization, efforts to alter the characteristics of
individuals through employment and training programs were seen as
the most efficacious way to fight poverty. "After 1960," states Law­
rence Mead,

poverty and disadvantaged seemed rooted mostly in the limited
skills of the poor themselves, yet government could do little to raise
skills simply with benefits. Politically, that left unpalatable alter­
natives. Either equality must be achieved by a leveling of income or
status without regard to the capacities of the poor, the prescription
of the far left, or the poor themselves must be seen as malingerers or
congenitally incompetent. Sociological analysis offered a way out. It
defined a set of less obvious social barriers permitting further re­
formism. By providing further benefits and services, it was argued
government could push back the barriers of "disadvantage" without
either embracing revolutionary change or blaming the poor for their
condition. 21

However, just as the rate of poverty is in large measure determined by
the state of the economy, particularly the levels of wages and unem-
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ployment, so too does the effectiveness of training, education, and em­
ployment programs depend on a favorable economic climate. Ifgainful
employment is problematic because of a stagnant economy, as was fre­
quently the case throughout the 1970s, participants in these programs
understandably lose interest. Indeed, it would be surprising ifprogram
participants took training seriously when there is little or no chance for
placement.

Given the most comprehensive civil rights legislation and the most
comprehensive antipoverty program in the nation's history, it becomes
difficult for liberals (who have adopted either the race relations vision
in addressing the problems of the minority poor or the vision of the
War on Poverty) to explain the sharp increase in inner-city poverty,
joblessness, female-headed families, and welfare dependency since
1970 without reference to individual or group deficiencies. By the end
of the 1970s these liberals were on the defensive, and their position
made it easy for the more conservative policy analysts, such as Charles
Murray, to argue that liberal programs have been ineffective and mis­
directed and that emphasis should now be placed on forcing value and
behavior changes, particularly among ghetto residents.

Just as the architects of the War on Poverty failed to relate the prob­
lems of the poor to the broader processes of American economic orga­
nization, so too have the advocates for minority rights failed in signifi­
cant numbers to understand that many contemporary problems of
race, especially those that engulfed the minority poor, emanate from
the broader problems of societal organization and therefore cannot be
satisfactorily addressed by race-specific programs to eliminate racial
discrimination and eradicate racial prejudices. What is presently lack­
ing is a comprehensive and integrated framework-in other words, a
holistic approach-that shows how contemporary racial problems in
America, or issues perceived to be racial problems, are often part of a
more general or complex set ofproblems whose origin and/or develop­
ment may have little or no direct or indirect connection with race.

A Holistic Approach: Racial Problems
and Societal Organization

The development of a holistic approach involves an attempt to relate
problems associated with race to the broader issues of societal organi­
zation. By the term societal organization I refer to the working ar­
rangements of society, including those that have emanated from
previous arrangements, that specifically involve processes of ordering
relations and actions with respect to given social ends, and that repre-

sent the material outcomes of those processes. These working arrange­
ments can be best described in terms of their institutional and
technological dimensions. The institutional dimensions of societal or­
ganization (such as the economic, political, and educational) embody
modes of social interaction that are structured by a constellation of
statuses and roles and guided by norms and values. They therefore
represent the social, normative, and cultural orders of society. The
technological dimensions of societal organization (e.g., stages of indus­
trialization and the degree of urbanization) represent the material out­
comes of systematic and goal-directed social relations and action.

At any given time, groups can be stratified in terms of the benefits
and privileges they receive from existing working arrangements and in
terms of the influence they yield because of these arrangements. And
group variation in behavior, norms, and values will reflect variation in
access to organizational channels of privilege and influence. Support of
existing societal working arrangements will therefore vary depending
upon the degree to which groups are stratified in relation to them. And
these arrangements may be quite satisfactory for one group and ex­
ceedingly problematic for another. Accordingly, to speak of problems
of societal organization is to speak of the way that existing working
arrangements (ranging from the way relations and actions are ordered
to levels of technology, rates of economic growth, and rates of unem­
ployment) adversely affect certain groups in society, even though other
groups may be unaffected or may even benefit from these arrange­
ments. And the number and size of groups adversely affected are indi­
cations of the problems of societal organization.

To study problems of race in terms of societal organization, there­
fore, entails a detailed investigation of not only the political, economic,
and other institutional dimensions of societal organization that affect
intra- and intergroup experiences, but also the technological dimen­
sions. The basic theoretical argument I am proposing is that the di­
mensions of societal organization impose constraints on intergroup in­
teraction whereby intergroup relations are structured, racial antag­
onisms are channeled, and racial group access to rewards and
privileges is differentiated. And the changes in the institutional dimen­
sions of societal organization or in the technological dimensions often
bring about changes in the patterns of intergroup interaction. More­
over, significant changes in intragroup experiences accompany
changes in societal organization. Let me demonstrate how the princi­
pal ideas in this brief theoretical discussion can illuminate recent prob­
lems associated with race in America and suggest new approaches to
public policy.
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Problems of Race, Societal Organization, and Public Policy

Since World War II, both political changes of the state and structural
changes in the economy have contributed to a gradual and continuous
process of deracialization in the economic sector; in other words, a
process in which racial distinctions gradually lose their importance in
determining individual mobility in the United States. The expansion of
the economy, on the one hand, facilitated the movement ofblacks from
southern rural areas to the industrial centers of the nation and created
job opportunities leading to greater occupational differentiation within
the black community. On the other hand, the state, instead of reinforc­
ing the racial barriers that were created during the previous periods,
has, in recent years, promoted racial equality. Partly in response to the
pressure of increased black political resources (resulting from the
growing concentration of blacks in large industrial cities) and partly in
response to the pressures ofblack protest movements (in many ways, a
manifestation of greater black political strength), the government has
consistently intervened on behalf of blacks with the enactment and
enforcement of antidiscrimination legislation. In short, a combination
ofchanges in political and economic dimensions ofsocietal organization
created greater economic mobility opportunities for a substantial seg­
ment of the black population. 22

The curious paradox, however, is that whereas economic growth
since World War II enabled many blacks to experience occupational
mobility, recent structural shifts in the economy have diminished mo­
bility opportunities for others. And whereas antidiscrimination legisla­
tion has removed many racial barriers, not all blacks are in a position to
benefit from it. Indeed, as I have attempted to show in previous chap­
ters, the position of the black underclass has actually deteriorated dur­
ing the very period in which the most sweeping antidiscrimination
legislation and programs have been enacted and implemented. The net
effect is a growing economic schism between poor and higher-income
blacks.

Accordingly, people who argue that current racial bias is the major
cause of the deteriorating economic plight of the black poor fail to rec­
ognize how the fate of poor blacks is inextricably connected with the
structure and functioning of the modem American economy. The net
effect is that policy programs are recommended that do not confront
the fundamental cause of poverty-underemployment and unemploy­
ment. In other words, policies that do not take into account the chang­
ing nature of the national economy will not effectively handle the
economic dislocation of low-income blacks. Factors that must be con-

sidered are the economy's rate of growth and the nature of its variable
demand for labor; matters that affect industrial employment, such as
profit rates, technology, and unionization; and patterns of institutional
and individual migration that are a result of industrial transformation
and shifts.

For example, a recent study by the Illinois Advisory Committee to
the United States Commission on Civil Rights reported that among the
2,380 firms in their statewide sample that had left the central cities and
relocated in the suburbs between 1975 and 1978, black employment
decreased by 24.3 percent compared to a white employment drop of
only 9.8 percent. This study also found that although minorities were
14.1 percent of the statewide work force between 1975 and 1978, they
were 20 percent of the formerly employed workers in the firms that
shut down. 23 Furthermore, a recent study on the effects of dein­
dustrialization on the national labor force found that blacks are dispro­
portionately concentrated in industries that have "borne the brunt of
recent" plant closings, such as the automobile, rubber, and steel indus­
tries. 24 Moreover, industries that were most adversely affected
(lowered job opportunities) by the impact of foreign trade from 1964 to
1975 had an average minority work force of U.5 percent compared to
one of 7.4 percent in industries that were favorably affected. And, fi­
nally, the detrimental effects of the decline in central-city industries
that employ a substantial number of young workers were concentrated
among the black males. 25

Thus minorities, particularly poor and working-class minorities, are
not only adversly affected by periodic recessions, they are also vulnera­
ble to the structural economic changes of the past two decades because
of their disproportionate concentration in industries with the largest
number of layoffs due to economic cutbacks, plant closings, and the
relocation of firms to cheaper labor sites and to the suburbs.

Other problems that have been defined in race-specific terms (such
as the quality of inner-city schools, school desegregation, and residen­
tial segregation) have also been partly created and exacerbated by non­
racial factors such as demographic changes responding to industrial
shifts or tranformations. Just as the changes in the economy have fun­
damentally altered the job market situation for inner-city blacks, so too
has the class and racial composition of urban public schools and resi­
dential neighborhoods been affected by population movements re­
sponding to economic changes. The technological and economic shifts
of the post-World War II period precipitated the movement toward
decentralization and residential development in the suburbs. Once
these processes were under way, they became part of a vicious cycle of
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metropolitan change and relocation. The flight of the more affluent
families to the suburbs has meant that the central cities are becoming
increasingly the domain of the poor and the stable working class. Thus,
in major cities, such as New York, Chicago, Atlanta, Washington,
D.C., Philadelphia, St. Louis, and Detroit, not only have public
schools become overwhelmingly populated with minority students,
but the background of both minority and white students is primarily
working or lower class. And in certain underclass neighborhoods in the
inner city, neither children from middle-class families nor those from
working-class families are represented in the public schools. The more
affluent white and minority families are increasingly opting to send
their children to parochial or private schools if they remain in the cen­
tral city or to suburban schools if they move to the metropolitan fringe.

Moreover, changes in societal organization have created situations
that enhance racial antagonisms between those groups that are trapped
in central cities and are victimized by deteriorating services and in­
stitutions that serve the city. In addition to problems experienced by
poor minorities, inner-city white ethnics have encountered mounting
difficulties in maintaining their quality of life. Many of these people
originally bought relatively inexpensive homes near their industrial
jobs. Because of the deconcentration of industry, the racially changing
neighborhood bordering their communities, the problems of neigh­
borhood crime, and the surplus of inner-city housing created by the
population shift to the suburbs, housing values in their neighborhoods
have failed to keep pace with those in the suburbs. As the industries in
which they are employed become suburbanized, a growing number of
inner-city white ethnics find that not only are they trapped in the inner
city because of the high costs of suburban housing, but they are phys­
ically removed from job opportunities. 26 This situation increases the
potential for racial tensions as white European ethnics compete with
blacks and the rapidly growing Hispanic population for access to and
control of the remaining decent schools, housing, and neighborhoods.
And explanations that their negative response to minority encroach­
ment is due to racial prejudice hardly capture the dynamic factors of
societal organization that channel racial antagonisms.

Finally, policymakers must understand how some aspects of Ameri­
can societal organization have direct consequences for group cultural
behavior. The more unequal the distribution of scarce resources
among groups in a society, the more differentiation there is in group
social participation in the institutions of society and in group culture.
Group variation in behavior, norms, and values reflects variation in
group access to organizational channels of privilege and influence.

Since class background and race are two major factors in determining
group access to such channels, the opportunities available to the ghetto
underclass, a group that represents the combination of both race and
class subordination, are therefore more limited and the structural con­
straints are greater. Ghetto-specific culture is a response to these
structural constraints and limited opportunities.

However, the notion ofa ghetto subculture is not to be equated with
the popular conception of culture of poverty. In chapter 2, I dis­
tinguished the concept culture ofpoverty from the concept social isola­
tion to highlight the association between the ghetto subculture and
structural constraints and opportunities. Nonetheless, some readers
may still have difficulty distinguishing the two concepts because the
very meaning of social isolation implies that ghetto-specific cultural
traits are not irrelevant in understanding the behavior of inner-city
residents. But, what distinguishes the two concepts is that although
they both emphasize the association between the emergence ofcertain
cultural traits and the structure of social constraints and opportunities,
culture of poverty, unlike social isolation, places strong emphasis on
the autonomous character of the cultural traits once they come into
existence. In other words, these traits assume a "life of their own" and
continue to influence behavior even ifopportunities for social mobility
improve. As Oscar Lewis puts it, "By the time slum children are age
six or seven, they have usually absorbed the basic values and attitudes
of their subculture and are not psychologically geared to take full ad­
vantage of changing conditions or increased opportunities which may
occur in their lifetime. "27 Although Lewis later modified his position
by placing more weight on external societal forces than on self-per­
petuating cultural traits to explain the behavior of the poor, conser­
vative social scientists have embellished the idea that poverty is a
product of"deeply ingrained habits" that are unlikely to change follow­
ing improvements in external conditions. 28 On the other hand, social
isolation is one of several concepts included in my discussion of the
social transformation of the inner city (see chapter 2) that link ghetto­
specific behavior with the problems of societal organization. More spe­
cifically, concepts such as social buffer, concentration effects, and so­
cial isolation are used to describe the social and institutional
mechanisms that enhance patterns of social dislocations originally
caused by racial subjugation but that have been strengthened in more
recent years by such developments as the class transformation of the
inner city and changes in the urban economy. As I have tried to em­
phasize, the significance of increasing social isolation is not that ghetto
culture went unchecked following the removal of higher income fami-
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lies from many inner-city neighborhoods, but that the increasing ex­
odus of these families made it more difficult to sustain the basic
institutions in these neighborhoods (including churches, stores,
schools, recreational facilities, etc.) in the face of increased joblessness
caused by the frequent recessions during the 1970s and early 1980s and
changes in the urban job structure. As the basic institutions declined,
the social organization of inner-city neighborhoods (sense ofcommuni­
ty, positive neighborhood identification, and explicit norms and sanc­
tions against aberrant behavior) likewise declined. This process
magnified the effects of living in highly concentrated urban poverty
areas-effects that are manifested in ghetto-specific culture and
behavior.

If my concept of social isolation does not imply self-perpetuating
cultural traits, am I completely ruling out the possibility that some
cultural traits may in fact take on a life of their own for a period of time
and thereby become a constraining or liberating factor in the life of
certain individuals and groups in the inner city? It would be dogmatic
to rule out this possibility, however, as pointed out in chapter 1, as
economic and social situations change, cultural traits, created by pre­
vious situations, likewise eventually.change even though it is possible
that some will linger on and influence behavior for a period of time. 29

Accordingly, the key conclusion from a public policy perspective is that
programs created to alleviate poverty, joblessness, and related forms of
social dislocation should place primary focus on changing the social and
economic situations, not the cultural traits, of the ghetto underclass.

Conclusion

To hold, as I do, that changes in social and economic situations will
bring about changes in behavior and norms raises the issue of what
public policy can deal effectively with the social dislocations that have
recently plagued the ghetto underclass. In this chapter I have outlined
a holistic approach emphasizing the problems of societal organization.
My purpose is to show not only the complexities of the issue currently
associated with race and to explain why they cannot be firmly grasped
by focusing solely or even mainly on racial discrimination but also to
reinforce the argument underlined in the previous chapter, namely,
that it is necessary to move beyond race-specific public policy to ad­
dress the problems of the truly disadvantaged. For example, I argued
in this chapter that (1) the vulnerability of poor urban minorities to
changes in the economy since 1970 has resulted in sharp increases in

joblessness, poverty, female-headed families, and welfare dependency
despite the creation of Great Society programs, and despite anti­
discrimination and affirmative action programs; (2) the War on Poverty
and race relations visions failed to relate the fate of poor minorities to
the functionings of the modern American economy and therefore could
not explain the worsening conditions of inner-city minorities in the
post-Great Society and post-civil rights periods; (3) liberals whose
views embody these visions have not only been puzzled by the recent
increase of inner-city social dislocations, they have also lacked a con­
vincing rebuttal to the forceful arguments by conservative scholars that
erroneously attribute these problems to the social values of the ghetto
underclass; and (4) the growing emphasis on social values deflects at­
tention from the major source of the rise of inner-city social disloca­
tions since 1970-changes in the nation's economy.

Any Significant reduction of the problems of black joblessness and
the related problems of crime, out-of-wedlock births, single-parent
homes, and welfare dependency will call for a far more comprehensive
program of economic and social reform than what Americans have usu­
ally regarded as appropriate or desirable. In short, it will require a
radicalism that neither Democratic nor Republican parties have as yet
been realistic enough to propose. This program is discussed in some
detail in the next chapter.
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The Ghetto Underclass and Social Dislocations

Why have the social conditions of the ghetto underclass deteriorated so
rapidly in recent years? Racial discrimination is the most frequently
invoked explanation, and it is undeniable that discrimination continu~s

to aggravate the social and economic problems of poor blacks. But IS
discrimination really greater today than it was in 1948, when black
unemployment was less than half of what it is now, and when the gap
between black and white jobless rates was narrower?

As for the poor black family, it apparently began to fall apart not
before but after the mid-twentieth century. Until publication in 1976
of Herbert Gutman's The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, most
scholars had believed otherwise. Stimulated by the acrimonious de­
bate over the Moynihan report, Gutman produced data demonstrating
that the black family was not significantly disrupted during slavery or

The Hidden Agenda

even during the early years of the first migration to the urban North,
beginning after the turn of the century. The problems of the modern
black family, he implied, were associated with modern forces.

Those who cite discrimination as the root cause of poverty often fail
to make a distinction between the effects of historic discrimination
(i.e., discrimination prior to the mid-twentieth century) and the effects
of contemporary discrimination. Thus they find it hard to explain why
the economic position of the black underclass started to worsen soon
after Congress enacted, and the White House began to enforce, the
most sweeping civil rights legislation since Reconstruction.

The point to be emphasized is that historic discrimination is more
important than contemporary discrimination in understanding the
plight of the ghetto underclass-that in any event there is more to the
story than discrimination (of whichever kind). Historic discrimination
certainly helped create an impoverished urban black community in the
first place. In his recent A Piece of the Pie: Black and White Immi­
grants since 1880 (1980), Stanley Lieberson shows how, in many areas
of life, including the labor market, black newcomers from the rural
South were far more severely discriminated against in northern cities
than were the new white immigrants from southern, central, and east­
ern Europe. Skin color was part of the problem but it was not all of it.

The disadvantage of skin color-the fact that the dominant whites
preferred whites over nonwhites-is one that blacks shared with the
Japanese, Chinese, and others. Yet the experience of the Asians, who
also experienced harsh discriminatory treatment in the communities
where they were concentrated, but who went on to prosper in their
adopted land, suggests that skin color per se was not an insuperable
obstacle. Indeed Lieberson argues that the greater success enjoyed by
Asians may well be explained largely by the different context of their
contact with whites. Because changes in immigration policy cut off
Asian migration to America in the late nineteenth century, the Jap­
anese and Chinese population did not reach large numbers and there­
fore did not pose as great a threat as did blacks.

Furthermore, the discontinuation of large-scale immigration from
Japan and China enabled those Chinese and Japanese already in the
United States to solidify networks of ethnic contacts and to occupy
particular occupational niches in small, relatively stable communities.
For blacks, the situation was different. The 1970 census recorded
22,580,000 blacks in the United States but only 435,000 Chinese and
591,000 Japanese.

If different population sizes accounted for a good deal of the dif­
ference in the economic success of blacks and Asians, they also helped
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The inner city is less pleasant and more dangerous
than it was prior to 1960. As pointed out in chapter 1, despite a high rate
ofpoverty in inner-city areas during the first halfofthis century, rates of
joblessness, out-of-wedlock births, single families, welfare dependen­
cy, and serious crime were significantly lower than they ~re today an~
did not begin to rise rapidly until after the mid-l960s, WIth extraordI­
nary increases during the 1970s. The questions ~fwhy ~ocial problems
in the inner city sharply increased when they dId and m the way they
did, and why existing policy programs assumed to be relevant to. such
problems are either inappropriate or insufficient, were addressed m the
preceding chapters. In this chapter I should like, by way. of summary
and conclusion, to outline some of the central substantIve and the­
oretical arguments presented in this study on the ghetto underclass and
social change in the inner city and to draw out in sharper relief the basic
policy implications of my analysis.

7
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determine the dissimilar rates of progress of urban blacks and the new
European arrivals. European immigration was curtailed during the
1920s, but black migration to the urban North continued through the
1960s. With each passing decade there were many more blacks who
were recent migrants to the North, whereas the immigrant component
of the new Europeans dropped off over time. Eventually, other whites
muffled their dislike of the Poles and Italians and Jews and directed
their antagonism against blacks.

In addition to the problem of historic discrimination, the black mi­
gration to New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, and other northern cit­
ies-the continued replenishment of black populations there by poor
newcomers-predictably skewed the age profile of the urban black
community and kept it relatively young. The number of central-city
black youths aged sixteen to nineteen increased by almost 75 percent
from 1960 to 1969. Young black adults (aged twenty to twenty-four)
increased in number by two-thirds during the same period, three
times the increase for young white adults. In the nation's inner cities in
1977, the median age for whites was 30.3, for blacks 23.9. The impor­
tance of this jump in the number of young minorities in the ghetto,
many of them lacking one or more parents, cannot be overemphasized.

Age correlates with many things. For example, the higher the medi­
an age ofa group, the higher its income; the lower the median age, the
higher the unemployment rate and the higher the crime rate (more
than half of those arrested in 1980 for violent and property crimes in
American cities were under twenty-one). The younger a woman is, the
more likely she is to bear a child out of wedlock, head up a new house­
hold, and depend on welfare. In short, part of what had gone awry in
the ghetto was due to the sheer increase in the number of black youth.

The population explosion among minority youth occurred at a time
when changes in the economy were beginning to pose serious prob­
lems for unskilled workers. Urban minorities have been particularly
vulnerable to the structural economic changes of the past two decades:
the shift from goods-producing to service-producing industries, the in­
creasing polarization of the labor market into low-wage and high-wage
sectors, innovations in technology, and the relocation of manufacturing
industries out of the central cities.

Most unemployed blacks in the United States reside within the cen­
tral cities. Their situation, already more difficult than that of any other
major ethnic group in the country, continues to worsen. Not only are
there more blacks without jobs every year; men, especially young
males, are dropping out of the labor force in record proportions. Also,

more and more black youth, including many who are no longer in
school, are obtaining no job experience at all.

However, the growing problem of joblessness in the inner city
exacerbates and is in turn partly created by the changing social compo­
sition of inner-city neighborhoods. These areas have undergone a pro­
found social transformation in the last several years, as reflected not
only in their increasing rates of social dislocation but also in the chang­
ing class structure of ghetto neighborhoods. In the 1940s, 1950s, and
even the 1960s, lower-class, working-class, and middle-class black ur­
ban families all resided more or less in the same ghetto areas, albeit on
different streets. Although black middle-class professionals today tend
to be employed in mainstream occupations outside the black communi­
ty and neither live nor frequently interact with ghetto residents, the
black middle-class professionals of the 1940s and 1950s (doctors, law­
yers, teachers, social workers, etc.) resided in the higher-income areas
of the inner city and serviced the ghetto community. The exodus of
black middle-class professionals from the inner city has been increas­
ingly accompanied by a movement of stable working-class blacks to
higher-income neighborhoods in other parts of the city and to the sub­
urbs. Confined by restrictive covenants to communities also inhabited
by the urban black lower classes, the black working and middle classes
in earlier years provided stability to inner-city neighborhoods and per­
petuated and reinforced societal norms and values. In short, their very
presence enhanced the social organization of ghetto communities. If
strong norms and sanctions against aberrant behavior, a sense of com­
munity, and positive neighborhood identification are the essential fea­
tures of social organization in urban areas, inner-city neighborhoods
today suffer from a severe lack of social organization.

Unlike in previous years, today's ghetto residents represent almost
exclusively the most disadvantaged segments of the urban black com­
unity-including those families that have experienced long-term spells
of poverty and/or welfare dependency, individuals who lack training
and skills and have either experienced periods of persistent unemploy­
ment or have dropped out of the labor force altogether, and individuals
who are frequently involved in street criminal activity. The term ghet­
to underclass refers to this heterogeneous group of families and indi­
viduals who inhabit the cores of the nation's central cities. The term
suggests that a fundamental social transformation has taken place in
ghetto neighborhoods, and the groups represented by this term are
collectively different from and much more socially isolated than those
that lived in these communities in earlier years.
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The significance ofchanges embodied in the social transformation of
the inner city is perhaps best captured by the concepts concentration
effects and social buffer. The former refers to the constraints and
opportunities associated with living in a neighborhood in which the
population is overwhelmingly socially disadvantaged-constraints and
opportunities that include the kinds of ecological niches that the resi­
dents of these communities occupy in terms ofaccess to jobs, availabili­
ty of marriageable partners, and exposure to conventional role models.
The latter refers to the presence of a sufficient number ofworking- and
middle-class professional families to absorb the shock or cushion the
effect ofuneven economic growth and periodic recessions on inner-city
neighborhoods. The basic thesis is not that ghetto culture went un­
checked following the removal of higher-income families in the inner
city, but that the removal of these families made it more difficult to
sustain the basic institutions in the inner city (including churches,
stores, schools, recreational facilities, etc.) in the face of prolonged
joblessness. And as the basic institutions declined, the social organiza­
tion of inner-city neighborhoods (defined here to include a sense of
community, positive neighborhood identification, and explicit norms
and sanctions against aberrant behavior) likewise declined. Indeed, the
social organization of any neighborhood depends in large measure on
the viability of social institutions in that neighborhood. It is true that
the presence of stable working- and middle-class families in the ghetto
provides mainstream role models that reinforce mainstream values
pertaining to employment, education, and family structure. But, in the
final analysis, a far more important effect is the institutional stability
that these families are able to provide in their neighborhoods because
of their greater economic and educational resources, especially during
periods of an economic downturn-periods in which joblessness in
poor urban areas tends to substantially increase.

In underlining joblessness as an important aspect of inner-city social
transformations, we are reminded that in the 1960s scholars readily
attributed poor black family deterioration to problems ofemployment.
Nonetheless, in the last several years, in the face of the overwhelming
attention given to welfare as the major source of black family breakup,
concerns about the importance ofjoblessness have diminished, despite
the existence of evidence strongly suggesting the need for renewed
scholarly and public policy attention to the relationship between the
disintegration of poor black families and black male labor-market
experiences.

Although changing social and cultural trends have often been said to
explain some of the dynamic shifts in the structure of the family, they

appear to have more relevance for changes in family structure among
whites. And contrary to popular opinion, there is little evidence to
support the argument that welfare is the primary cause offamily out-of­
wedlock births, breakups, and female-headed households. Welfare
does seem to have a modest effect on separation and divorce, particu­
larly for white women, but recent evidence indicates that its total effect
on the proportion of all female householders is small.

By contrast, the evidence for the influence of joblessness on family
structure is much more conclusive. Research has demonstrated, for
example, a connection between an encouraging economic situation and
the early marriage of young people. In this connection, black women
are more likely to delay marriage and less likely to remarry. Although
black and white teenagers expect to become parents at about the same
ages, black teenagers expect to marry at later ages. The black delay in
marriage and the lower rate of remarriage, each associated with high
percentages of out-of-wedlock births and female-headed households
can be directly tied to the employment status of black males. Indeed:
black women, especially young black women, are confronting a shrink­
ing pool of "marriageable" (that is economically stable) men.

White women are not experiencing this problem. Our "male mar­
riageable pool index" shows that the number of employed white men
per one hundred white women in different age categories has either
remained roughly the same or has only slightly increased in the last
two decades. There is little reason, therefore, to assume a connection
between the recent growth of female-headed white families and pat­
terns of white male employment. That the pool of "marriageable"
white men has not decreased over the years is perhaps reflected in the
earlier age of first marriage and the higher rate of remarriage among
white women. It is therefore reasonable to hypothesize that the rise in
rates of separation and divorce among whites is due mainly to the in­
creased economic independence of white women and related social
and cultural factors embodied in the feminist movement.

The argument that the decline in the incidence of intact marriages
among blacks is associated with the declining economic status of black
men is further supported by an analysis of regional data on female
headship and the "male marriageable pool." Whereas changes in the
ratios ofemployed men to women among whites have been minimal for
all regions of the country regardless ofage from 1960 to 1980, the ratios
among blacks have declined significantly in all regions except the
West, with the greatest declines in the northeastern and north-central
regions of the country. On the basis of these trends, it would be ex­
pected that the growth in numbers of black female-headed households
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would occur most rapidly in the northern regions, followed by the
South and the West. Regional data on the "male marriageable pool
index" support this conclusion, except for the larger-than-expected in­
crease in black female-headed families in the West-a function of pat­
terns of selective black migration to the West.

The sharp decline in the black "male marriageable pool" in the
northeastern and north-central regions is related to recent changes in
the basic economic organization in American society. In the two north­
ern regions, the shift in economic activity from goods production to
services has been associated with changes in the location of production,
including an interregional movement of industry from the North to the
South and West and, more important, a movement of certain indus­
tries out of the older central cities where blacks are concentrated.
Moreover, the shrinkage of the male marriageable pool for ages sixteen
to twenty-four in the South from 1960 to 1980 is related to the mecha­
nization of agriculture, which lowered substantially the demand for
low-skilled agricultural labor, especially during the 1960s. For all these
reasons, it is often necessary to go beyond the specific issue of current
racial discrimination to understand factors that contribute directly to
poor black joblessness and indirectly to related social problems such as
family instability in the inner city. But this point has not been readily
grasped by policymakers and civil rights leaders.

The Limits of Race-specific Public Policy

In the early 1960s there was no comprehensive civil rights bill and Jim
Crow segregation was still widespread in parts of the nation, particu­
larly in the Deep South. With the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Bill
there was considerable optimism that racial progress would ensue and
that the principle of equality of individual rights (namely, that candi­
dates for positions stratified in terms of prestige, power, or other social
criteria ought to be judged solely on individual merit and therefore
should not be discriminated against on the basis of racial orgin) would
be upheld.

Programs based solely on this principle are inadequate, however, to
deal with the complex problems of race in America because they are
not designed to address the substantive inequality that exists at the
time discrimination is eliminated. In other words, long periods of racial
oppression can result in a system of inequality that may persist for
indefinite periods of time even after racial barriers are removed. This is
because the most disadvantaged members of racial minority groups,

who suffer the cumulative effects of both race and class subjugation
(including those effects passed on from generation to generation), are
disproportionately represented among the segment of the general pop­
ulation that has been denied the resources to compete effectively in a
free and open market.

On the other hand, the competitive resources developed by the ad­
vantaged minority members-resources that flow directly from the
family stability, schooling, income, and peer groups that their parents
have been able to provide-result in their benefiting disproportion­
ately from policies that promote the rights of minority individuals by
removing artificial barriers to valued positions.

Nevertheless, since 1970, government policy has tended to focus on
formal programs designed and created both to prevent discrimination
and to ensure that minorities are sufficiently represented in certain
positions. This has resulted in a shift from the simple formal investiga­
tion and adjudication of complaints of racial discrimination to govern­
ment-mandated affirmative action programs to increase minority
representation in public programs, employment, and education.

However, if minority members from the most advantaged families
profit disproportionately from policies based on the principle of equal­
ity of individual opportunity, they also reap disproportionate benefits
from policies of affirmative action based solely on their group mem­
bership. This is because advantaged minority members are likely to be
disproportionately represented among those of their racial group most
qualified for valued positions, such as college admissions, higher pay­
ing jobs, and promotions. Thus, ifpolicies of preferential treatment for
such positions are developed in terms of racial group membership
rather than the real disadvantages suffered by individuals, then these
policies will further improve the opportunities of the advantaged with­
out necessarily addressing the problems of the truly disadvantaged
such as the ghetto underclass. 1 The problems of the truly disadvan­
taged may require nonracial solutions such as full employment, bal­
anced economic growth, and manpower training and education (tied
to-not isolated from-these two economic conditions).

By 1980 this argument was not widely recognized or truly appreci­
ated. Therefore, because the government not only adopted and imple­
mented antibias legislation to promote minority individual rights, but
also mandated and enforced affirmative action and related programs to
enhance minority group rights, many thoughtful American citizens,
including supporters ofcivil rights, were puzzled by recent social devel­
opments in black communities. Despite the passage ofcivil rights legis­
lation and the creation ofaffirmative action programs, they sensed that



148 Chapter Seven 149 The Hidden Agenda

conditions were deteriorating instead of improving for a significant seg­
ment of the black American population. This perception had emerged
because of the continuous flow of pessimistic reports concerning the
sharp rise in black joblessness, the precipitous drop in the black-white
family income ratio, the steady increase in the percentage of blacks on
the welfare rolls, and the extraordinary growth in the number offemale­
headed families. This perception was strengthened by the almost uni­
form cry among black leaders that not only had conditions worsened,
but that white Americans had forsaken the cause of blacks as well.

Meanwhile, the liberal architects of the War on Poverty became
puzzled when Great Society programs failed to reduce poverty in
America and when they could find few satisfactory explanations for the
sharp rise in inner-city social dislocations during the 1970s. However,
just as advocates for minority rights have been slow to comprehend
that many of the current problems of race, particularly those that
plague the minority poor, derived from the broader processes of soci­
etal organization and therefore may have no direct or indirect connec­
tion with race, so too have the architects of the War on Poverty failed
to emphasize the relationship between poverty and the broader pro­
cesses of American economic organization. Accordingly, given the
most comprehensive civil rights and antipoverty programs in America's
history, the liberals of the civil rights movement and the Great Society
became demoralized when inner-city poverty proved to be more
intractable than they realized and when they could not satisfactorily
explain such events as the unprecedented rise in inner-city joblessness
and the remarkable growth in the number of female-headed house­
holds. This demoralization cleared the path for conservative analysts to
fundamentally shift the focus away from changing the environments of
the minority poor to changing their values and behavior.

However, and to repeat, many of the problems of the ghetto under­
class are related to the broader problems of societal organization, in­
cluding economic organization. For example, as pointed out earlier,
regional differences in changes in the "male marriageable pool index"
signify the importance of industrial shifts in the Northeast and Mid­
west. Related research clearly demonstrated the declining labor-mar­
ket opportunities in the older central cities. Indeed, blacks tend to be
concentrated in areas where the number and characteristics of jobs
have been most significantly altered by shifts in the location of produc­
tion activity and from manufacturing to services. Since an overwhelm­
ing majority of inner-city blacks lacks the qualifications for the high­
skilled segment of the service sector such as information processing,
finance, and real estate, they tend to be concentrated in the low-skilled

segment, which features unstable employment, restricted opportuni­
ties, and low wages.

The Hidden Agenda: From Group-specific to Universal
Programs of Reform

It is not enough simply to recognize the need to relate many of the
woes of truly disadvantaged blacks to the problems ofsocietal organiza­
tion; it is also important to describe the problems of the ghetto under­
class candidly and openly so that they can be fully explained and
appropriate policy programs can be devised. It has been problematic,
therefore, that liberal journalists, social scientists, policymakers, and
civil rights leaders were reluctant throughout the decade of the 1970s
to discuss inner-city social pathologies. Often, analysts of such issues as
violent crime or teenage pregnancy deliberately make no references to
race at all, unless perhaps to emphasize the deleterious consequences
of racial discrimination or the institutionalized inequality of American
society. Some scholars, in an effort to avoid the appearance of "blaming
the victim" or to protect their work from charges of racism, simply
ignore patterns of behavior that might be construed as stigmatizing to
particular racial minorities.

Such neglect is relatively recent. During the mid-l960s, social scien­
tists such as Kenneth B. Clark, Daniel Partick Moynihan, and Lee
Rainwater forthrightly examined the cumulative effects of racial isola­
tion and class subordination on inner-city blacks. They vividly de­
scribed aspects of ghetto life that, as Rainwater observed, are usually
not discussed in polite conversations. All of these studies attempted to
show the connection between the economic and social environment
into which many blacks are born and the creation of patterns ofbehav­
ior that, in Clark's words, frequently amounted to "self-perpetuating
pathology. "

Why have scholars tended to shy away from this line of research?
One reason has to do with the vitriolic attack by many blacks and liber­
als against Moynihan upon publication of his report in 1965-denun­
ciations that generally focused on the author's unflattering depiction of
the black family in the urban ghetto rather than on the proposed reme­
dies or his historical analysis of the black family's social plight. The
harsh reception accorded The Negro Family undoubtedly dissuaded
many social scientists from follOwing in Moynihan's footsteps.

The "black solidarity" movement was also emerging during the lat­
ter half of the 1960s. A new emphasis by young black scholars and
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intellectuals on the positive aspects of the black experience tended to
crowd out older concerns. Indeed, certain forms of ghetto behavior
labeled pathological in the studies of Clark and colleagues were re­
defined by some during the early 1970s as "functional" because, it was
argued, blacks were displaying the ability to survive and in some cases
flourish in an economically depressed environment. The ghetto family
was described as resilient and capable of adapting creatively to an op­
pressive, racist society. And the candid, but liberal writings on the
inner city in the 1960s were generally denounced. In the end, the
promising efforts of the early 1960s-to distinguish the socioeconomic
characteristics of different groups within the black community, and to
identify the structural problems of the United States economy that
affected minorities-were cut short by calls for "reparations" or for
"black control of institutions serving the black community."

If this ideologically tinged criticism discouraged research by liberal
scholars on the poor black family and the ghetto community, conser­
vative thinkers were not so inhibited. From the early 1970s through
the first half of the 1980s, their writings on the culture of poverty and
the deleterious effects of Great Society liberal welfare policies on ghet­
to underclass behavior dominated the public policy debate on alleviat­
ing inner-city social dislocations.

The Great Society programs represented the country's most am­
bitious attempt to implement the principle of equality of life chances.
However, the extent to which these programs helped the truly disad­
vantaged is difficult to assess when one considers the simultaneous
impact of the economic downturn from 1968 to the early 1980s. In­
deed, it has been argued that many people slipped into poverty be­
cause of the economic downturn and were lifted out by the broadening
of welfare benefits. Moreover, the increase in unemployment that ac­
companied the economic downturn and the lack of growth of real
wages in the 1970s, although they had risen steadily from 1950 to about
1970, have had a pronounced effect on low-income groups (especially
black males).

The above analysis has certain distinct puplic policy implications for
attacking the problems of inner-city joblessness and the related prob­
lems of poor female-headed families, welfare dependency, crime, and
so forth. Comprehensive economic policies aimed at the general popu­
lation but that would also enhance employment opportunities among
the truly disadvantaged-both men and women-are needed. The re­
search presented in this study suggests that improving the job pros­
pects of men will strengthen low-income black families. Moreover,
underclass absent fathers with more stable employment are in a better

position to contribute financial support for their families. Further­
more, since the majority of female householders are in the labor force,
improved job prospects would very likely draw in others. 2

I have in mind the creation of a macroeconomic policy designed to
promote both economic growth and a tight labor market. 3 The latter
affects the supply-and-demand ratio and wages tend to rise. It would
be necessary, however, to combine this policy with fiscal and monetary
policies to stimulate noninflationary growth and thereby move away
from the policy of controlling inflation by allowing unemployment to
rise. Furthermore, it would be important to develop policy to increase
the competitiveness ofAmerican goods on the international market by,
among other things, reducing the budget deficit to adjust the value of
the American dollar.

In addition, measures such as on-the-job training and apprenticeships
to elevate the skill levels of the truly disadvantaged are needed. I will
soon discuss in another context why such problems have to be part of a
more universal package of reform. For now, let me simply say that
improved manpower policies are needed in the short run to help lift the
truly disadvantaged from the lowest rungs of the job market. In other
words, it would be necessary to devise a national labor-market strategy
to increase "the adaptability of the labor force to changing employment
opportunities." In this connection, instead offocusing on remedial pro­
grams in the public sector for the poor and the unemployed, emphasis
would be placed on relating these programs more closely to oppor­
tunities in the private sector to facilitate the movement of recipients
(including relocation assistance) into more secure jobs. Ofcourse there
would be a need to create public transitional programs for those who
have difficulty finding immediate employment in the private sector,
but such programs would aim toward eventually getting individuals into
the private sector economy. Although public employment programs
continue to draw popular support, as Weir, Orloff, and Skocpol point
out, "they must be designed and administered in close conjunction with
a nationally oriented labor market strategy" to avoid both becoming
"enmeshed in congressionally reinforced local political patronage" and
being attacked as costly, inefficient, or "corrupt. "4

Since national opinion polls consistently reveal strong public support
for efforts to enhance work in America, political support for a program
of economic reform (macroeconomic employment policies and labor­
market strategies including training efforts) could be considerably
stronger than many people presently assume. 5 However, in order to
draw sustained public support for such a program, it is necessary that
training or retraining, transitional employment benefits, and relocation



152 Chapter Seven 153 The Hidden Agenda

assistance be available to all members of society who choose to use
them, not just to poor minorities.

It would be ideal if problems of the ghetto underclass could be ade­
quately addressed by the combination of macroeconomic policy, labor­
market strategies, and manpower training programs. However, in the
foreseeable future employment alone will not necessarily lift a family
out of poverty.6 Many families would still require income support
and/or social services such as child care. A program ofwelfare reform is
needed, therefore, to address the current problems of public as­
sistance, including lack of provisions for poor two-parent families, inad­
equate levels of support, inequities between different states, and work
disincentives. A national AFDC benefit standard adjusted yearly for
inflation is the most minimal required change. We might also give
serious consideration to programs such as the Child Support Assurance
Program developed by Irwin Garfinkel and colleagues at the Institute
for Research on Poverty at the University of Wisconsin, Madison. 7

This program, currently in operation as a demonstration project in the
state of Wisconsin, provides a guaranteed minimum benefit per child
to single-parent families regardless of the income of the custodial par­
ent. The state collects from the absent parent through wage withhold­
ing a sum of money at a fixed rate and then makes regular payments to
the custodial parent. If the absent parent is jobless or if his or her
payment from withholdings is less than the minimum, the state makes
up the difference. Since all absent parents regardless of income are
required to participate in this program, it is far less stigmatizing than,
say, public assistance. Moreover, preliminary evidence from Wiscon­
sin suggests that this program carries little or no additional cost to the
state.

Many western European countries have programs of family or child
allowances to support families. These programs provide families with
an annual benefit per child regardless of the family's income, and re­
gardless ofwhether the parents are living together or whether either or
both are employed. Unlike public assistance, therefore, a family allow­
ance program carries no social stigma and has no built-in work disin­
centives. In this connection, Daniel Patrick Moynihan has recently
observed that a form of family allowance is already available to Ameri­
can families with the standard deduction and the Earned Income Tax
Credit, although the latter can only be obtained by low-income fami­
lies. Even though both have been significantly eroded by inflation,
they could represent the basis for a more comprehensive family allow­
ance program that approximates the European model.

Neither the Child Support Assurance Program under demonstration

in Wisconsin nor the European family allowances program is means
tested; that is, they are not targeted at a particular income group and
therefore do not suffer the degree of stigmatization that plagues public
assistance programs such as AFDC. More important, such universal
programs would tend to draw more political support from the general
public because the programs would be available not only to the poor
but to the working-and middle-class segments as well. And such pro­
grams would not be readily associated with specific minority groups.
Nonetheless, truly disadvantaged groups would reap disproportionate
benefits from such programs because of the groups' limited alternative
economic resources. For example, low-income single mothers could
combine work with adequate guaranteed child support and/or child
allowance benefits and therefore escape poverty and avoid public
assistance.

Finally, the question of child care has to be addressed in any pro­
gram designed to improve the employment prospects of women and
men. Because of the growing participation of women in the labor mar­
ket, adequate child care has been a topic receiving increasing attention
in public policy discussions. For the overwhelmingly female-headed
ghetto underclass families, access to quality child care becomes a crit­
ical issue if steps are taken to move single mothers into education and
training programs and/or full- or part-time employment. However, I
am not recommending government-operated child care centers.
Rather it would be better to avoid additional federal bureaucracy by
seeking alternative and decentralized forms of child care such as ex­
panding the child care tax credit, including three- and four-year-olds
in preschool enrollment, and providing child care subsidies to the
working-poor parents.

If the truly disadvantaged reaped disproportionate benefits from a
child support enforcement program, child allowance program, and
child care strategy, they would also benefit disproportionately from a
program of balanced economic growth and tight-labor-market policies
because of their greater vulnerability to swings in the business cycle
and changes in economic organization, including the relocation of
plants and the use of labor-saving technology. It would be shortsighted
to conclude, therefore, that universal programs (i.e., programs not tar­
geted at any particular group) are not designed to help address in a
fundamental way some of the problems of the truly disadvantaged,
such as the ghetto underclass.

By emphasizing universal programs as an effective way to address
problems in the inner city created by historic racial subjugation, I am
recommending a fundamental shift from the traditional race-specific
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approach of addressing such problems. It is true that problems of
joblessness and related woes such as poverty, teenage pregnancies,
out-of-wedlock births, female-headed families, and welfare dependen­
cy are, for reasons of historic racial oppression, disproportionately con­
centrated in the black community. And it is important to recognize the
racial differences in rates ofsocial dislocation so as not to obscure prob­
lems currently gripping the ghetto underclass. However, as discussed
above, race-specific policies are often not designed to address funda­
mental problems of the truly disadvantaged. Moreover, as also dis­
cussed above, both race-specific and targeted programs based on the
principle of equality of life chances (often identified with a minority
constituency) have difficulty sustaining widespread public support.

Does this mean that targeted programs ofany kind would necessarily
be excluded from a package highlighting universal programs of reform?
On the contrary, as long as a racial division of labor exists and racial
minorities are disproportionately concentrated in low-paying positions,
antidiscrimination and affirmative action programs will be needed even
though they tend to benefit the more advantaged minority members.
Moreover, as long as certain groups lack the training, skills, and educa­
tion to compete effectively on the job market or move into newly cre­
ated jobs, manpower training and education programs targeted at
these groups will also be needed, even under a tight-labor-market sit­
uation. For example, a program ofadult education and training may be
necessary for some ghetto underclass males before they can either be­
come oriented to or move into an expanded labor market. Finally, as
long as some poor families are unable to work because of physical or
other disabilities, public assistance would be needed even if the gov­
ernment adopted a program of welfare reform that included child sup­
port enforcement and family allowance provisions.

For all these reasons, a comprehensive program of economic and
social reform (highlighting macroeconomic policies to promote bal­
anced economic growth and create a tight-labor-market situation, a
nationally oriented labor-market strategy, a child support assurance
program, a child care strategy, and a family allowances program) would
have to include targeted programs, both means tested and race-specif­
ic. However, the latter would be considered an offshoot of and indeed
secondary to the universal programs. The important goal is to construct
an economic-social reform program in such a way that the universal
programs are seen as the dominant and most visible aspects by the
general public. As the universal programs draw support from a wider
population, the targeted programs included in the comprehensive re­
form package would be indirectly supported and protected. According-

ly, the hidden agenda for liberal policymakers is to improve the life
chances of truly disadvantaged groups such as the ghetto underclass
by emphasizing programs to which the more advantaged groups ofaU
races and class backgrounds can positively relate.

I am reminded of Bayard Rustin's plea during the early 1960s that
blacks ought to recognize the importance of fundamental economic re­
form (including a system of national economic planning along with new
education, manpower, and public works programs to help reach full
employment) and the need for a broad-based political coalition to
achieve it. And since an effective coalition will in part depend upon
how the issues are defined, it is imperative that the political message
underline the need for economic and social reforms that benefit all
groups in the United States, not just poor minorities. Politicians and
civil rights organizations, as two important examples, ought to shift or
expand their definition of America's racial problems and broaden the
scope of suggested policy programs to address them. They should, of
course, continue to fight for an end to racial discrimination. But they
must also recognize that poor minorities are profoundly affected by
problems in America that go beyond racial considerations. Further­
more, civil rights groups should also recognize that the problems of
societal organization in America often create situations that enhance
racial antagonisms between the different racial groups in central cities
that are struggling to maintain their quality of life, and that these
groups, although they appear to be fundamental adversaries, are po­
tential allies in a reform coalition because of their problematic eco­
nomic situations.

The difficulties that a progressive reform coalition would confront
should not be u~erestimated.It is much easier to produce major eco­
nomic and social reform in countries such as Sweden, Norway, Austria,
the Netherlands, and West Germany than in the United States. What
characterizes this group ofcountries, as demonstrated in the important
research of Harold Wilensky,8 is the interaction of solidly organized,
generally centralized, interest groups-particularly professional, la­
bor, and employer associations with a centralized or quasi-centralized
government either compelled by law or obliged by informal agreement
to take the recommendations of the interest groups into account or to
rely on their counsel. This arrangement produces a consensus-making
organization working generally within a public framework to bargain
and produce policies on present-day political economy issues such as
full employment, economic growth, unemployment, wages, prices,
taxes, balance of payments, and social policy (including various forms
of welfare, education, health, and housing policies).
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In all of these countries, called "corporatist democracies" by
Wilensky, social policy is integrated with economic policy. This pro­
duces a situation whereby, in periods of rising aspirations and slow
economic growth, labor-concerned with wages, working conditions,
and social security-is compelled to be attentive to the rate of produc­
tivity, the level of inflation, and the requirements of investments, and
employers-concerned with profits, productivity, and investments­
are compelled to be attentive to issues of social policy. 9

The corporatist democracies, which are in a position to develop new
consensus on social and economic policies in the face ofdeclining econ­
omies because channels for bargaining and influence are firmly in
place, stand in sharp contrast to the decentralized and fragmented po­
litical economies of the United States, Canada, and the United King­
dom. In these latter countries-none of which is a highly progressive
welfare state-the proliferation of interest groups is not restrained by
the requisites of national trade-offs and bargaining, which therefore
allows parochial single issues to move to the forefront and thereby ex­
acerbates the advanced condition of political immobilism. Reflecting
the rise of single-issue groups has been the steady deterioration of po­
litical organizations and the decline of traditional allegiance to parties
among voters. Moreover, there has been a sharp increase in the influ­
ence of the mass media, particularly the electronic media, in politics
and culture. These trends, typical of all Western democracies, are
much more salient in countries such as the United States, Canada, and
the United Kingdom because their decentralized and fragmented po­
litical economies magnify the void created by the decline of political
parties-a void that media and strident, single-issue groups rush head­
long to fill. 10

I raise these issues to underline some of the problems that a political
coalition dedicated to developing and implementing a progressive pol­
icy agenda will have to confront. It seems imperative that, in addition
to outlining a universal program of reform including policies that could
effectively address inner-city social dislocations, attention be given to
the matter of erecting a national bargaining structure to achieve suffi­
cient consensus on the program of reform.

It is also important to recognize that just as we can learn from knowl­
edge about the efficacy ofalternative bargaining structures, we can also
benefit from knowledge of alternative approaches to welfare and em­
ployment policies. Here we fortunately have the research of Alfred J.
Kahn and Sheila Kamerman, which has convincingly demonstrated
that countries that rely the least on public assistance, such as Sweden,
West Germany, and France, provide alternative income transfers (fam-

ily allowances, housing allowances, child support, unemployment as­
sistance), stress the use of transfers to augment both earnings and
transfer income, provide both child care services and day-care pro­
grams, and emphasize labor-market policies to enhance high em­
ployment. These countries, therefore, "provide incentives to work,
supplement the use of social assistance generally because, even when
used, it is increasingly only one component, at most, of a more elabo­
rate benefit package." By contrast, the United States relies more heav­
ily than all the other countries (Sweden, West Germany, France,
Canada, Austria, the United Kingdom, and Israel) on public assistance
to aid poorer families. "The result is that these families are much worse
off than they are in any of the countries."11

In other words, problems such as poverty, joblessness, and long­
term welfare dependency in the United States have not been ad­
dressed with the kinds of innovative approaches found in many west­
ern European democracies. "The European experience," argue
Kamerman and Kahn, "suggests the need for a strategy that includes
income transfers, child care services, and employment policies as cen­
tral elements." The cornerstone of social policy in these countries is
employment and labor-market policies. "Unless it is possible for adults
to manage their work and family lives without undue strain on them­
selves and their children," argue Kamerman and Kahn, "society will
suffer a significant loss in productivity, and an even more significant
loss in the quantity and quality of future generations. "12

The social policy that I have recommended above also would have
employment and labor-market policies as its fundamental foundation.
For in th, final analysis neither family allowance and child support
assurance programs, nor means-tested public assistance and manpower
training and education programs can be sustained at adequate levels if
the country is plagued with prolonged periods of economic stagnation
and joblessness.

A Universal Reform Package and the Social Isolation
of the Inner City

The program of economic and social reform outlined above will help
address the problems of social dislocation plaguing the ghetto under­
class. I make no claims that such programs will lead to a revitalization
of neighborhoods in the inner city, reduce the social isolation, and
thereby recapture the degree of social organization that characterized
these neighborhoods in earlier years. However, in the long run these
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programs will lift the ghetto underclass from the throes of long-term
poverty and welfare dependency and provide them with the economic
and educational resources that would expand the limited choices they
now have with respect to living arrangements. At the present time
many residents of isolated inner-city neighborhoods have no other op­
tion but to remain in those neighborhoods. As their economic and edu­
cational resources improve they will very likely follow the path worn
by many other former ghetto residents and move to safer or more de­
sirable neighborhoods.

It seems to me that the most realistic approach to the problems of
concentrated inner-city poverty is to provide ghetto underclass fami­
lies and individuals with the resources that promote social mobility.
Social mobility leads to geographic mobility. Geographic mobility
would of course be enhanced if efforts to improve the economic and
educational resources of inner-city residents were accompanied by
legal steps to eliminate (1) the "practice at all levels of government" to
"routinely locate housing for low-income people in the poorest neigh­
borhoods of a community where their neighbors will be other low­
income people usually of the same race"; and (2) the manipulation of
zoning laws and discriminatory land use controls or site selection prac­
tices that either prevent the "construction ofhousing affordable to low­
income families" or prevent low-income families "from securing resi­
dence in communities that provide the services they desire. "13

This discussion raises a question about the ultimate effectiveness of
the so-called self-help programs to revitalize the inner city, programs
pushed by conservative and even some liberal black spokespersons. In
many inner-city neighborhoods, problems such as joblessness are so
overwhelming and require such a massive effort to restablize institu­
tions and create a social and economic milieu necessary to sustain such
institutions (e. g., the reintegration of the neighborhood with working­
and middle-class blacks and black professionals) that it is surprising
that advocates of black self-help have received so much serious atten­
tion from the media and policymakers. 14

Of course some advocates of self-help subscribe to the thesis that
problems in the inner city are ultimately the product of ghetto-specific
culture and that it is the cultural values and norms in the inner city that
must be addressed as part of a comprehensive self-help program. IS

However, cultural values emerge from specific circumstances and life
chances and reflect an individual's position in the class structure. They
therefore do not ultimately determine behavior. If ghetto underclass
minorities have limited aspirations, a hedonistic orientation toward
life, or lack of plans for the future, such outlooks ultimately are the

result of restricted opportunities and feelings of resignation originating
from bitter personal experiences and a bleak future. Thus the inner­
city social dislocations emphasized in this study Ooblessness, crime,
teenage pregnancies, out-of-wedlock births, female-headed families,
and welfare dependency) should be analyzed not as cultural aberra­
tions but as symptoms of racial-class inequality. 16 It follows, therefore,
that changes in the economic and social situations of the ghetto under­
class will lead to changes in cultural norms and behavior patterns. The
social policy program outlined above is based on this idea.

Before I take a final look, by way of summary and conclusion, at the
important features of this program, I ought briefly to discuss an alter­
native public agenda that could, if not challenged, dominate the public
policy discussion of underclass poverty in the next several years.

A Critical Look at an Alternative Agenda: New-Style Workfare

In a recent book on the social obligations of citizenship, Lawrence
Mead contends that "the challenge to welfare statesmanship is not so
much to change the extent of benefits as to couple them with serious
work and other obligations that would encourage functioning and thus
promote the integration of recipients." He argues that the programs of
the Great Society failed to overcome poverty and, in effect, increased
dependen<&, because the "behavioral problems of the poor" were ig­
nored. Welfare clients received new services and benefits but were not
told "with any authority that they ought to behave differently." Mead
attributes a good deal of the welfare dependency to a sociological logic
ascribing the responsibilities for the difficulties experienced by the dis­
advantaged entirely to the social environment, a logic that still "blocks
government from expecting or obligating the poor to behave differ­
ently than they dO."17

Mead believes that there is a disinclination among the underclass to
either accept or retain many available low-wage jobs. The problem of
nonwhite unemployment, he contends, is not a lack ofjobs, but a high
turnover rate. Mead contends that because this kind of joblessness is
not affected by changes in the overall economy, it would be difficult to
blame the environment. While not dismissing the role discrimination
may play in the low-wage sector, Mead argues that it is more likely that
the poor are impatient with the working conditions and pay of menial
jobs and repeatedly quit in hopes offinding better employment. At the
present time, "for most jobseekers in most areas, jobs of at least a
rudimentary kind are generally available." For Mead it is not that the
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poor do not want to work, but rather that they will work only under the
condition that others remove the barriers that make the world of work
difficult. "Since much of the burden consists precisely in acquiring
skills, finding jobs, arranging child care, and so forth," states Mead,
"the effect is to drain work obligation of much of its meaning. "18

In sum, Mead believes that the programs of the Great Society have
exacerbated the situation of the underclass by not obligating the recip­
ients of social welfare programs to behave according to mainstream
norms-completing school, working, obeying the law, and so forth.
Since virtually nothing was demanded in return for benefits, the un­
derclass remained socially isolated and could not be accepted as
equals.

If any of the social policies recommended by conservative analysts
are to become serious candidates for adoption as national public policy,
they will more likely be based on the kind of argument advanced by
Mead in favor of mandatory workfare. The laissez-faire social philoso­
phy represented by Charles Murray is not only too extreme to be se­
riously considered by most policymakers, but the premise upon which
it is based is vulnerable to the kind ofcriticism raised in chapters 1 and
4, namely, that the greatest rise in black joblessness and female­
headed families occurred during the very period (1972-80) when the
real value of AFDC plus food stamps plummeted because states did
not peg benefit levels to inflation.

Mead's arguments, on the other hand, are much more subtle. If his
and similar arguments in support of mandatory workfare are not
adopted wholesale as national policy, aspects of his theoretical ra­
tionale on the social obligations of citizenship could, as we shall see,
help shape a policy agenda involving obligational state programs.

Nonetheless, whereas Mead speculates that jobs are generally avail­
able in most areas and therefore one must turn to behavioral explana­
tions for the high jobless rate among the underclass, data presented in
chapters 2 and 4 reveal (1) that substantial job losses have occurred in
the very industries in which urban minorities are heavily concentrated
and substantial employment gains have occurred in the higher-educa­
tion-requisite industries that have relatively few minority workers; (2)
that this mismatch is most severe in the Northeast and Midwest (regions
that also have had the sharpest increases in black joblessness and
female-headed families); and (3) that the current growth in entry-level
jobs, particularly in the service establishments, is occurring almost ex­
clusively outside the central cities where poor minorities are concen­
trated. It is obvious that these findings and the general observations
about the adverse effects of the recent recessions on poor urban minor-

ities (see chap. 2) raise serious questions not only about Mead's assump­
tions regarding poor minorities, work experience, and jobs, but also
about the appropriateness of his policy recommendations.

In raising questions about Mead's emphasis on social values as an
explanation ofpoor minority joblessness, I am not suggesting that nega­
tive attitudes toward menial work should be totally dismissed as a con­
tributing factor. The growing social isolation, and the concentration of
poverty in the inner city, that have made ghetto communities in­
creasingly vulnerable to fluctuations in the economy, undoubtedly in­
fluence attitudes, values, and aspirations. The issue is whether attitudes
toward menial employment account in large measure for the sharp rise
in inner-city joblessness and related forms ofsocial dislocation since the
formation of the Great Society programs. Despite Mead's eloquent
arguments the empirical support for his thesis is incredibly weak. 19 It is
therefore difficult for me to embrace a theory that sidesteps the complex
issues and consequences ofchanges in American economic organization
with the argument that one can address the problems of the ghetto
underclass by simply emphasizing the social obligation of citizenship.
Nonetheless, there are clear signs that a number of policymakers are
now moving ip this direction, even liberal policymakers who, while
considering tHe problems of poor minorities from the narrow visions of
race relations and the War on Poverty (see chap. 6), have become
disillusioned with Great Society-type programs. The emphasis is not
necessarily on mandatory workfare, however. Rather the emphasis is on
what Richard Nathan has called"new-style workfare," which represents
a synthesis of liberal and conservative approaches to obligational state
programs. 20 Let me briefly elaborate.

In the 1970s the term workfare was narrowly used to capture the
idea that welfare recipients should be required to work, even to do
make-work if necessary, in exchange for receiving benefits. This idea
was generally rejected by liberals and those in the welfare establish­
ment. And no workfare program, even Gov. Ronald Reagan's 1971 pro­
gram, really got off the ground. However, by 1981 Pres. Ronald
Reagan was able to get congressional approval to include a provision in
the 1981 budget allowing states to experiment with new employment
approaches to welfare reform. These approaches represent the "new­
style workfare." More specifically, whereas workfare in the 1970s was
narrowly construed as "working off" one's welfare grant, the new-style
workfare "takes the form of obligational state programs that involve an
array of employme.nt and training services and activities-job search,
job training, education programs, and also community work experi­
ence."21
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According to Nathan, "we make our greatest progress on social re­
form in the United States when liberals and conservatives find com­
mon ground. New-style workfare embodies both the caring
commitment of liberals and the themes identified with conservative
writers like Charles Murray, George Gilder, and Lawrence Mead." On
the one hand, liberals can relate to new-style workfare because it cre­
ates short-term entry-level positions very similar to the "CETA public
service jobs we thought we had abolished in 1981"; it provides a conve­
nient "political rationale and support for increased funding for educa­
tion and training programs"; and it targets these programs at the most
disadvantaged, thereby correcting the problem of "creaming" that is
associated with other employment and training programs. On the
other hand, conservatives can relate to new-style workfare because "it
involves a strong commitment to reducing welfare dependency on the
premise that dependency is bad for people, that it undermines their
motivation to self-support and isolates and stigmatizes welfare recip­
ients in a way that over a long period feeds into and accentuates the
underclass mind set and condition."22

The combining of liberal and conservative approaches does not, of
course, change the fact that the new-style workfare programs hardly
represent a fundamental shift from the traditional approaches to pover­
ty in America. Once again the focus is exclusively on individual charac­
teristics-whether they are construed in terms of lack of training,
skills, or education, or whether they are seen in terms oflack of moti~ o.
vation or other subjective traits. And once again the consequences of
certain economic arrangements on disadvantaged populations in the
United States are not considered in the formulation and implementa­
tion of social policy. Although new-style workfare is better than having
no strategy at all to enhance employment experiences, it should
be emphasized that the effectiveness of such programs ultimately de­
pends upon the availability of jobs in a given area. Perhaps Robert D.
Reischauer put it best when he stated that: "As long as the unemploy­
ment rate remains high in many regions of the country, members of
the underclass are going to have a very difficult time competing suc­
cessfully for the jobs that are available. No amount of remedial educa­
tion, training, wage subsidy, or other embellishment will make them
more attractive to prospective employers than experienced unem­
ployed workers."23 As Reischauer also appropriately emphasizes, with
a weak economy "even if the workfare program seems to be placing its
clients successfully, these participants may simply be taking jobs away
from others who are nearly as disadvantaged. A game of musical under-

class will ensue as one group is temporarily helped, while another is
pushed down into the underclass."24

If new-style workfare will indeed represent a major policy thrust in
the immediate future, I see little prospect for substantially alleviating
inequality among poor minorities if such a workfare program is not part
of a more comprehensive program of economic and social reform that
recognizes the dynamic interplay between societal organization and
the behavior and life chances of individuals and groups-a program, in
other words, that is designed to both enhance human capital traits of
poor minorities and open up the opportunity structure in the broader
society and economy to facilitate social mobility. The combination of
economic and social welfare policies discussed in the previous section
represents, from my point of view, such a program.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have argued that the problems of the ghetto under­
class can be most meatingfully addressed by a comprehensive program
that combines employment policies with social welfare policies and
that features universal as opposed to race- or group-specific strategies.
On the one hand, this program highlights macroeconomic policy to
generate a tight labor market and economic growth; fiscal and mone­
tary policy not only to stimulate noninflationary growth, but also to
increase the competitiveness of American goods on both the domestic
and international markets; and a national labor-market strategy to
make the labor force more adaptable to changing economic oppor­
tunities. On the other hand, this program highlights a child support
assurance program, a family allowance program, and a child care
strategy.

I emphasized that although this program also would include targeted
strategies-both means tested and race-specific-they would be con­
sidered secondary to the universal program so that the latter are seen
as the most visible and dominant aspects in the eyes of the general
public. To the extent that the universal programs draw support from a
wider population, the less visible targeted programs would be indi­
rectly supported and protected. To repeat, the hidden agenda for lib­
eral policymakers is to enhance the chances in life for the ghetto
underclass by emphasizing programs to which the more advantaged
groups of all class and racial backgrounds can positively relate.

Before such programs can be seriously considered, however, cost
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has to be addressed. The cost of programs to expand social and eco­
nomic opportunity will be great, but it must be weighed against the
economic and social costs of a do-nothing policy. As Levitan and John­
son have pointed out, "the most recent recession cost the nation an
estimated $300 billion in lost income and production, and direct out­
lays for unemployment compensation totaled $30 billion in a single
year. A policy that ignores the losses associated with slack labor mar­
kets and forced idleness inevitably will underinvest in the nation's la­
bor force and future economic growth." Furthermore, the problem of
annual budget deficits of around $200 billion dollars (driven mainly by
the peacetime military buildup and the Reagan administration's tax
cuts), and the need for restoring the federal tax base and adopting a
more balanced set of budget priorities have to be tackled if we are to
achieve significant progress on expanding opportunities. 25

In the final analysis, the pursuit of economic and social reform ulti­
mately involves the question of political strategy. As the history of so­
cial provision so clearly demonstrates, universalistic political alliances,
cemented by policies that provide benefits directly to wide segments of
the population, are needed to work successfully for major reform. 26

The recognition among minority leaders and liberal policymakers of
the need to expand the War on Poverty and race relations visions to
confront the growing problems ofinner-city social dislocations will pro­
vide, I believe, an important first step toward creating such an alliance.

Appendix
Urban Poverty: AState-of-the-Art Review of
the Literature

with Robert Aponte

Before the Civil War, poverty was not widely recognized as a social
problem in the United States. The prevalent attitude was that personal
misfortunes were personal affairs, that poverty was an individual prob­
lem that neither could nor should be alleviated by society. Thus, peo­
ple unable to make it,.. the East were advised to go West; the general
feeling was that individuals had only themselves to blame if they were
mired in poverty. In a largely rural society provided with an abun­
dance of vacant fertile land, this view could be developed and sus­
tained. However, the dislocations that accompanied industrialization
in the post-Civil War period prompted changes in this attitude. In the
face of massive unemployment, poor working conditions, inadequate
wages, and inferior housing, preindustrial conceptions of poverty erod­
ed and efforts to combat these problems evolved into major social re­
forms. They included the regulation of working hours, working condi­
tions, and child employment. Laws concerned with public health and
housing were passed. By the turn of the century, social reform was a
dominant theme in the fight against poverty.l

A number of early descriptive studies of urban poverty emanated
from this social reform movement. Most notable were Jacob Riis's vivid
description oflife in the tenements of New York, and Jane Addams's
and Sophonisba Breckinridge's works on poverty and housing in Chi­
cago. 2 Although these studies detailed the deleterious conditions of
urban poverty, they provided little in the way of analytical insights on
the relationship between poverty and the social organization of an in­
dustrializing society. However, appearing at roughly the same time as
these fact-finding social reform inquiries were a series of ethnographic
studies on urban life conducted by sociologists at the University of
Chicago. In 1918, W. I. Thomas collaborated with Florian Znaniecki in
writing the first volume of a classic five-volume work, The Polish Peas­
ant. 3 This work, plus the research of Robert E. Park on human behav­
ior in an urban environment, helped establish Chicago as the main
center of urban sociological research in the earlier twentieth century. 4
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Much of this research focused on urban poverty and related prob­
lems. 5 Although many of the Chicago studies incorporated data col­
lected by the social reformers, their discussions of urban poverty were
informed by sociological insights into the nature and processes ofurban
life in a changing industrial society. 6

However, the early interest in urban poverty research was not sus­
tained, despite the heightened public awareness of poverty generated
by the depression of the 1930s and the nationwide discussion and de­
bate concerning the New Deal antipoverty programs (e.g., Aid to De­
pendent Children, unemployment compensation, Social Security, and
old-age assistance). By the late 193Os, scholarly research on urban pov­
erty and social dislocation was on the wane. Ironically, "the Depres­
sion had the effect of arresting some of the questions that had given
urban ethnography its impetus," argued Gerald Suttles. "Contempo­
rary poverty and social disorder, and the reason for them, were so
obviously social in origin that there was little mystery that would in­
cline ethnographers to go into our cities as if they were almost foreign
lands. Ethnography became mostly something done by anthropolo­
gists, and that mostly in genuinely foreign and obscure places."7 Fur­
thermore, in the 1930s urban ethnographic studies began to compete
with, and in the 1940s eventually gave way to, studies that employed
more sophisticated techniques ofdata gathering and analysis. In short,
the decline of urban ethnography amounted to a decline in the study of
urban poverty. But there were other factors involved in the shift away
from poverty studies. The onset of World War II created interest in
issues other than poverty, and the generally prosperous decade of the
1950s was hardly a stimulus to social scientists and policymakers to
recognize and address the problems of a growing concentration of cit­
izens in our nation's central-city slums and ghettos.

Rediscovery of Poverty

If interest in the fate of the poor declined following World War II, in
the late 1950s and early 1960s there was notable political activity on
behalf of disadvantaged groups, even though the issue of poverty was
not explicitly raised. Following the 1954 Supreme Court decision on
school segregation, Pres. Dwight D. Eisenhower sent national guards­
men into Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1957 to force compliance with that
decision, and the United States Congress passed the first civil rights
law in eighty years. In 1959 the Kerrs-Mills Act increased funds for
health care for the aged; in 1961 Pres. John F. Kennedy approved a

pilot food stamp program and expanded and liberalized the surplus
commodity program; and in 1962 Congress passed the Manpower De­
velopment and Training Act and soon broadened its coverage to in­
clude the disadvantaged. 8

By 1963 poverty began to receive explicit attention in the New Fron­
tier administration ofJohn F. Kennedy with the recognition that "pub­
lic receptiveness to the issues of poverty amid plenty could provide a
rallying point for the coming election of 1964." In May 1963, Walter
Heller, chairman of President Kennedy's Council of Economic Ad­
visors, wrote a memorandum to the president concluding that certain
large segments of the poor (families headed by women, the aged, and
the disabled) would remain poor even iffull employment in the econo­
my were reachld. In response to this memorandum President Ken­
nedy instructed his executive agency heads to develop a case for a
major policy effort to confront poverty. That fall he requested that anti­
poverty proposals be included in the legislative program of 1964.9

After the assassination of President Kennedy in late 1963, the in­
terest in poverty at the federal level was sustained by Lyndon Baines
Johnson. His 1964 economic report included a detailed statement on
poverty in the United States and a number of proposals for attacking
poverty. The report was followed by the creation of an independent
agency within the House of Representatives to draft a bill consistent
with the ideas expressed in the economic report. In 1964 the War on
Poverty was officially approved by Congress, with emphasis on job­
training programs, and community participation and development. 10

This rediscovery of poverty by officials at the federal level and the
emergence of the Great Society programs occurred, paradoxically,
during an era of general prosperity and economic growth. Following
the publication ofJohn Kenneth Galbraith's classic study, The Affluent
Society, generally acknowledged as providing the initial impetus to the
revival of interest in poverty, came Michael Harrington's celebrated
work, The Other America. 11 It was Harrington's passionate portrayal of
poverty in America that actually launched the poverty program promi­
nently into the public consciousness. Stimulated by Galbraith's study,
Harrington argued that at least 40 million, or a fifth of the population,
were poor; that much of this population was invisible partly because it
included large numbers of children and the elderly (groups unlikely to
stray far from home) as well as nonwhites (who were becoming in­
creasingly isolated in urban ghettos); that motivational deficiencies
(e.g., fatalistic attitudes) resulting from prolonged poverty were im­
peding the economic advancement of the poor; and, therefore, that
poverty had become a vicious cycle for millions of Americans.
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According to Dorothy Buchton James, the studies by Galbraith and
Harrington spurred Kennedy's administration to formulate proposals
to combat the problems of poverty in America.l2 J. L. Sundquist, an
administration insider, suggests that these works helped the Kennedy
team to see poverty as underlying a number of other social ills (e.g.,
juvenile delinquency, illiteracy, urban blight) that were being unsuc­
cessfully addressed by government programs at that time. However, it
would be a mistake to assume that the emergence of the Great Society
was due solely to thoughtful studies of the American poor. Sundquist is
careful to note that during the early 1960s the timing and intellectual
climate were right for new ideas and new approaches to the study of
poverty and related social problems. 13 In the 1960s the high level of
confidence in social science theorizing and empirical research resulted
in an unprecedented incorporation of the ideas of social scientists in
the federal antipoverty thrust. 14

Even more significantly, as pointed out in chapter 6, a budget sur­
plus existed in the early 1960s and economists then predicted, in the
face of widespread optimism about economic growth, that it would rise
steadily throughout the latter part of the decade. Indeed, federal reve­
nues were increasing so rapidly that many economists (not anticipating
the Vietnam War buildup) were fearful that the growing tax surplus
would ultimately slow economic growth if new expenditures could not
be generated to reduce the surplus.l5 Finally, as Friedman and Aaron
have argued, the great power of the presidency, at a peak under the
early Johnson administration, was also an important element in the
federal antipoverty initiatives. 16 According to Aaron, the combination
of the death ofJohnson's predecessor and the weakness of his opponent
"led to the electoral landslide of 1964. The nature and quantity oflegis­
lation dealing with poverty . . . that followed were determined in no
small measure by the political adroitness of the new president. "17

The foregoing arguments collectively represent the "conventional
view" on the rediscovery of poverty and the emergence of the Great
Society programs. Little attention was given to the importance of the
civil rights movement and the heightened public awareness of poverty
and related problems in the inner city. Moynihan, Sundquist, Yar­
molinsky, and Levine argue that although there was some discussion of
the problems ofblack poverty, the focus ofattention shortly before and
immediately after the assassination of Pres. John F. Kennedy was dis­
proportionately on white Appalachian poverty. 18

However, several other writers, representing divergent views and
philosophies, attribute greater significance to issues of race in the de­
velopment of the War on Poverty. 19 Nathan Glazer, for example, ar-

gues forcefully that "the race problem" was "the chief reason why pov-
erty has become a major issue in this country It is true that the
statistics show that only one-quarter of the poor are Negroes. But
this . . . is in part a statistical artifact. The poorest, as defined by the
public assistance rolls, are in much larger proportion Negro, Mexican
American, and Puerto Rican. It is the civil rights revolution that makes
poverty a great issue in America, not merely poverty. "20 Furthermore,
Levitan suggests that "the civil rights movement, which had become a
potent power by 1963, could have supplied the political pressure for a
program in aid of the poor. "21 Moreover, Raab notes that even before
the antipoverty legislation was passed in 1964 there were discussions
with city representatives on the central involvement of racial and eth­
nic communities. 22 Finally, Piven and Cloward, in their elaborate and
controversial thesi~, argue that the federal antipoverty program was an
attempt to foster the political allegiance of ghetto residents. 23

The preceding arguments reveal the complexity of the events lead­
ing to the rediscovery of poverty and the emergence of the Great Soci­
ety programs. Until a definitive social history of these developments is
established, perhaps the most judicious approach is to consider the
merits of all of these arguments as background information for under­
standing the nature and direction of the proliferation of urban poverty
research since the mid-196Os.

The Resurgence of Poverty Research

As we indicated in a previous section, virtually no poverty research was
undertaken in the scholarly community during the post-Warld War II
period. Indeed, the dearth of research was so pronounced that in the
early months of the Johnson administration a task force assembled to
study the problem of poverty in America began "almost from scratch"
and had to rely upon a bibliography running "less than two pages."24
So little research had been conducted that "when the poverty issue
arose," states Bell, "nobody was really prepared, nobody had any data,
nobody knew what to do. "25

Yet after the issue of poverty reached the public consciousness and
especially after the campaign against poverty was launched by the
federal government, research mushroomed dramatically. A turning
point seems to be 1965. Prior to that year, only a handful of publica­
tions on poverty were available, many were government documents, 26

and most were post-196O products. But after 1965, an explosion ofre­
search occurred. For example, a study by Kerbo revealed that the
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number of articles on poverty published annually in five prestigious
sociology journals increased from three in 1965 to an average of ten a
year in the early 1970s.27 In 1966 Poverty and Human Resources Ab­
stract, a journal devoted to studies of poverty, was created (the word
poverty was dropped from the title in 1975 at a time of declining in­
terest in poverty). Conferences with a poverty theme proliferated
throughout the late 1960s and generated numerous publications. 28 Is­
sues of intense interest and contention at that time include the contro­
versy over the "culture-of-poverty" thesis,29 and the debate over the
disintegration of the black family.3O Research on how poverty related
to education, health, housing, the law, and public welfare was also
vigorously pursued. Moreover, a substantial number of studies were
published on the research, development, and evaluation of federal
antipoverty initiatives. 31 Indeed, a comprehensive bibliography of
poverty studies centered on the 1960s filled well over five-hundred
printed pages, and most of the entries were published toward the latter
years of the decade. 32

Defining and Measuring Poverty

The resurgence of scholarly interest in poverty in America is also re­
flected in the increased attention to problems of definition and ade­
quate measurement of the concept poverty. The official poverty line,
formulated in 1964 by the Social Security Administration, was drawn
by combining a set of rock-bottom food allowances (i. e., cheapest cost
of feeding a given family yearly) with estimated proportions of yearly
family income directed to food purchasing. Except for a few modifica­
tions, such as pegging changes in the poverty schedules to general
inflation, the official poverty line has remained fundamentally as origi­
nally formulated. Despite its widespread use, the official poverty sta­
tistic has come under heavy criticism in the literature. The most-often­
cited criticism is that in-kind government transfers are not considered
income in computing the poverty line. A recent government publica­
tion, produced specifically to address this issue, indicates that the in­
clusion of in-kind income reduces the official 1982 poverty figure, at
most, by about one-third (from 34.4 million to 22.9 million persons). 33

Yet even this figure could be substantially reduced if adjusted for un­
derreporting of income.

However, other critics suggest that the official poverty statistic un­
derstates the problem. Some writers argue that an "absolute" poverty
line (i.e., changing only with inflation) is fundamentally inappropriate
because even though the poverty schedules rise with inflation, they

remain fixed in constant dollars. In times of economic growth, this
neglects the rising real incomes of the nonpoor, thereby allowing for a
greater gap between the standard of living of the poor and the non­
poor. 34 Other writers maintain that the poverty schedules are far too
stringent to be taken seriously. They remind us that the poverty
thresholds were initially based on an "economy" food budget deemed
sufficient to maintain individuals only through "temporary" or "emer­
gency" times. 35 Rodgers points out that the 1975 poverty line for a
nonfarm family offour was drawn at $5,500. That same year the Bureau
of Labor Statistics, which also generates yearly series on the costs of
living, found that a "moderate" life-style for a nonfarm family of four
would require $IP,138, whereas an "austere" standard of living called
for as much as $8,~88. 36 As Schiller succinctly put it: "The line we have
drawn separating the poor from the nonpoor does not indicate what is
enough-it only asserts with confidence what is too little. "37

It could be argued that the two most recognized shortcomings of the
poverty figures, the omission of in-kind income and the stringency of
the income cutoffs, counteract one another. Few analysts take both
problems into account when adjusting the poverty figure. Generally,
only the omission of in-kind income is adjusted for. However, a recent
government study to assess the impact of in-kind transfers on poverty
contains statistics for 1979 to 1983 that allow the consideration of both
problems simultaneously. This study demonstrates that raising the in­
come cutoffs by 25 percent and adjusting for the impact of in-kind
income by the method of estimation most favorable to poverty reduc­
tion-the "market value" approach which assigns the highest values to
in-kind transfers-would result in only a slight decrease in the poverty
figures for 1979 and 1980, and an actual increase of 5 percent and 4.5
percent in 1981 and 1982 respectively.38 Thus, on balance, it appears
that the extent of poverty is not exaggerated by the official poverty
formula. Furthermore, in spite of its flaws, the formula yields an accu­
rate account of gross trends over time; retains the strengths of wide
recognition, public access, and extensive use; and provides a rich array
ofdetailed series such as poverty trends by race, residence, and family
type.

The Urbanization of Poverty

On the basis of the official definition of poverty, the number of poor
persons in the United States decreased from 39.5 million in 1959 to
25.4 million in 1968, a reduction of 36 percent. During this same peri­
od the proportion of persons living in poverty dropped from 22 percent
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in 1959 to 12.8 percent in 1968, that is, by nearly half. Because the
total population in the United States steadily increased during these
nine years, the absolute decrease in the number of those in poverty
produced an even greater decline in the proportion of poor persons. 39

In metropolitan areas the number of poor persons dropped by 24
percent, from 17 million in 1959 to 12.9 million in 1968. Moreover, the
proportion of individuals below the poverty level decreased from 15.3
percent in 1959 to 10 percent in 1968 (or by 35 percent). Record leve~s
ofeconomic prosperity in the 1960s, combined with a number ofpubhc
policies to combat poverty, effectively reduced the number of poor
persons both in and outside of metropolitan areas.

However, the sharp decline in both the absolute number and the
relative proportion of the poor did not extend beyond the 1960s. In­
deed the number and proportion of poor people actually increased re­
spectively from 24.1 million (12.1 percent) in 1969 to 34.4 million (15
percent) in 1982. Nonetheless, changes in the incidence of poverty
have been conspicuously uneven when metropolitan areas are com­
pared with nonmetropolitan areas. The number and proportion of poor
people in nonmetropolitan areas continued to decline from 1969 to
1979-from 11 million (17.9 percent) in 1969 to 9.9 million (13.8 per­
cent) in 1979-but increased to 13.2 million (17.8 percent) by 1982. In
contrast, the number of poor people in metropolitan areas increased
steadily from 13.1 million in 1969 to 21.2 million in 1982 (a 62 percent
increase), and the proportion of persons in poverty rose from 9.5 per­
cent to 13.6 percent (a 43 percent gain), with a substantial part of this
increase occuring between 1979 and 1982.

The central cities accounted for most of the metropolitan increase in
poverty. The number ofcentral-city poor climbed from 8 million in 1969
to 12.7 million in 1982 (or by 59 percent) while the proportion in poverty
increased from 12.7 million to 19.9 million (or by 57 percent). Accord­
ingly, to say that poverty has become increasingly urbanized is to note a
remarkable change in the concentration of poor people in the United
States in only slightly more than a decade. During this period poverty
rose among both urban blacks and whites. Specifically, while the
number of poor central-city blacks increased by 74 percent (from 3.1
million in 1969 to 5.4 million in 1982), the number of poor central-city
whites increased by 42 percent (from 4.8 million to 6.8 million). And
while the proportion of central-city blacks in poverty increased by
52 percent (from 24.3 million to 36.9 million), the proportion of poor
central-city whites increased by 49 percent (from 9.7 million to 14.5
million). 40

However, these figures do not reveal some fundamental transforma-
tions in the makeup and characteristics of the urban poverty popula-

tion, transformations that have been the subject of a number of
research studies, including those that detected the beginnings of a
qualitative shift in urban poverty in the mid-I960s.

Urban Poverty and the Structure of the Family

Although the officilt'l. poverty figures show that whites constitute a ma­
jority of the poor population, even in urban areas, as has been shown in
previous chapters, many of the social dislocations related to poverty
(e.g., crime, out-of-wedlock births, female-headed families, and wel­
fare dependency) reflect a sharply uneven distribution by race. This is
most clearly revealed in the studies on the changing relationship be­
tween urban poverty and family structure.

The subject of urban poverty and family structure became a topic of
widespread discussion and debate following the release of Daniel Pa­
trick Moynihan's report on the Negro family. Moynihan argued that
"the Negro community is dividing between a stable middle-class group
that is steadily growing stronger and more successful and an in­
creasingly disorganized and disadvantaged lower-class group." He
stressed that the disintegration of the black family-as seen in the in­
creasing rates of marital dissolution, female-headed homes, out-of­
wedlock births, and welfare dependency among urban blacks-was
one of the central problems plaguing the black lower class. And he
argued that the problems of the lower-class black family, which se­
riously impeded the black movement toward equality, stemmed from
previous patterns of racial oppression that began with slavery and were
sustained by years of discrimination. Moynihan concluded his report
by recommending a shift in the focus of civil rights activities to "bring
the Negro American to full and equal sharing in the responsibilities
and rewards of citizenship" and thereby to increase the "stability and
resources of the Negro American family. "41 Although the report inte­
grated familiar themes,42 it nonetheless drew fire from many outraged
parties. 43 However, aside from some problems in historical account­
ing,44 Moynihan's analysis, as clearly shown in previous chapters,
proved to be prophetic.

Although serious scholarship on these sensitive issues was tem­
porarily curtailed during the aftermath of the controversy over the
Moynihan report, a number of studies have addressed issues that re­
late either directly or indirectly to the report. In the late 1960s and
early 1970s the focus of attention was on family life-style,45 the ques­
tion of a matriarchal subculture among blacks,46 and the effects of ab­
sent fathers on the well-being of offspring. 47 A recurrent theme in this



174 Appendix 175 Urban Poverty: Review of the Literature

literature is that the disorganization of urban black families in poverty
is not a function of any inherent matriarchal tendency, but a rational,
adaptational response to conditions of deprivation. 48

The most recent studies on black female-headed families are largely
unconcerned with questions about black matriarchy or adaptation.
Rather, they give more attention to the strong association between
female-headed families and poverty;49 to the effects of family disor­
ganization on children;50 to demographic and socioeconomic factors
that are correlated with different single-parent statuses-separated,
divorced, and never married;51 to empirical variables (rates of con­
traception, frequency of premarital sex, indexes of deprivation, etc.)
that predict different rates of illegitimacy among different groups;52
and to the connection between the economic status of black men and
the rise in the number of black female-headed families. 53

In short, this collection of studies has shown that female-headed
families are heavily represented in the poverty population, are highly
urbanized, and are disproportionately black; that black female heads
are much less likely to marry if single, or to remarry if divorced or
widowed, and therefore that female-headed families among whites
tend to be of relatively short duration, whereas among blacks they tend
to be prolonged; that teenage pregnancies are strongly associated with
being reared in female-headed families, poverty, and ghetto residence;
that black children are increasingly growing up in families without fa­
thers not only because more black women are getting divorced, sepa­
rated, or are becoming widows, but also because more black women
are not marrying; and that the increasing joblessness of black men is
one of the major reasons black women tend not to be married. This
research strongly suggests that the urban core has spawned a sizable
and growing black underclass of marginally productive and unattached
men and of women and children in female-headed homes. How well
this ~iew is upheld by the recent longitudinal survey research is a sub­
ject to which we now tum.

The Underclass, Intergenerational Transmission of Poverty,
and Persistent Poverty

Although poverty and socioeconomic mobility had been discussed in a
number of earlier studies,54 the problems of intergenerational and per­
sistent poverty did not receive detailed empirical and systematic atten­
tion until it became possible to track the actual experiences of poor
individuals over time with adequate longitudinal data such as that pro-

vided by the Michigan Panel Study ofIncome Dynamics (PSID). Using
data from the PSID for the years 1968 to 1976, Levy examined the
foverty status, receipt of welfare, and labor-market characteristics of
young adults who had been teenagers living at home at the outset of
the survey, but who had formed independent households by the last
year of the survey. Levy found only weak support for the arguments
t~at poverty and welfare dependency were transmitted across genera­
tIons. Only three of every ten young adults reared in poverty homes,
compared to one of ten reared in nonpoverty homes, set up poverty
households on their own; even using the "worst-case" background sit­
uation (being black and reared in a low-income, welfare-supported,
female-headed household), the probability of a young woman forming
her own welfare-dependent household was only about one in three. 55

The issues of intergenerational transmission of poverty and welfare
were also explored, using a fourteen-year segment of the Michigan
PSID, by Hill and Ponza. Drawing from a sample of offspring who
were living with panel families in 1968 but who had formed their own
households by 1981, these authors found "a great deal of income mo­
bility from one generation to the next, even among the poorest house­
holds." Although there is an association between the economic circum­
stances of the parents and those of the children, Hill and Ponza report
that there is only a very limited form of intergenerational transmission
of long-term welfare dependency among whites and none among
blacks, and that "parental attitudes and values had little effect on chil­
dren's later economic outcomes and welfare dependence."56

However, McLanahan, who used ten years ofdata from the PSID to
examine the relationship between family structure and the reproduc­
tion of persistent poverty, reinforced the intergenerational-transmis_
sion-of-poverty thesis by finding that regardless of parents' race
education, or place of residence, children who lived in female-headed
households were significantly more likely to have dropped out of high
school than those who lived in husband-wife households. The major
reason for this relationship was not the long-term absence of a male
role model, but the income differences that exist between female­
headed and married-couple families. 57

Perhaps the most surprising findings from the research based on the
PSID data are those involving the issue of persistent poverty. One
~ssential con~lusionof this work is that a considerably smaller propor­
tIon of Amencans in poverty are persistently poor, year in and year
out, than the poverty statistics imply. For example, using the official
definition of poverty, Coe found only 1 percent and Hill only 3 percent
of the population to be poor throughout the time span (nine and ten
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years, respectively) of their studies;58 Corcoran, Duncan, and Curin
found only 2.2 percent of the population to be poor eight of the ten
years (1968-78) that covered their PSID time span. Moreover, their
findings indicate that although 62 percent of the persistently poor are
black and 61 percent are members of female-headed households, the
proportion of the persistently poor residing in large cities is substan­
tially smaller than the proportion of those living in rural areas or small
towns. 59

If students of poverty question whether or not these findings really
reflect the depths of the problems ofpersistent poverty in urban Amer­
ica, they are provided with powerful ammunition from two PSID stud­
ies by Bane and Ellwood. These authors point out that other studies
using PSID data to determine the length of time that people are in
poverty or on welfare normally observe the poor or welfare recipients
over a fixed time frame-say, eight or ten years-and then ascertain
what proportion was poor or on welfare for a specific period (one, two,
five, or ten years) during this time frame. However, they emphasize
that this approach fails to take account of the fact that some individuals
who appear to have short spells of poverty or welfare dependency are
actually beginning or ending long spells. Thus, describing them as hav­
ing short spells of poverty or welfare dependency can lead both to
underestimations of the average length of their spells and to inaccurate
descriptions of the characteristics of those who are experiencing either
short-term or long-term spells. 60

By estimating the duration ofspells from ten years of PSID data with
a special methodology (that identifies spells of poverty or welfare, cal­
culates exit probabilities by year, and uses these probabilities "to gen­
erate distributions of spell length for new spells, and for completed and
uncompleted spells observed at a point in time"), Bane and Ellwood
found that although most people who become poor at some point in
their lives endure poverty for only one or two years, a substantial sub­
population remains poor for a very long time. Indeed, their findings
indicate that at any given point in time, these long-term poor represent
about 60 percent of the poverty population and are in the midst of a
poverty spell that will last at least eight years. These conclusions are
similar to those reported in their study of "welfare spells." This latter
study reveals that even though most AFDC mothers experience brief
spells of welfare dependency, "the bulk of person-years of AFDC re­
ceipt and the bulk of the AFDC expenditures are accounted for by
women who have spells of eight years or more. "61 These long-term
welfare mothers tend to be nonwhites, unwed, and high school
dropouts.

Thus, despite the optimistic findings that characterize some of the
reports bll\;ed on the PSID data,62 there is still a firm basis for accept­
ing the notion that a ghetto underclass has emerged and embodies the
problems of long-term poverty and welfare dependency. 63

Urban Poverty and Migration

The relationship between migration and the emergence of an urban
underclass has received a good deal of attention in the sociological lit­
erature. One of the major questions discussed is the extent to which
joblessness and related problems, such as rising welfare expenditures,
are associated with in-migration of the poor. 64 Using 1970 census data
to test for migration status, receipt of welfare, and official poverty sta­
tus by family head in six large cities (Chicago, New York, Philadelphia,
Washington, D.C., Los Angeles, and DetrOit), all with at least a half
million blacks, Long provided the first rigorous test of this question.
Contrary to conventional wisdom, black families with nonmigrant
heads had higher welfare participation rates and higher poverty rates
than did families with heads originating in the South. On the other
hand, the opposite, and expected, relationship was found for white
families (Le., families with heads originating in the South fared less
well economically than families with nonmigrant heads). 65

In a second and more elaborate study on this subject, Long and
Heitman utilized measures of income, rather than receipt of welfare
and poverty status, as the main dependent variable, and considered
the effects of education, labor-force participation, occupation, and ex­
tent of unemployment. They found that southern blacks earned more
than northern blacks even after controlling for education. Black south­
ern migrants not only had higher labor-force participation rates, but,
except for the most recent migrants, had lower unemployment rates as
well. The gap between the black migrants and nonmigrants was es­
pecially noticeable among the least educated. Long and Heitman sug­
gested that since the "cost" of dropping out of the labor force is
minimal at the lowest levels of education, northern-born, uneducated
blacks may be more easily induced to pursue other alternatives (e.g.,
welfare) than to work for minimal pay. On the other hand, the southern
black may have a different point of reference-southern wages-and
thus may be more willing to take the dead-end jobs usually available to
the uneducated. White southern migrants at the lowest educational
levels also had higher incomes than comparable northerners. Howev­
er, overall, white migrants earned slightly less than the nonmigrants.66
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Although these two studies have not escaped criticism, the criticisms
have been mainly technical and methodological in nature and the main
finding-blacks migrating north experience greater economic success
in terms of employment rates, earnings, and welfare dependency than
northern-born blacks-has withstood the scrutiny ofcritical reviews.67

Moreover, a study by Ritchey, that analyzes rural-to-urban mi~ration
and poverty, reached compatible conclusions, namely, that urban
poverty and the plight of the cities are the consequences of broader
structural features of our society-the handicap of age, being a female
head of household, or . . . the status ascribed to blacks-and not the
product of rural to urban migration."68

These studies refer to the relationship between poverty and rela­
tively recent migration. Many present-day problems in the ghetto are
partly the result of the heavy black urban migration that occurred
throughout most of the first half of this century. As Lieberson has ap­
propriately pointed out, because substantial black migration to the me­
tropolises continued several decades after the early Asian and new
European migration ceased, urban blacks, their ranks continually re­
plenished with poor migrants, found it much more difficult to follow
the path of both the Asian immigrants and the new Europeans in over­
coming the effects of discrimination. 69 Thus, the issue is not whether
the migrants have contributed to the growth of the urban ghetto, but
whether recent sharp increases in poverty and welfare dependency,
associated with the crystallization of a ghetto underclass, can be tied to
urban migration. The evidence suggests otherwise. Indeed, recent
data amassed by Farley and Allen suggest that black migration to the
largest metropolitan areas has substantially declined. Of the fourteen
metropolitan areas that have been among the top ten in black popula­
tion at one time or another in recent censuS years (1960, 1970, 1980),
only two of those in the North (Newark, New Jersey, and Detroit,
Michigan) gained blacks through migration between 1970 and 1980,
and the gains were proportionately small. The largest gains were expe­
rienced by such "boomtown" metro areas as Houston, Atlanta, Los
Angeles, and Dallas-Fort Worth. Indeed, their tally of the welfare
status of black in-migrants to the North and West reveals that only 8
percent of the pre-1975 black male migrants aged twenty-five to sixty­
four reported any public assistance income for 1979. And as little as 3
percent of the post-1975 migrants (compared with 7 percent among
nonmigrant males) listed public assistance income. 70

On the whole then, this research suggests that the big "urban crisis"
cities such as Chicago, New York, Philadelphia, Cleveland, and De­
troit are now gaining little or no black population via migration. They

appear to be losing more poor through out-migration than they are
receiving through in-migration, and this may be true for blacks as well
as for whites. Moreover, the arriving blacks appear increasingly less
likely to be on public assistance.

If black migration to urban areas is generally on the wane, the "new
immigrant" migration is on the upswing. As Massey has shown, the
new immigrants tend to come from Asia and Latin America, with vir­
tually all the illegal immigration from the latter region. The incidence
of poverty is well known to be highest among the Mexican "illegals."
Whereas the size and distribution of the illegal immigrant population is
not known exactly, it is believed to number between 3 million to 6
million and to follow a pattern of settlement similar to the legal Mex­
ican immigrants. Mostly working-age males, they are generally em­
ployed in agricultural production or, when urbanized, in the "secon­
dary labor market" (small-scale enterprises with low wages, irregular
employment, and little chance for advancement).71 However, recent
research has shown that despite their image as an overly exploited
underclass, "illegals" are increasingly gravitating to urban areas and, in
the process, escaping the employer-exploitation burdens more preva­
lent in agricultural production. 72 The migration process"does not up­
root random individuals into totally unfamiliar contexts," states
Waldinger, "rather migration is a social process that is mediated by
long-standing family, friendship and community ties that facilitate
moving and ease the migrants integration into the new environment. "
In short, legal and illegal immigration from Mexico tends to occur by
way of a "chain" migration largely insuring a process that "operates
swiftly and effectively, often netting the migrants a job shortly after
arrival. "73 Nonetheless, exploitation and poverty can accompany mi­
grants even into urban areas. One report, cited by Waldinger, showed
that around one-third of the 826 employed illegals surveyed in Los
Angeles were underpaid. Moreover, illegals tend to find employment
in the secondary labor market where their prospects for advancement
are slim. 74

The question of urban poverty and the new immigration is also rele­
vant to recent changes in the Asian population. As revealed in data
released by the United States Census Bureau, Asians, who constitute
less than 2 percent of the nation's population were the fastest-growing
American ethnic group in the 1970s. Following the liberalization of the
United States immigration policies, immigrants from Taiwan, China,
and, especially, Hong Kong have poured into urban areas and upset
the social organization of "Chinatowns." Most of these newcomers
speak little English and are at a competitive disadvantage in their quest
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for jobs, housing, and other resources in the broader society. As a
result, poverty and overcrowding, problems even before the new im­
migration, have substantially increased. 75

That poverty is a severe problem in "Chinatowns" is seen in figures
revealing, for example, that recently in San Francisco 27 percent of
Chinatown housing was cited as substandard, compared to 10 percent
in the city at large; in Boston the infant mortality rate in Chinatown is
two-and-one-half times higher than the rate for the city as whole; in
New York 43 percent ofChinatown families reported incomes of under
$4,000 annually in 1969, compared with only 21 percent reported for
the city as a whole. 76 Gang activity has also sharply increased in the
Chinatowns of the large metropolises. 77 Indeed, once homogeneous
and stable, Chinatowns are now suffering from problems that have
plagued inner-city black neighborhoods, such as joblessness, violent
street crimes, gang warfare, school dropouts, and overcrowding. Al­
though there is no systematic research to show the extent to which the
new immigrant contributes to these problems, it would appear to be a
substantial factor. 78 The core area of San Francisco's Chinatown, for
example, by the late 1970s consisted mainly of immigrants and was the
most densely populated area in Chinatown. 79

Urban Poverty and Structural Changes in the Economy

The relationship between migration and urban poverty is ultimately
shaped by the state of the economy. The United States has entered a
postindustrial revolution characterized by a capital-intensive restruc­
turing of the industrial and manufacturing sector and a phenomenal
growth of the service sector. Neither the emerging technical fields nor
the traditional heavy industries are likely to be a major source for new
jobs. Instead, the expansion of the labor market will take place mainly
in the service sector-government, food services, sales, and mainte­
nance. 80 The implications of these changes for urban poverty have not
been the subject of a heavy research agenda. However, there are a few
important studies that relate these changes to the life chances of eco­
nomically disadvantaged groups in urban areas.

John Kasarda, in particular, has shown that poor inner-city minor­
ities have been especially vulnerable to the structural transformation
occurring in urban metropolises-from centers of production and dis­
tribution of physical goods to centers ofadministration, information ex­
change, trade, finance, and government services. This process has

wiped out millions of wholesale, retail, and manufacturing jobs in the
nation's central cities since 1948, a process that has accelerated since
1967. Simultaneously, in urban areas, "postindustrial-society" occupa­
tional positions that usually require levels of education and training
beyond the reach of poor inner-city residents have significantly in­
creased. Shifts in the urban job structure have accompanied changes in
the demographic composition of large central cities from predomi­
nantly European white to predominantly black and Hispanic, resulting
in a decrease in both the total population ofcentral cities and aggregate
person-income levels. 81

The cumulative effect of these economic and population changes, as
Kasarda carefully outlines, has been deeper "ghettoization," solidifica­
tion of high levels of poverty, mounting institutional problems in the
inner city (e. g., poorer municipal services and declining quality ofpub­
lic schools), and an increase in social dislocations (joblessness, crime,
female-headed families, teenage pregnancies, and welfare depen­
dency).82

The ascendancy of service occupations apparently presents only lim­
ite~ opportunities for the inner-city poor. A recent study by Stanback
and Noyelle, identifying "some of the critical dimensions of the change
undergone by metropolitan labor markets during the 1970s," reveals
that despite the growth of jobs in the service sector, the urban labor
market has actually become more polarized-with the poorly paid ser­
vice workers, laborers, and clericals facing increasingly restricted op­
portunities for advancement in the face of "the relative dearth of
'middle-layer'" service jobs and the training and education required
for well-paying professional, managerial, and technical positions. 83

Relating the problems of poverty in the inner city to the broader
issues of American economic organization, a recent government pub­
lication complements several of the points raised by Kasarda. More
specifically, this study indicates that many of the newly "dislocated
workers" (victims of plant shutdowns, technological displacements,
etc.), especially those in the northeastern and north-central industrial
regions, will not be reabsorbed in the industrial sector because of the
modernization of production, import competition, and changes in con­
sumer demand. 84 For example, it is estimated that the spread of mi­
crotechnology alone will result in the loss of 3 million manufacturing
jobs by 1990, and increased automation and import competition are
expected to decrease automobile manufacturing by 200,000 jobs be­
tween 1982 and 1985.85 It takes little imagination to recognize the rele­
vance of these projections for current and future problems of urban
joblessness and poverty.
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Theoretical Issues in Studies of Urban Poverty

During the past two decades social scientists have debated the relative
importance of culture versus environment (or social situation) in ac­
counting for the experiences and behavior of impoverished urban
Americans. The debate was generated in large measure by the work of
the anthropologist Oscar Lewis, who coined the concept culture of
poverty. Relying on participant observation and life-history collec­
tions, Lewis described the culture of poverty as "both an adaptation
and a reaction of the poor to their marginal position in a class-stratified,
highly individuated, capitalistic society. "86 It represents, in other
words, efforts to cope with feelings of despair and hopelessness that
invariably accompany poor people's realization of the overwhelming
odds against their achieving success in terms of the values and goals of
mainstream society. The net result is a series of special adaptations to
existential circumstances, including a sense of resignation and passivity
because of enduring poverty; a present-time orientation because of the
pressures of day-to-day survival; feelings of fatalism and powerlessness
because of separation· from the political process; low aspirations be­
cause of lack ofopportunity; feelings of inferiority because of the larger
society's contempt and aversion for the poor; and creation of female­
headed families because of the inability of poor men to be adequate
breadwinners. 87 Lewis maintained that basic structural changes in so­
ciety may alter some of the cultural characteristics of the poor and that,
if the poor become involved in an active trade-union movement or
become class conscious, "they are no longer part of the culture of pov­
erty although they still may be desperately poor."88 Lewis's concep­
tions were expanded by a number of social scientists,89 and some have
used them to suggest that the poor have to be rehabilitated culturally
before they can advance in society. 90

Critics of the culture-of-poverty thesis, especially the later versions
proffered by conservative theorists, argued that it places blame on the
victim and therefore conceals the social causes of poverty and leads to
social policies that focus on changing the attitudes and behavior of the
poor rather than on reforming the society. These critics tend to believe
that the poor share the aspirations and values of the larger society and
that the so-called pathological consequences of poverty will disappear
when the poor are provided with decent jobs and other resources that
facilitate social mobility.91 As Herbert Gans has observed, "the argu­
ments between those who think that poverty can best be eliminated by
providing jobs and other resources and those who feel that cultural
obstacles and psychological deficiencies must be overcome as well is

ultimately an argument about social change, about the psycholOgical
readiness of people to respond to change, and about the role of culture
in change. "92 In other words, the advocates of resources, those who
advance a situational view ofsocial change (and ofpersonality), feel that
people's behavior and attitudes change when opportunities and situa­
tions available to them change. 93 The proponents of the centrality of
culture, those who advance a cultural view of social change, maintain
that prior values and patterns of behavior determine how people will
react to change, and therefore only changes that are congruent with
one's culture will be adopted. 94 The acrimonious debate over these
issues during the past several years has often resulted in rigid either/or
positions;95 but the truth, as Herbert Gans suggests, probably "lies
somewhere in between."96

Clearly, the poor are not monolithic. Considerable variations among
them suggest that responses to situational changes will vary. The poor
range from those who have only periodic experiences with poverty to
those who have been poor for several generations; from those who are
upwardly mobile to those who are downwardly mobile; from those who
embrace middle-class values to those who share working-class val­
ues.97 We are beginning to gather data on these variations (see the
discussion of the Michigan PSID research above), and sufficient data
exist to demonstrate divergence between behavioral norms and aspira­
tions among the poor. 98 More research is needed on both micro- and
macroprocesses to help explain variations and similarities in responses
to changing situations not only among the poor, but also between seg­
ments of the poor and others in the larger society.

A reasonable hypothesis developed by Gans is that the gap between
behavior norms and aspirations among affiuent people is narrower than
that among poor people. Even if the affiuent fail to fulfill occupational
aspirations, he argues, they are often able to satisfy other aspirations,
such as those for their families. Because the poor have fewer options,
and because they lack the economic resources to fulfill their aspirations,
they are forced to develop behavioral norms that diverge from main­
stream areas oflife, even though they still retain many ofthe aspirations
and values of the affiuent society. For all these reasons, research on the
cultural patterns of the poor should focus on behavioral norms, aspira­
tions, and other values. "The norms must be studied because they
indicate how people react to their present existence," states Gans, "but
limiting the analysis to them can lead to the assumption that behavior
would remain the same under different conditions when there is no
reliable evidence, pro or con, to justify such an assumption."99
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Urban Poverty, Dependency, and Public Policy Research

There is a growing suspicion in many quarters that liberal welfare pol­
icies-especially those associated with the Great Society program
(which extended eligibility for income transfer programs, increased
benefit levels, and created new programs such as food stamps and
Medicaid)-have had adverse effects on the norms and aspirations of
large segments of the urban poor in the sense that they now have little
incentive either to work or to create and maintain stable families and
are therefore increasingly dependent on welfare. 100

These concerns have helped provide the impetus and direction for a
good deal of public policy research on the extent to which public as­
sistance creates work and family disincentives. A number of studies
have attempted to measure the effects of Aid to Families with Depen­
dent Children (AFDC) on the supply of labor; 101 with the exception of
the study by Masters and Garfinkel, 102 all found that AFDC payments
had small but significant negative effects on labor-force participation.
However, Danziger, Haveman, and Plotnick uncovered a variety of
methodological problems that plague this body of research. These in­
cluded "reliance on statutory instead of effective tax rates (Garfinkel
and Orr, Levy), poor or missing measures of unearned non-AFDC in­
come (Garfinkel and Orr, Saks, Williams, Masters and Garfinkel), ne­
glect of administrative andlor local labor market variables (all but
Garfinkel and Orr), and poor measures of the dependent variables
(Barr and Hall). "103

There are also difficulties with the research on welfare and family
disincentives. Before the Seattle-Denver Income Maintenance Experi­
ments (SIME-DIME), most researchers and policymakers believed
that a program of welfare that would support both intact and split fami­
lies would result in fewer marital dissolutions than a program that only
supported split families. 104 However, when early reports on the
SIME-DIME revealed that marital splits were greater in the experi­
mental group (i. e., the group receiving negative income tax payments)
than in the control group,l05 support for extending welfare to intact
families decreased among policymakers. 106 As revealed in the final re­
port of the SIME-DIME, "the NIT increased the proportion of fami­
lies headed by single females. For blacks and whites, the increase was
due to the increase in dissolution; for Chicanos, the increase was due to
the decrease in the marital formation rate. For all three-ethnic groups,
the net effect is increased welfare costs because the proportion of the
population most likely to depend upon welfare rises. "107 Nonetheless,
a careful review of the original SIME-DIME analysis by Cain ques-

tions the validity of the findings because the effects of experimental
training programs were confounded with those of th~ experimental
Negative Income Tax program; the effects on childless couples (who
are ineligible for AFDC) were not distinguished from those of couples
with children; the possibility that the results were biased by the differ­
ent attrition between experimentals and controls was incorrectly ruled
out; and the experiment focused arbitrarily on couples enrolled for five
years and thereby excluded two-thirds of the sample, which were en­
rolled for only three years. 108

Additional research examining the effect of income transfers on in­
tact families in natural urban settings or combined urbani rural settings
offers mixed results. Honig found a significant positive association be­
tween the level ofAFDC payments and rates offemale family headship
for both blacks and whites in forty-four metropolitan areas in 1960, but
by 1970 the relationship had diminished and was significant only for
blacks. loo Ross and Sawhill, using cross-sectional 1970 census data for
forty-one cities, found small but significant effects of AFDC payment
levels (including average food stamp benefits) on the rate of female
family headship for nonwhites, but not for whites. llo In research based
on both urban and rural samples, Minarik and Goldfarb found nonsig­
nificant effects of AFDC payment levels on marital instability. III How­
ever, Hoffman and Holmes found a significant positive effect ofAFDC­
level payments on marital instability.ll2

Thus, despite popular opinion and theoretical assumptions on the
negative impact of public assistance, the studies described above not
only fail to provide definitive conclusions on the general association
between the level of AFDC payments and the rate of female-headed
households, they also yield virtually no information on the extent to
which levels of benefits stimulate marital dissolution, discourge remar­
riage, or deter marriage.

These problems were addressed, however, in a recently completed
landmark study on the effects of AFDC on family structure and living
arrangements. The authors of this study correctly pointed out that pre­
vious nonexperimental studies "included a variety of measured vari­
ables to control for state differences. But generally they did little to
erase any problems caused by unmeasured differences across states
that might be correlated with benefit levels." Using three different
methods based on different data sets (Survey ofIncome and Education,
aggregate national data from the census and Vital Statistics Reports,
aggregate census data by state) to control these unmeasured dif­
ferences and to provide a "check for consistency across method," El­
wood and Bane found that AFDC has virtually no effect on the fertility
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of unmarried black and white women, only a modest effect on separa­
tion and divorce among young married mothers, and a substantial im­
pact on the living arrangements in the sense that it increases the
movement of single mothers from subfamilies to their own indepen­
dent households. In short, "welfare simply does not appear to be the
underlying cause in the dramatic changes in family structure of the past
few decades. "113

The results of Ellwood and Bane's research and the inconsistent
findings ofother studies on the relationship between welfare and fami­
ly structure and on welfare and illegitimate births seriously undermine
claims that changes in welfare policies are at the root of the decreased
proportion of intact families and increased proportion of out-of­
wedlock births.

Finally, the effects of the Reagan budget cuts (the Omnibus Budget
Reconciliation Act of 1981 [OBRA)) on the poor, particularly the work­
ing poor, have been the subject of recent research by Joe, Joe et al.,
and Moscovice and Craig. 114 These studies placed special emphasis on
the effects of the AFDC regulatory changes on working women and
their children. These changes affected the "tax" on earned income and
imposed lower ceilings on the income criteria for AFDC eligibility.
One immediate consequence was a punitive effect for working. But the
more important consequences were the millions ofpartially dependent
families either completely removed from the welfare rolls or made to
sustain severe declines in living standards. For example, Joe estimated
that under the OBRA, average disposable income of working AFDC
families (including net earnings, benefits, and food stamps) for the na­
tion declined from 101 percent of the poverty line to 81 percent. And
average AFDC benefits were reduced from $186 to only $20 month­
ly.llS Thus, as Bawden and Palmer appropriately argue, the rise in
official poverty between 1979 and 1982 is not simply due to mac­
roeconomic conditions (mild recession of 1980, high inflation, then
deep recession), but is also a function of fundamental changes in the
federal government's response to conditions of poverty.l16

Conclusion

There has been an ebb and flow in the study of urban poverty in Amer­
ica. The social reform movement of the early twentieth century,
responding to the dislocations that accompanied rapid industrializa­
tion, prompted a number of descriptive and muckraking studies on
poverty in urban areas. At roughly the same time, sociologists at the

\
University of Chicago conducted a prodigious volume of research on
urban life, including a number of ethnographic studies on poverty that
were far more analytical and systematic than those of the social reform­
ers. By the late 1930s, scholarly research on urban poverty was on the
wane, only to be revived again in the 1960s following the rediscovery of
poverty and the emergence of the Great Society programs.

The subject of urban poverty and the structure of the family has
drawn considerable attention from researchers since the mid-l960s
and has helped raise the level of national interest in the problems of
the inner city and the crystallization of a sizable ghetto underclass.
However, with the emergence oflongitudinal data sets, many assump­
tions about the intergenerational transmission of poverty and per­
sistent poverty in the inner city have been challenged. Likewise,
research on urban poverty and migration has raised questions and gen­
erated new insights on the contribution of the urban migrant to the
current problems of inner-city poverty and social dislocations. And
several recent studies, possibly representing a trend in urban poverty
research, have provided significant insights on the relationship be­
tween poverty in the inner city and the broader problems of American
economic organization.

The study of urban poverty is not blessed with elaborate and defini­
tive theoretical schemes. Nonetheless, a synthesis of the cultural and
situational perspectives reveals a coherent theoretical framework that
relates to a good deal of the substantive research, including recent
public policy research, on the relationship between poverty and wel­
fare dependency. The results of the public policy research are so
mixed, however, that it would be risky to draw policy recommenda­
tions from them. On the other hand, the most recent studies on the
effects of the OBRA on the working poor are clear and consistent: they
reveal the nature of the federal government's dramatic retreat from the
Great Society programs of the 1960s.
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compared to 75 percent or fewer in other regions. Less than 12 percent of
southern black women and less than 11 percent ofnorthern black women of the
same age-group were college graduates.

Western black families had higher incomes than families elsewhere, but
more important, this was true for the female-headed families. For example,
the median family incomes of black families led by women ages twenty-five to
thirty-four and thirty-five to forty-four were $7,543 and $10,596 respectively in
the West (in California, incomes were slightly higher). In the north-eentral
region, the region with the second highest average income among black
female-headed families, the comparable figures were only $6,488 and $9,922.

Poverty rates were unavailable for the age breakdowns most appropriate to
our arguments, but the pattern of lower poverty in the West among black
families headed by women under the age of sixty-five holds nevertheless.
Among such families with heads ages fifteen to twenty-four years, nearly 70
percent of those in the South, more than 70 percent of those in the northern
regions, but only 65 percent of those in the West were poor. Among black
families headed by women under age sixty-five, westerners' poverty rates were
39 percent (only 36 percent in California), compared to 45 percent in the
Northeast, 46 percent in the North Central, and 48 percent in the South.

Black female family heads in California tend to resemble white female heads
more than other black women heading families in their levels of income and
education, as noted above. But even from a purely demographic perspective,
the relative similarity between these groups of women is apparent. Like the
well-established pattern of white female heads (Heather L. Ross and Isabelle
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[Washington, D.C.: Urban Institute, 1975]; and Mary Jo Bane and David T.
Ellwood, "Single Mothers and Their Living Arrangements," working paper
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birth. Not only are black women in California far more prone to divorce than
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en had ever borne children than was the case among never-married women
elsewhere. Never-married black women ages fifteen to forty-four in the West
had borne some 52 children per 100 women, compared to 64 in the South and
Northeast, and 70 in the north-central region.

The California AFDC program has the highest payment guarantee in the
continental United States. (Over 84 percent of western black female-headed
families live in California.) Despite this, only 53 percent ofwestern black fami­
lies headed by women under twenty-five (usually the poorest group) reported
any public assistance income in 1979, while 60 percent of such families in the
northeastern and north-eentral regions reported welfare income.
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