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On June 4, 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson delivered a commencement address at Howard University in which he outlined to a throng of some 5,000 people the most far-reaching civil rights agenda in modern U.S. history. Pointing proudly to recent legislation, notably to the historic act of 1964 that attacked racial segregation and discrimination and to a voting rights bill then moving successfully through Congress, he hailed the freedom these historic measures would guarantee black people in the United States.

But “freedom,” the president insisted, “is not enough.” Federal protections of legal and civil rights were only a first step toward ensuring equal justice for blacks:
You do not wipe away the scars of centuries by saying: Now you are free to go where you want, do as you desire, and choose the leaders you please. You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by chains and liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and then say, “You are free to compete with all the others,” and still justly believe that you have been completely fair.

Thus it is not enough just to open the gates of opportunity. All our citizens must have the ability to walk through those gates.

This is the next and more profound stage of the battle for civil rights. We seek not just freedom but opportunity—not just legal equity but human ability—not just equality as a right and a theory but equality as a fact and as a result.





Johnson then turned to the serious racial problems at hand. After hailing the impressive achievements of middle-class black Americans, he dwelt at length on the social and economic ills—“deep, corrosive, obstinate”—that afflicted what he called “the great majority.” Blacks were still “another nation,” a people damaged by a “cultural tradition” that had been “twisted and battered by endless years of hatred and hopelessness.” “Perhaps most important,” the president emphasized, is the “breakdown of the Negro family structure” that flowed from “centuries of oppression and persecution of the Negro man.” The family, he exclaimed, “is the cornerstone of our society. More than any other force it shapes the attitudes, the hopes, the ambitions, and the values of the child. When the family collapses it is the children that are usually damaged. When it happens on a massive scale the community itself is crippled.”1


What was to be done? Anxious to take charge of the civil rights movement, Johnson called for what in effect was affirmative action, to be secured via large-scale socioeconomic programs. A chief goal of his administration, he promised, was to fight for policies to improve black employment, health care, housing, education, and for “social programs better designed to hold families together.” He closed by saying that he would convene a White House conference in the fall featuring “scholars, and experts, and outstanding Negro leaders—men of both races—and officials of government at every level.” The theme and title of the conference would be “To Fulfill These Rights.”

 



Some reporters who commented on the president’s thirty-minute speech wondered if policymakers could devise the programs—or secure the funds—to wage the massively complex and expensive struggle required to promote equality of results. Johnson’s escalation of the war in Vietnam, they added, threatened to divide the nation and swallow up funding for domestic programs. Conservatives, however, posed the largest obstacles to enactment of Johnson’s goals. Any major governmental effort to combat poverty and the related behavioral ills of black Americans, they believed, would mire Washington in a costly and futile effort to change the culture of “undeserving” people. Then and later, many conservatives would fight hard against ambitious liberal economic programs that claimed to attack the deeply set family problems of lower-class black Americans.

Johnson’s listeners, however, responded jubilantly to his remarks, swarming about him (and alarming Secret Service men) to shake his hand after he finished. Liberals, delighted that he planned to address racial tensions in the North as well as in the South, hailed his egalitarian message. Civil rights leaders, including A. Philip Randolph, head of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, and Whitney Young, head of the National Urban League, telegraphed their congratulations. Martin Luther King Jr. declared, “Never before has a president articulated the depths and dimensions [of the problems] more eloquently and profoundly.” Johnson himself later said—and rightly so—that this was the greatest civil rights speech he had ever given.

There was ample reason for high hopes, because liberalism was cresting at an extraordinarily high tide in early 1965. After winning the presidential election of 1964 with what remains the highest percentage of popular votes (61.1) in modern U.S. history, Johnson understandably believed the people had given him a mandate for change. “Hell,” he had exclaimed, “we’re the richest country in the world, the most powerful. We can do it all!” Lighting the White House Christmas tree in December, he announced, “These are the most hopeful times since Christ was born.”

LBJ’s optimism was infectious at the time. Time magazine, naming him Man of the Year for 1964, predicted in January 1965 that the United States, which was enjoying great prosperity, was “On the Fringe of a Golden Era.” Polls showed that Americans were developing grand expectations about the capacity of government to promote progress. The civil rights movement, though exhibiting signs of division, climbed to the peak of its inspirational power during demonstrations for voting rights in Selma, Alabama. When white authorities reacted with violence in Selma, LBJ gave a prime-time, televised speech to Congress in March that he closed by emphasizing, “And . . . we . . . shall . . . overcome.”

Taking full advantage of these propitious times, LBJ was relentless as well as brilliant in driving Democratic majorities on Capitol Hill toward enactment of his highly ambitious Great Society agenda. By June 1965, Congress had passed the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which for the first time in U.S. history provided substantial federal funding for public schooling. Its key provision, calling for compensatory education, was the core of his broader War on Poverty, which had been set into motion in 1964. Congress was also  well on its way that June toward enacting other liberal landmarks, such as the voting rights bill and Medicare and Medicaid. By October, Congress had approved an enormous bundle of liberal legislation, including long-overdue reform of discriminatory immigration law, additional funding for the War on Poverty, a higher education act, clean air and water acts, establishment of the Department of Housing and Urban Development, and creation of the National Endowment for the Arts and the National Endowment for the Humanities. No Congress in modern U.S. history has been more productive.

 



Neither then nor in later years, however, did the United States come close to securing the egalitarian racial goals Johnson outlined in his speech at Howard. A consequential source of this failure, which had become painfully obvious by late 1965, was clear: the tortuous trail of misunderstandings, misrepresentations, and destructive controversies that followed release that summer of the so-called Moynihan Report. Titled The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, the seventy-eight-page report, which painted a dismal portrait of lower-class black family life in the inner cities, rested in part on research and statistics compiled by the Policy Planning and Research staff of the U.S. Department of Labor. Its author was Daniel Patrick “Pat” Moynihan, a thirty-eight-year-old politician-academic who initiated the research and who completed the report in March 1965—three months before Johnson’s address at Howard—while serving as an assistant secretary of labor.

Moynihan was a liberal, and he aimed his report at top administration officials in the hope that they would thereby understand the most powerful forces—especially unemployment and poverty—devastating many lower-class black families. Unlike the Howard address, which was couched in moral language, the report was cool in tone. It was diagnostic, not prescriptive, and it offered no specific policy recommendations. Still, The Negro Family obviously aimed to start a serious conversation among policymakers and to prod government officials into devising far-reaching socioeconomic reforms. Moynihan, moreover, was a gregarious, ambitious, and persistent fellow who had crafted good connections with influential presidential aides.

He also had a talent for dramatic phrasemaking that caught the eyes of readers. Secretary of Labor W. Willard Wirtz, forwarding a summary of the report to the president in May, described an accompanying Moynihan memo as “nine pages of dynamite about the Negro situation.” Excited White House officials  said to Moynihan, “Pat, I think you’ve got it.” Johnson, apprised of the report, then asked Moynihan to help draft his speech at Howard University. After completing a draft on June 1, Moynihan and presidential speechwriter Richard Goodwin worked into the early morning hours of June 4 to put together a finished version.2


 



This is how the woes of lower-class, inner-city black families, then and later a key concern of Moynihan’s, found a prominent place in Johnson’s widely hailed address about the “next and more profound stage of the battle for civil rights” in the United States.

In his speech, Johnson did not mention Moynihan. Indeed, only a few government officials had then seen the report, which had been written and printed as an in-house document, not as a manifesto for public consumption. Nowhere did it identify the name of its author. The report soon leaked, however, and news stories about it (and its author) began appearing in mid-July, whereupon it became known as the Moynihan Report. The White House then arranged for copies to be printed so that they might be ready for sale in mid-August.

Before the report was released publicly, however, the most fearsome urban violence in U.S. history broke out in the predominantly black area of Watts in Los Angeles. Starting on August 11, it lasted five days before the National Guard restored order. Thirty-four people were killed, and more than 1,000 were injured. It was a disaster for the morally powerful, interracial, nonviolent civil rights movement King and many others had succeeded in shaping into a luminous force for racial justice. Many white Americans, appalled by the rioting, began to reconsider their views of black people—not as cruelly segregated, long-suffering southerners, but as violent, out-of-control ghetto dwellers, many of whom lived in the North. Johnson despaired, “I’m giving them boom times and more good legislation than anyone else did, and what do they do—attack and sneer. Could FDR do better? Could anybody do better? What do they want?”

The Watts Riot, which surprised many civil rights leaders as well as Johnson, led reporters and others to scramble in search of the key sources of black urban unrest. In the process, they rushed to get their hands on copies of the Moynihan Report, which news accounts—hyping its influence within the government—often referred to as secret. As of early September, by which time the report had been released on request, stories about it began to proliferate, and demand  for it exploded.3 Some of these stories correctly connected the report to Johnson’s subsequent speech at Howard, but others (including many that depended upon media accounts, not on the report itself ) concluded inaccurately that it represented the administration’s explanation for the breakdown of order in Los Angeles.

Further misunderstandings and misrepresentations ensued. Although some of these early stories reported correctly that the Moynihan Report pointed to the rise of a black middle class, others insinuated that its author had lumped all black families together, thereby leaving the impression that all were badly damaged. A number of stories also recognized that Moynihan, a committed liberal, had identified white racism and high unemployment rates as the primary sources of the instability of lower-class black families; the causes of their plight, he emphasized, were primarily economic, not cultural, in nature. But many other news stories and commentators zeroed in on boldfaced headlines and passages in his report that painted a devastating portrait of family disorganization. Moynihan dwelt on statistics—the report featured a great many graphs and tables—showing “startling increases in welfare dependency,” “matriarchy,” and “illegitimacy ratios” among blacks. These ratios, he wrote, were eight times higher than among whites. Fond of dramatic language, he wrote that lower-class black families were caught in a “tangle of pathology” that had its roots in North American slavery and that had perhaps “begun to feed on itself.” Passages such as these, framing highly sensitive issues in near-apocalyptic terms, seemed to suggest that deep-seated historical forces had all but irreparably savaged black culture.

As it happened, Moynihan had resigned from government service in July to run in the Democratic primary for the presidency of the City Council of New York. But as of September, his identity as author of the report having been exposed, he was facing increasingly irate criticisms from militant civil rights leaders, many of whom had been shaken by Watts and were beginning to adopt what later became known as Black Power strategies of protest. A number of women, too, resented his not altogether flattering descriptions of black “matriarchy.” Stung by Moynihan’s grim portrait, angry African American spokespeople charged that he had smeared black culture and “blamed the victim.” As Christopher Foreman, a professor of social policy, later lamented, these leaders were in no mood to “hear some Irishman’s embarrassing prattle about ‘Negro family structure,’ however plainly sympathetic and data laden.”  In December, James Farmer, head of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), denounced the report as a “massive cop-out for the white conscience.” He added, “We are sick unto death of being analyzed, mesmerized, bought, sold, and slobbered over, while the same evils that are the ingredients of our oppression go unattended.”4


 



So it was that during the summer and fall of 1965, a pivotal time in modern U.S. political history, the exuberant liberal mood of the spring dissipated. The civil rights movement, which had been so inspiring during the struggles in Selma, was breaking apart. Johnson, shaken by the rioting, was disengaging from his egalitarian call at Howard. And events abroad were absorbing the president’s attention. On June 7, only three days after his speech at Howard, he had received a cable from General William Westmoreland, his commander in Vietnam, calling for massive military escalation. Johnson publicly announced a policy of escalation in late July. Thereafter, there was no turning back. As casualties began to soar, antiwar protests mounted. Polls revealed that Americans were losing faith in their government. Liberalism, so strong in the spring, fell on the defensive, never again in the twentieth century to regain the political power it had enjoyed in early 1965. As Moynihan later pointed out, LBJ’s address at Howard was his “last peacetime speech.”

For these reasons, and to distance himself from the hail of criticism battering  The Negro Family, LBJ downsized his promised White House conference to a planning session that finally took place in November. Deliberately underplaying the importance of sensitive family issues, the session accomplished nothing. And Moynihan, a messenger of inconvenient tidings, remained a very large target of criticism. Then and forever after, in an otherwise successful and visible career as an author, professor at Harvard, high-level official in the Nixon and Ford administrations, and (starting in 1977) four-term Democratic senator from New York, the most celebrated intellectual in U.S. politics had to dodge negative fallout from his report.

 



Later chapters of this book follow Moynihan’s ideological odyssey as he continued to promote public interest in helping solve lower-class black family problems. His thinking culminated in social welfare legislation as well as in eighteen books, many of which offer shrewd and provocative commentary about the relationship between scholarship and public policy, and about the  forces that have helped to revolutionize family life in the United States—and many other industrialized nations—since 1965. Until relatively recently, however, many liberals and civil rights leaders, fearing to be attacked as he had been, continued to avoid talking about many black family issues. As Foreman observed in 1999, “Social policy thinkers and researchers have been making up for considerable lost time as a result.”

But this is not a biography. These pages focus on the efforts by Moynihan and others to cope with the revolutionary developments that have worsened the plight of inner-city black families over the years—and on the countermoves by a variety of groups, mostly conservative in temperament, that have stymied liberal initiatives to better the situation. Indeed, many of Moynihan’s alarms in 1965 were prophetic. Out-of-wedlock black births in the United States, shown by Moynihan to be 23.6 percent of all babies born to black families in 1963, jumped to 72 percent by 2007. Millions of these babies, growing up in female-headed families, have suffered from poverty and a host of social and behavioral ills. Ratios of nonmarital births among whites and Latinos, too, have escalated over the years. In 2007, a record-high 39.7 percent of all babies in the United States were born out of wedlock.

 



On Father’s Day of 2008, Barack Obama, whose father had left his mother, publicly lamented the meteoric rise in the numbers of fatherless black families. He exclaimed, “I know the toll it took on me, not having a father in the house. . . . So I resolved many years ago that it was my obligation to break the cycle—that if I could be anything in life, I would be a good father to my children.” “Too many black fathers,” he declared, “have abandoned their responsibilities, acting like boys instead of men.” Heartened by Obama’s remarks, some reformers now dare to believe that something like the national action of which Moynihan dreamed might someday come to pass.

Effective approaches to dealing with lower-class black family miseries remain elusive, however, in part because of the enduring sensitivity of the issues. Even now, it remains easy to be charged, as Moynihan was, with blaming the victim. Indeed, the Rev. Jesse Jackson accused Obama of “talking down to black people.” Liberal reformers, moreover, continue to struggle for answers that will receive political support. So it is that the trail of misunderstandings remains treacherous. The stubbornness of historically rooted racial antagonisms, the apparently inexorable cultural and economic trends that have altered  sexual behavior and family structure, and the burdens that have continued to afflict the poor—all have conspired to dim the dreams of Moynihan, LBJ, and other advocates of racial “equality as a fact and a result” in the United States. Freedom, as Johnson had recognized at Howard, has not been enough.






CHAPTER 1

The Pluck of the Irish

 



 



 



 




After Daniel Patrick Moynihan became a controversial public figure in 1965, interviewers for major publications wrote a great many stories about his early life and career. The New York Times Sunday Magazine carried five features on him between 1965 and 1979. Time magazine had him on its cover twice during this time. After 1976, many interviewers gushed that he was the only man in American history to have served in cabinet or subcabinet positions in four successive presidential administrations—under Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, and Ford—before winning a seat in the U.S. Senate in 1976.

Although Moynihan did not like to talk much about his youth, he volunteered enough information that the interviewers could put together an inspirational though not always wholly accurate story. In their telling it was a classic tale of a bright and engaging young man who had overcome poverty and family disruption and achieved the American Dream. Recalling his boyhood in Depression-era New York City, Moynihan described the hard times that he, his mother, his younger brother, and his sister had to endure after his father, John, a gambler and alcoholic, abandoned them in 1937. Pat, as he was called, was then ten years old. Hard-pressed, he added, the family moved from tenement to tenement to take advantage of landlords who offered a free first month’s rent. What little money they had came mostly from wages that his mother Margaret earned as a low-paid nurse and as an English teacher at the Woman’s House of Detention in the city, along with (he later said) public  assistance. Trying to help, he set up as a shoeshine boy in Times Square. “We lived in practically every slum neighborhood in Manhattan,” he told the Times  in 1966, “in Hell’s Kitchen, in all the worst parts of the Upper West Side, and even in Harlem.” To a later interviewer he said, “I grew up in Hell’s Kitchen. My father was a drunk. I know what this life is like.”1


According to this version of the story, Moynihan still had to scramble even after the worst stretches abated. Because the family moved about, he attended a number of different schools—Catholic parochial schools in the early grades—before entering Benjamin Franklin High School as a junior, from which he graduated as class valedictorian in 1943 at the age of sixteen. Located on 116th Street in East Harlem, it was a fairly good school that had a heavily Italian American (and, secondarily, black) student body. In addition to shining shoes, at various times in these years he worked as a stock boy at Gimbels Department Store, sold newspapers in a bar, and labored as a stevedore on the Hudson River docks, where—the story went—he heard in 1943 that he might be able to take an entrance exam for the City College of New York (CCNY). The Times reporter in 1966 quoted Moynihan as saying that he walked into the exam with his “longshoreman’s loading hook sticking out of my back pocket. I wasn’t going to be mistaken for any sissy kid.”2


This was a turning point. Pat, as he was called, passed the exam and spent an academic year at CCNY, working part-time on the docks, before enrolling in the Navy’s wartime V-12 officer training program in July 1944. This took him to Middlebury College in Vermont, and then to Tufts University outside of Boston, where he was enrolled in ROTC and received his first degree in 1946, an AB in Naval Science. Commissioned as an ensign, he was assigned in June 1946 to a repair ship in Norfolk, Virginia, and then as a communications and gunnery officer on a ship in the Caribbean. In early 1947, he returned to civilian life, intending to rely upon the GI Bill to resume his studies at Tufts. (In later years, he often cited the GI Bill as an enlightened example of governmental activism.) Some of the time, however, Pat had to assist his mother, who had borrowed money to acquire a lease on a saloon (thereby naming it Moynihan’s Bar) on West 42nd Street in New York City. This was in the Hell’s Kitchen area, a tough, predominantly Irish American neighborhood near Times Square.

Writers who later looked into Moynihan’s early years confirmed much of what was portrayed in the inspirational narratives of his formative years that  appeared in publications like Time and the New York Times. His family did plunge into poverty after his father abandoned them. Indeed, though Moynihan learned that his father had moved to California—and remarried—he never saw him again. It was also true that Pat had shined shoes in Times Square and worked at the docks. More than most prominent public figures in the United States, he had struggled through hard times. Having seen close up the problems of people in families living precariously, he identified with them.

Some of these inspirational accounts, however, have also fashioned an image that Moynihan did not reject of a young man who had arisen, as if a character out of a Horatio Alger novel, entirely out of rags to respectability and fame. The truth is more nuanced.

When Pat was born in March 1927, it was not in the slums of New York City but in Tulsa, Oklahoma, where his father, John, a second-generation Irish American Catholic from Bluffton, Indiana, who had briefly attended Notre Dame, was employed as a newspaper reporter. Six months later, John was hired as an advertising copywriter in Manhattan, and the family lived briefly in Greenwich Village before relocating to various suburban homes in the greater New York City area. Patrick’s mother, Margaret, who had grown up in a middle-class family (her father was a successful attorney in Jeffersonville, Indiana), had received training as a nurse. Pat and his brother Mike had happy early childhood summer stays at their paternal grandfather’s farm in Bluffton. Though his father’s flight pitched him into the dismal world of Manhattan tenements, Pat’s middle-class background had given him memories and aspirations that differed greatly from those of other shoeshine boys—some of them blacks—he encountered in Times Square. Although his father was indeed a drunk, Pat never lived in Hell’s Kitchen as a boy.

The toughest economic times for the family ended in summer 1940, three years after his father had decamped, when Pat’s mother married an older man, Henry Stapelfield, and moved with her children to his fourteen-room house in rural Kitchawan, in Westchester County. The marriage did not last, breaking up in spring 1941—a few months before his mother gave birth to another son, Tommy Stapelfield. Taking Tommy with her, she moved her family yet again, first to stay with a sister in Indiana and then to West 92nd Street, at which point Pat, aged fourteen, started at Benjamin Franklin High. By this time, the Great Depression was finally ending, and New York City began to enjoy a boom. Margaret found a good job as chief nurse in a war production  plant, and moved again, this time to rent a large apartment in a converted mansion in Queens. When the war was over, by which time Pat had joined the navy, she acquired the lease on the bar in Hell’s Kitchen.

Though Pat had to return periodically to New York to help at the bar, he finished his undergraduate coursework at Tufts, and graduated cum laude in June 1948. He then entered the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts, where he received his master’s degree in June 1949. After failing a Foreign Service exam that summer, he started work for a doctorate in international relations at Fletcher in the fall, only to find himself again helping his mother behind the bar for a time in early 1950. Still, he managed to win a Fulbright award to attend the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE) to pursue research for a thesis on the International Labour Organisation (ILO). Money from the GI Bill, which would continue to finance his studies, further ensured that he would manage comfortably in Britain. When his mother sold her interest in the saloon, he was freed at last from his chores behind the bar. After attending a summer session at Harvard, he sailed for England in September 1950.

Because LSE did not require him to take exams, Moynihan had considerable freedom in setting his schedule. He was an omnivorous and retentive reader, moreover, and through his studies and personal contacts he learned a good deal about British and European history, political philosophy, and socioeconomic public policies. In later years, he repeatedly advocated some of these policies, notably family allowances, which served to cushion people (especially mothers and children) against the economic vicissitudes of life.

Moynihan was also a sociable young man who enjoyed convivial and bibulous conversation about all manner of subjects, especially political philosophy and history. He moved gracefully about London, cultivating the social and intellectual companionship of U.S. journalists, Labour Party politicians, and blue-collar union members. Sander Vanocur, an American who later became a well-known television news reporter, was among the many friends and fellow students who joined him at pub-crawling, concerts, and the theater.

Thoroughly enjoying himself, Moynihan picked up some of the mannerisms and speech of the English upper classes—traits he displayed (sometimes, it seemed, deliberately) throughout his long career, and that Tim Russert, who served as a senatorial aide in the late 1970s and early 1980s before becoming a well-known television news reporter, loved to parody. He also developed  a taste for fine cheeses, wines, and well-cut clothing. Later he had a Saville Row tailor fashion some of his clothes.

In no hurry to return to the United States, Moynihan managed to find work as a budget assistant at an American air base near London, and thereby to remain abroad for two more years, during which time he traveled extensively in England and on the European continent. By the time he returned to the United States in September 1953, at age twenty-six, he had virtually remodeled himself into a worldly, confident, and ambitious young man. He had made very little progress on his doctoral dissertation. It was not until 1961 that he finally received his PhD for a thesis titled “The U.S. and the I.L.O. 1889-1934.”

 



Many people who knew Moynihan in the 1950s and early 1960s found him an unusually bright and charming fellow. By then he had become a sturdily built young man who at six feet five inches towered over most people. One interviewer described him as an “amiable, gregarious, drink-loving, skillful-teller-of-funny-stories, Brendan Behan type of Irishman” who “almost always had a smile on his ruddy map-of-County-Kerry-face.” Another journalist wrote that acquaintances regarded him as the “jolliest, humblest, most self-effacing, wittiest, most whimsical fellow they ever met—a bouncing encyclopedia of arcane historical fact, literary reference, and political lore.” There is no doubt that these personal characteristics—as well as a penchant for Olympic-class flattery—helped him acquire a great many friends and admirers who proved useful to him as he navigated the labyrinthine by-ways of academe and politics.

Though it is never easy to draw a straight line connecting youthful experiences to later beliefs, it is possible that the trials of Pat’s early years heightened his sense of vulnerability. The wrenching times he had experienced in New York may also have made him prone to worry that something apocalyptic would render the nation incapable of getting through crises. Moynihan’s writing betrays a fondness for overwrought language, as in his report in 1965, and in his especially anguished predictions of doom during the rise of Black Power and urban rioting in the late 1960s.

Seeking socioeconomic stability, Moynihan devoted a good deal of energy during his career to the strengthening of institutions such as families and communities. Afraid that overambitious government bureaucracies might intrude  on families and neighborhoods (and identifying with ethnic and religious minorities), he was more sympathetic to urban political machines than were many liberal reformers in the postwar years. For similar reasons, his writings frequently warned of the unforeseen consequences that well-meaning but hastily thought-through government policies might cause.

Still, Moynihan was hardly insecure. Although some people who knew him thought he could be thin-skinned, he struck most observers as supremely self-confident, especially when it came to arguing about ideas, which he did with considerable enthusiasm and skill. It was evident, moreover, that Moynihan’s early and varied experiences honed his street smarts: emerging from adolescence with large ambitions, he was always a remarkably energetic, resourceful, and opportunistic man—skilled indeed at the game of politics and at bringing attention to himself. It is equally obvious that living in a fatherless family sharpened his sensitivity to the plight of the poor, especially single mothers and their children.3


His travails as a boy also left him with very mixed feelings about life on welfare. Though he thought that public assistance programs were absolutely necessary, he often complained that the U.S. welfare system was ill designed, poorly funded, and stigmatizing, and argued that it badly needed reform. Interviewed in the 1990s, he described people on welfare as “recipients,” “paupers,” and “failed persons,” not as “clients.”4 Dramatizing his experiences, he explained to an interviewer, “I’ve lived much of my life in a jungle of broken families, watching them tear out each other’s minds, watching them feast on each other’s hearts.”

Moynihan’s reservations about hastily assembled government programs became especially obvious in the mid- and late 1960s when he repeatedly pointed out flaws in Johnson’s highly touted War on Poverty. As an Irish Catholic from polyglot New York City, he was especially mindful of the enduring power of religious, ethnic, and racial identifications; the powerful cultural attachments of people, he believed, must always be considered before reformers jumped in to better their world. And the center must hold. For a time during the turbulent late 1960s and early 1970s, when it appeared to him that political polarization was tearing the country apart, he cast his lot with neoconservatives who lashed out at the ideas and activities of what they called the irresponsible liberal Left.

But Moynihan, like most Irish Catholics of his generation, grew up in Democratic circles. Though he often displayed the mannerisms of an English gentleman, he continued to connect well with people from the blue-collar world, and throughout his later career he insisted on calling himself a Democrat and a liberal. He was an early member of Americans for Democratic Action, a liberal, anticommunist organization that blossomed in the late 1940s, and a supporter of President Truman over the Progressive Henry Wallace during the election of 1948. Though he came to know various socialists and Marxists while at CCNY—and especially while at LSE—he did not share their enthusiasms. Carefully crafted liberal reforms, he thought, could best smooth over the wrinkles of capitalism. He had no sympathy with Americans on the left who criticized the anti-Soviet policies that Britain and the United States fashioned in the early cold war years.

Above all, Moynihan in the 1950s and early 1960s was a staunch liberal in the mold of FDR and Truman. With the optimism of youth, he was a can-do believer in the capacity of government—aided by social science—to design, administer, and (especially) evaluate effective domestic policies. All manner of later experiences in politics were to test this youthful faith.

 



On the voyage home from Britain in 1953, Moynihan met a Democratic Party activist who asked him what he planned to do when he reached the United States. Moynihan replied that he had no idea, whereupon the activist offered to introduce him to the man who was running the mayoral campaign of Robert Wagner Jr. in New York City. Within days of his arrival in the city, Moynihan was working as a volunteer on the campaign. After the election, which Wagner won, Moynihan took a paying job with the International Rescue Committee, a private organization located in the city that tried to help refugees, before jumping again into the political world in late 1954. This was when a friend from the Wagner campaign asked him to work for Averell Harriman, an aristocratic and prestigious former diplomat who was running as a Democrat for the governorship of New York.

This decision was significant to Patrick’s life and useful in many ways. It enabled him to meet a bright and attractive young woman, Elizabeth “Liz” Brennan, who was also working for Harriman. When Harriman won the election, both moved to Albany, the state capital. Within a few months—in May  1955—they were married in a Catholic church in her mother’s hometown of Cohasset, Massachusetts. Moynihan remained on Harriman’s staff for four years, during which he assumed increasingly important duties as a speechwriter and administrator. Between 1956 and 1960, Liz had three children with Pat—Timothy Patrick, Maura Russell, and John McCloskey. Liz was an energetic, politically keen woman who, among many other activities—later she became an authority concerning Mogul architecture and landscaping—deftly managed Moynihan’s senatorial campaigns.

When Harriman lost his race for reelection in 1958—to Republican candidate Nelson Rockefeller—Moynihan was again in need of a job. This time it was Harriman who came to the rescue, commissioning him to write the history of his administration and paying his salary as director of the New York State Government Research Project at Syracuse University. While living with his family there in a large, run-down house on campus, Moynihan also became an assistant professor of government at the Maxwell Graduate School of Citizenship and Public Affairs at the university. He finished his PhD thesis, thereby receiving his doctoral degree in early 1961. Working away at the history of the Harriman administration, he also completed a 500-page typescript. (Harriman, however, appears to have regarded it as insufficiently laudatory, and it was never published.)

During these two years Moynihan first ventured into a wider world that was to engage him off and on for the remainder of his life: writing. His first important essay, “Epidemic on the Highways,” appeared in the Reporter, a liberal magazine, in April 1959. Solidly researched, it criticized the automobile industry for failing to improve the safety of cars, and urged tougher regulation by the government. As it happened, the article appeared nineteen days after a young man named Ralph Nader had published a similar critique of the industry in the Nation. (Admiring Nader’s work, Moynihan later put him on the payroll as a consultant on auto safety at the Labor Department. There, Nader worked feverishly on a manuscript that in late 1965 resulted in publication of his nationally acclaimed indictment of U.S. automakers, Unsafe at Any Speed.)

Encouraged by Irving Kristol, the Reporter’s discerning editor, Moynihan wrote other articles for the magazine—among them a piece on the passion for highway building at a time when U.S. cities needed better mass transit, an essay on the Irish in the political history of New York, and (after he had left Syracuse) an essay on organized crime. Blessed with the ability to type out  first drafts that needed little revision, he also published articles in other magazines. These efforts, like many in later years, revealed his ability to weave broad reading, an investigator’s quest for facts, a reporter’s eye for detail, and a lively prose style into authoritative work.

The essays, moreover, impressed not only Kristol but also Douglass Cater, the Reporter’s Washington, D.C., editor, who was later to serve on President Johnson’s staff as an adviser on domestic policy, and Meg Greenfield, who was then working as a researcher for the magazine and who rose to become editorial page editor for the Washington Post as well as a good friend of the Moynihans. Through Kristol, Moynihan also made contact with sociologist Nathan Glazer, who was writing a book about ethnicity in New York City. Handling by himself four chapters on Jews, Negroes, Puerto Ricans, and Italians, Glazer persuaded Moynihan to contribute what became a chapter (the longest in the book) on the Irish. Moynihan also wrote much of the book’s conclusion, “Beyond the Melting Pot,” completing his work in March 1962, and became coauthor of the book with Glazer. Published in 1963, Beyond the Melting Pot was a widely praised addition to ethnic studies, thereby endowing Moynihan with very useful scholarly credentials.

In their book, Glazer and Moynihan challenged a view of the experiences of ethnic groups that had long been influential: that the descendants of immigrants assimilated fairly quickly into U.S. culture. Having known firsthand the power of ethnic, racial, and religious ties in the city of their youth, Moynihan and Glazer emphasized instead the continuities—of values, faiths, family structure, and the like—that characterized immigrant communities across generations. The chapters also made clear that there was no single immigration experience—ethnic groups, often clinging to Old World traditions, responded in varying ways in the process of becoming American.


Beyond the Melting Pot was not especially flattering to the ethnic groups under consideration. Glazer’s chapter on blacks, for instance, included a four-page section featuring grim statistics about out-of-wedlock pregnancy and female-headed families. Moreover, the book (anticipating a view Moynihan later highlighted in his famous report) stressed the enduring power of ethnic and racial cultures. “The melting pot,” the authors concluded, “did not happen. At least not in New York and mutatis mutandis, in those parts of America which resemble New York.” On the contrary, the authors concluded, “religion and race define the next stage in the evolution of the American peoples.” “The  principal ethnic groups of New York City will be seen maintaining a distinct identity, albeit a changing one, from one generation to the next.”

 



Nothing Moynihan undertook at Syracuse—or in his writing—did more to change his life than the election of John F. Kennedy to the presidency in 1960. Although Moynihan was not a Kennedy insider, he had been chosen as an alternate delegate from New York to the Democratic Party’s national convention in Los Angeles. Later in 1960, he gave some speeches on JFK’s behalf, and he eagerly hoped that a Democrat and a Catholic might reach the White House. At the time, however, he was also trying to finish his thesis and the book on the Harriman administration, and it appears that he met the candidate only briefly in a hotel lobby.

But Pat (like Liz) was ready to move on from Syracuse and to serve the New Frontiersmen in Washington, and he searched eagerly for a post. Though early explorations were fruitless, a word from his old friend Sandy Vanocur enabled him to strike gold. Kennedy’s choice for secretary of the Labor Department, Arthur Goldberg, asked Vanocur, who was then with NBC in Washington, for suggestions of people who might serve in his department. Vanocur, who knew that Moynihan’s thesis concerned the International Labour Organisation, arranged a meeting between Moynihan and Goldberg’s undersecretary, W. Willard Wirtz. The meeting went well, and Wirtz asked Moynihan to join the department as a special assistant to the secretary.5


So it was, as often during Moynihan’s career, that an admiring and well-placed friend helped the enterprising young Democrat move onward and upward in life. In July 1961, he moved his family to the capital and started work.  Time later wrote that at the age of thirty-four he was the youngest subcabinet official in Washington. As a statement, that was a little overblown—Moynihan was an obscure low-level appointee. But in an administration that attracted a host of youthful intellectuals and reformers, that was still saying a good deal.

 



For most of the next four years, Moynihan was very happy in Washington. Settling after a while in a farmhouse on the expansive estate of Joseph Davies in the northwest part of the city, he and Liz enjoyed a lively social life that included a circle of political figures, writers, and journalists, among them Meg Greenfield, Mary McGrory, a reporter for the Washington Post, and the Vanocurs, who lived nearby. His salary, rising to $20,000 a year following a  promotion to assistant secretary in early 1963, enabled him to feel financially secure for the first time in his life, and in 1965 to buy a 200-acre working farm with a pond in Pindars Corners, some eighty miles west of Albany. For most of the rest of his life this was a summer refuge where he could get away and write—banging away on a Corona typewriter in an abandoned, sunlit school-house a little way uphill from the house.

His work at the Labor Department was a little less satisfying at times. Though Democrats controlled Congress, a loose but effective bipartisan coalition of conservatives blocked most of the administration’s modest domestic initiatives. President Kennedy, moreover, was far more interested in foreign affairs than in matters closer to home. Still, Pat deeply admired JFK. When he heard of Kennedy’s assassination, he barged out of his office to speak before the TV cameras. In what became a widely shown television spot, he said, “I guess there’s no point in being Irish if you don’t know the world will break your heart some day.” Mary McGrory later phoned him, observing, “We’ll never laugh again.” “No, Mary,” he replied. “We’ll laugh again, but we’ll never be young again.”

Staying on at the Labor Department during the Johnson administration, Moynihan continued to be an enterprising, can-do appointee. His broad interests included traffic safety, unemployment, federal aid to education, crime, food costs, and minimum wage coverage. From the beginning of his tenure, he took it upon himself to become involved in architectural reform, especially the promotion of well-designed, attractive public buildings and their environs. He urged especially upgrading the area around and along Pennsylvania Avenue, which was then a drab and run-down street. In early 1965, when Johnson named him to a temporary commission on Pennsylvania Avenue, efforts to improve the area began to intensify, and Moynihan, who remained deeply concerned with architectural matters for the rest of his life (living in an apartment overlooking Pennsylvania Avenue during his last ten years as senator), could take considerable credit for the redevelopment of the area.6


In September 1962, the Senate confirmed Labor Secretary Goldberg as Kennedy’s nominee for a position on the Supreme Court, whereupon Wirtz ascended to the top spot at the Department of Labor. Shortly thereafter, in early 1963, Moynihan acquired a more impressive title, assistant secretary of labor for policy planning and research. Wirtz assigned him few administrative chores, thereby affording him considerable freedom to think broadly about  domestic issues, to take advantage of the skilled civil servants on his four- to five-person staff and at the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and to produce reports on public concerns that attracted his interest. Nicholas Lemann, a journalist who later wrote about Moynihan’s work in those years, remarked without exaggeration that he used this freedom creatively, “practically inventing the role of the social welfare intellectual in government.” Moynihan’s “extraordinary radar,” Lemann added, enabled him to pick things out of government reports and scholarly journals and “to dramatize his findings in a way that would get the attention of high government officials.”7


In the summer of 1963, Moynihan chanced upon an announcement by Lewis Hershey, director of the Selective Service System. It stated that large numbers of the young men called up for the military draft had failed the mental test, physical test, or both. Already concerned, as were others in the Labor Department, about unemployment, Moynihan pressed to investigate this situation. Responding in late September, President Kennedy established the Task Force on Manpower Conservation, and Moynihan, taking charge of it, set to work. After naming Paul Barton, a trusted member of his staff, to lead the research, Moynihan drove the group to produce a report. “He worked me to death,” Barton observed later.8


Within three months Moynihan and the staff had completed their work, and their statistically laden report of thirty-five pages (along with fifty-one pages of appendices) was released on New Year’s Day of 1964. Moynihan, knowing his history, titled it One-Third of a Nation, thereby echoing the phrase FDR had made famous in 1937 in his second inaugural address: “I see one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.” The department’s report emphasized that one-third of all young men then turning eighteen would be rejected if they were examined for induction into the armed services. Of those men who failed, about one-half would be rejected for medical reasons. The others would fail through inability to qualify on the mental test, which meant that they had acquired no more than the equivalent of a seventh-grade education. The report predicted that men flunking the tests, especially those who suffered from educational disadvantages, would likely fall into a “lifetime of recurrent unemployment unless their skills are sufficiently upgraded.” Among the report’s recommendations, set in motion by presidential order and carried out in 1964 and 1965, was one that called for the Department of Defense and  the Selective Service System to examine all men on their eighteenth birthday to enable officials to spot their problems.9


Moynihan’s politically resonant title (along with his talent for getting friendly journalists to write about his work) helped One-Third of a Nation receive a fair amount of public attention. Though his findings did not surprise experts—large percentages of young men in the United States had always failed such tests—the hard-hitting report was nonetheless distressing to people who read it. Moreover, its considerable array of statistics made clear that family problems accounted for many of the recent failures. About half of the young men who were failing the mental tests, the report noted, came from families with six or more children, almost a third from families broken by divorce or separation, and a fifth from families that had been on public assistance within the previous five years. According to the report, a “major proportion” of the young men who failed the mental test “are the products of poverty. They have inherited their situation from their parents, and unless the cycle is broken, they will almost certainly transmit it to their families.”

Moynihan persisted in drawing attention to these problems, dashing off memoranda to Wirtz and others over the next year and a half. Many of these focused on the special problems of blacks—some 56 percent flunked the mental exam in 1964. Writing White House aide and close friend Harry McPherson in July 1965 (his last memo as a Labor Department official), Pat argued—not for the first time—that government should “quietly adjust” the mental test so as “to compensate for the general difficulty of Negroes (and Southerners generally) to handle such questions.” It should also start a “hard, steady Manpower Development Training Program and Job Corps program to qualify men for the Armed Forces.” He emphasized, “The single most important and dramatic instance of the exclusion of Negro Americans from employment opportunities is that of the Armed Forces.” If blacks were able to enter the services in proportion to their share of population (11.8 percent), he added, 100,000 fewer would be unemployed. “Above all things the down-and-out Negro boy needs to be inducted into the male American society.”10


 



Chief among Moynihan’s duties in early 1964 was the question of what to do about poverty. In late 1963, Kennedy had decided to tackle the issue, which the government had largely ignored since the Great Depression. Though the  economy was improving by 1964, poverty as measured in official statistics still remained serious, afflicting 18 percent of the population, roughly 33 million people. Before Kennedy had a chance to develop legislation, however, he was assassinated. LBJ, who had headed the Texas branch of the New Deal’s National Youth Administration (NYA), which provided job and education programs for young people, jumped at the chance to carry forth Kennedy’s initiative. In his state of the union address in January 1964, Johnson declared his goal of fighting a war on poverty. Moynihan then became a key Labor Department representative in a multidepartmental effort that plunged into round-the-clock meetings to launch the war.

Though LBJ did not draw up a blueprint, he had strong preferences. Like FDR, who had declared that “continued dependence upon relief induces a spiritual and moral disintegration fundamentally destructive to the human spirit,” LBJ did not wish to expand the dole, much less to rely on the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program, the nation’s chief source of public assistance to women and children in poverty. Instead, LBJ aimed to help people, especially young people, help themselves, so that they might leave the welfare rolls. The War on Poverty, he thought, should be a hand up, not a handout. It should open doors to opportunity, not establish governmentally guaranteed floors under income.

As Moynihan worked on plans for the War on Poverty, he was excited by the chance to put into practice his faith in the capacity of expert social scientists to fashion public policy. As he was to point out in his essay “The Professionalization of Reform,” published as the lead article of the first issue of The Public Interest in the fall of 1965, government funding of social science research in 1964 was small, at around $500 to $600 million per year—only 10 percent or so of the money available for research in the biological and physical sciences. Exhibiting his fondness for sweeping observations about social change, Moynihan went on to emphasize that the “professionalization of the middle classes,” the “exponential growth of knowledge,” and the “econometric revolution” that had led to the growth of Keynesian economic thinking offered all manner of possibilities for the expansion of expertise in governmental planning. The economic policies of the Kennedy administration, he wrote, represented “perhaps the most impressive demonstration of the capacity of organized intelligence to forecast and direct events that has yet occurred in American government of the present era.”11


Moynihan shared Johnson’s ambivalence about AFDC. It was indeed a poorly funded, politically embattled program that fell far short of covering all needy mothers and their children, and that in most states provided aid only to impoverished female-headed families—many of them black. A great many low-income two-parent families, no matter their extent of need, were ineligible for the assistance. For this reason, Moynihan and others wondered if the program, in effect penalizing marriage, offered perverse incentives. In a speech in February, he asserted that welfare “rotted the poor.”

At this time, Moynihan did not press for governmentally guaranteed programs of income maintenance for people living in poverty. Approaches such as these were widely discussed only later, especially during the early years of the Nixon administration.12 Instead, influenced by European-style social planning and Catholic social welfare philosophy (which placed family well-being at the core of the good society), he favored enactment of family allowances that would be given to all families with children.13 Such a system could operate without means tests, without stigma to recipients, and without cumbersome bureaucratic management. As he recognized, however, a reasonably generous family allowance system would be an extraordinarily expensive proposition. Conservatives were especially cool toward the idea, which they said (citing the goal of such programs in some European countries) would invite poor people to have more children. Washington’s antipoverty warriors in 1964 scarcely considered the idea.

Moynihan looked, therefore, for other ways of sustaining male heads of poor families. This could not be achieved, he insisted, via job training or education programs alone, which were aimed mainly at young people. The key, he believed, was large-scale provision of public jobs. “The only way out of poverty for a man is employment,” he declared in February 1964. Again and again in late 1964 and early 1965 he whipped off memoranda to Wirtz and others proposing ways in which the government might help black men—not only by opening up military service but also by reestablishing twice-a-day mail delivery. This would add many thousands of postal jobs—civil service work that many black men might be expected to get.14


Moynihan believed that other programs must also be aimed at providing work for blacks, whose joblessness was unique. In 1964, their unemployment rate (9.6 percent) was more than twice the rate for whites (4.5 percent). Many black men, discouraged, had dropped out of the labor force entirely.  His solution—relatively bold for the time—was to urge the administration to confront the need for “unequal treatment for the Negro.” Writing Wirtz in April 1964, he stated, “We cannot avoid it.” Prominent black leaders such as Martin Luther King Jr. and National Urban League executive director Whitney Young, he pointed out, were already demanding such an approach. “The Negroes,” he added, “are asking for unequal treatment. More seriously, it may be that without unequal treatment in the immediate future there is no way for them to achieve anything like equal status in the long run.” Moynihan expected Johnson to balk at what in fact was a call for affirmative action to benefit blacks. But he pressed on. “Obviously,” he observed, “this is filled with political peril, but I suspect we may have to face it anyway.”15


While he was advocating these advanced ideas in Washington, Moynihan also took time to urge them upon scholars attending a conference in Boston in May 1964 concerned with black Americans. Sponsored by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, it attracted many of the nation’s preeminent social scientists. They included sociologists Daniel Bell, Talcott Parsons, and Robert Merton, anthropologist Clifford Geertz, and psychiatrist Erik Erikson. Moynihan advised the scholars, “If you were ever to have anything like an equal Negro community, you are for the next thirty years going to have to give them unequal treatment. I think the possibilities of thus legitimizing such treatment might have some relevance to public policy right now.” He stressed the issue of jobs. “The biggest question,” he asked, “is will the Negro community itself get pulled apart by the problem of employment? It would seem to us to be absolutely devastating, and they are not Negro problems, but their differential effect on the Negro is potentially disastrous.”

The needs of black families, Moynihan told the conferees, were especially large. “The problem of the Negro family,” he warned the scholars, “is practically the property of the American government. I mean we spend most of our money on this, in health, in welfare, and on employment, and yet we know nothing about it, or not much about it, and one of the reasons is that we are not supposed to know anything about it.”

Referring to statistics concerning Harlem, Moynihan underscored the sensitivity of such matters:
It’s none of your business that 40 percent of the kids are illegitimate and don’t, for heaven’s sake, try to get it published, you can’t. And if it is getting worse, that’s even less of your business. All you’re expected  to do is keep on supplying welfare, and if we could, for heaven’s sake, find something besides the inheritance from slavery, which sort of leaves you there—that’s it, that’s it—but if there is something that is new, if it’s getting worse because of reasons that are new, then there is a possibility of public policy reacting to it.16






In early May, he sent Wirtz yet another memo, alerting him to “the major and sometimes wrenching changes in our way of doing things that will be required if we are going to bring them [blacks] in as full-fledged members of the larger community.” He worried that the War on Poverty would simply “pension the Negroes off ” through welfare: “Nothing would be more terrible, if it should come to pass. We will have created an entire subculture of dependency, alienation, and despair. We have already done as much to whole sections of Appalachia, as I understand it, as also to the Indian reservations. It is in truth the way that we cope with this kind of problem. As against giving the men proper jobs and a respectable place in their community and family.”

Wirtz, a strong liberal, needed no persuading from Moynihan concerning the need for large-scale employment programs. He, too, hectored the administration, suggesting that funds for a jobs initiative could be found by raising cigarette taxes. But Johnson, recalling that opponents during the 1930s had branded government job programs as wasteful make-work, recognized also that promising initiatives of that sort would likely cost billions of dollars. Refusing to consider tax increases, he was deaf to the pleas from the Labor Department. As early as March, the planners, headed by Kennedy brother-in-law Sargent Shriver, emerged with a bundle of hastily assembled ideas that Johnson sent on to Capitol Hill. Congress then struggled to fashion them into a law that LBJ signed in August. A new bureaucracy, the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO), would coordinate the war.
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