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A NOTE ON PRESENTATION


THIS BOOK tries to do two things that are not quite mutually exclusive, but almost. It draws upon a varied and sometimes technical body of social science data; and it addresses a general audience. How does one be fair to the data (which often entail complications and ambiguities) and still present the material in a way that an intelligent but not obsessive reader can be asked to follow? This tension has shaped the presentation in important ways.


Part of the solution has been to write what amounts to a subtext in the notes for the chapters in parts II and III. The reader who so wishes may read the book from beginning to end without once referring to the notes and (I trust) come away with an accurate understanding of the argument and the evidence. But every so often the reader is also likely to stop short and want to take a closer look. The notes, some of which amount to small essays, have been written for such occasions.


Another part of the solution has been to rely heavily on basic trendline data—graphs of what happened, using widely understood and accepted measures, from 1950 to 1980. Often such data need to be supplemented with more specialized analyses; occasionally, the trendline by itself will be misleading. But the most straightforward data are generally also the best ones for beginning to understand what happened.


Finally, I have added an appendix that includes much of the raw data. It is intended for readers who want to examine the trends from other perspectives or who want to apply these fundamental indicators to other questions.












PREFACE


LOSING GROUND grew out of sixteen years of watching people who run social programs, and my first debt is to them. Whether they have been counseling inner-city students in Atlanta, trying to keep Chicago delinquents out of jail, or teaching prenatal care to Thai villagers, they have shared an uncommon energy and dedication. Over the years, however, I was struck by two things. First, the people who were doing the helping did not succeed nearly as often as they deserved to. Why, when their help was so obviously needed and competently provided, was it so often futile? In the instances when the help succeeded, what were the conditions that permitted success? Second, the relationship between the ways people were to be helped and the quality of their lives became increasingly confused. Clearly, certain minimums of physical well-being were critical. But once those had been met, it was just as clear that, among the many things that produce satisfaction, dignity, and happiness, few were purely economic. How did the goods that social programs dispense fit in with the noneconomic assets? Two and a half years ago, I set out to pursue these lines of inquiry more systematically.




Some months later, Joan Kennedy Taylor of the Manhattan Institute saw the potential for a book in a monograph I had written. She shepherded the work (and me) through to the end. William Hammett, president of the Manhattan Institute, took a chance and decided to use the foundation’s resources to underwrite the effort. Without them, the book would not have been written.




I relied principally on the collections at the Library of Congress and the Bureau of the Census. The people who helped at both places are too numerous to list individually. At the Bureau of the Census, special thanks go to Bruce Chapman, then director, who took a heartening interest throughout the work. My thanks also go to Gordon Green of the Population Division and Carol Fendler of the Poverty Statistics Section, whose expertise made my job much easier. At the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Ken Candell oversaw the special computer runs I needed. At the Office of Family Assistance, Ken Lee, Laurence Love, Michael deMaar, Howard Rolston, and Jo Anne Ross patiently led me through the complicated history of the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program. Many others whose names I do not know in the libraries of the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the National Institute of Education, the National Institute of Justice, and the National Center for Health Statistics took time to answer my questions and look up elusive documents. The custodians of the federal data bases are extraordinarily ready to go out of their way to help the anonymous researcher, and I am grateful to them all.




Donald A. Cook, who was involved in the earliest planning for the War on Poverty, provided an extremely helpful commentary on my account of that period. Robert Krug and Norman Gold, longtime colleagues and veterans of the Office of Economic Opportunity, brought their experience to bear on the discussions of the job training and educational innovations of the reform period and thereafter. Others who read parts or all of the manuscript and provided invaluable criticisms were Paul Schwarz, mentor and friend for many years at the American Institutes for Research; Irving Kristol, whose encouragement came at just the right moment; and Michael Horowitz, of the Office of Management and Budget, who sees a common purpose in his civil rights work in Mississippi in the 1960s and in his efforts to cut social programs in the 1980s.




In an earlier phase of the work that led to the book, Burton Pines of the Heritage Foundation first gave me the chance to concentrate my thinking on why it is that we could have spent so much money and have bought so little. Sheldon Danziger at the Institute for Research on Poverty was always ready to talk over my questions and provide me with materials from the Institute’s ongoing work. At Basic Books, Martin Kessler understood exactly what I was trying to accomplish and reminded me of it when necessary, and Nina Gunzenhauser was a meticulous, occasionally inspiring, copy editor. Together, they have improved the book immeasurably.




Losing Ground contains some contentious interpretations of recent history. Few of the people I have named share all of them; some of them share virtually none. It should be clear that neither the interpretations nor any factual errors that may remain are their fault. This is especially true of my most thoughtful critic, and dearest one, Catherine Cox. We knew from the beginning that she was unlikely to agree with every conclusion. But it has been essential that she approve of their spirit.




CHARLES MURRAY
Washington, D.C.
15 February 1984
















Introduction

to the 2015 Edition


YOU HOLD IN YOUR HANDS a book that was written during Ronald

Reagan’s first term in office. The question naturally arises: Why? Thirty years

have elapsed since it was published—thirty years of additional technical analyses

of all the issues that Losing Ground discusses and thirty years that have

made the United States a radically different place than it was in 1984. What

could Losing Ground still have to offer?




In my own view, undoubtedly biased, the best reason for reading this book

is its exploration of a problem that surfaced with the earliest attempts to use

government to help people in need: How does government help without also

doing harm? English thinkers worried about it from the time the Poor Laws

were first put in place in the sixteenth century: How can the penalty for not

working be lightened for those who are unable to work, without producing

more people who decide not to work?




Perverse incentives attend almost any effort to help. Most people recoil

from policies that would incarcerate a fourteen-year-old boy who has been

caught burglarizing a house, fearing that incarceration will do more harm than

good. But not punishing the burglar is problematic too. It is in the nature of

adolescent males to be less than fully mature in their appraisal of long-term

consequences. In the short term, burgling seems fun and profitable. How are

we to be more understanding toward the young burglar without creating more

young burglars? Similar problems bedevil changes in school discipline, the

enforcement of drug laws, and assistance for unmarried mothers. For that matter,

we need not limit the problem to government programs. The process of

raising children forces every parent to assess the same difficult tradeoffs.




For me, the most difficult moral issue is how to deal with culpability. In the

1960s and 1970s, “blaming the victim” became a catchall indictment of any

policy analysis daring to say that members of a disadvantaged group were

behaving in self-destructive ways. You still encounter the phrase today. It has

always been an intellectually lazy way to avoid tough issues, but it does have

truth to it. Go back to my young burglar. Suppose he has grown up with a

single mother in an impoverished inner-city neighborhood. His role model as

he grew up could not be his father, so it was the most charismatic adolescent

male in his neighborhood—the worst of all possible role models. He is failing

in school and has no prospects for getting a good job. According to our

usual understanding of moral agency, he is not fully to blame for burglarizing

the home. And yet one of the worst possible things we can do is to tell him

that. Chapter 14, “The Destruction of Status Rewards,” is a long meditation

on this issue, and one that I think is as relevant now as it was in 1984. More

broadly, parts III and IV of Losing Ground are not time sensitive. They raise

fundamental questions that need to be asked of social policy today and too

often are not.




Reading Losing Ground in the second decade of the twenty-first century has

another value: it gives you a window onto a pivotal era in American life written

by someone who came of age during it. I was twenty years old when John

F. Kennedy was shot in Dallas (I still have a recording of my voice announcing

his assassination on Harvard’s student radio station). I wasn’t around

for the student movements of the 1960s—I was working in villages in rural

Thailand—but I returned to the United States as the social policies introduced

during the Johnson years were being implemented on a large scale. I spent

most of the 1970s as an evaluator of social programs, seeing at firsthand how

social policies to help the poor worked in practice.




Being a participant in events doesn’t necessarily make you a better judge of

them, but it does let you know what things looked and felt like on the ground.

That fourteen-year-old incarcerated for burglary? I wrote those lines recalling

a boy about that age whom I met while evaluating a program to deinstitutionalize

chronic juvenile offenders in Chicago. He had finally been sent to a custodial

facility after twenty-six arrests. He was indignant. The actual offense

for which he was sentenced was, as I recall, a fairly minor theft. “Why did

they send me here for that?” he complained. “They’d picked me up for lots

worse than that.” To him, the system looked irrational and unjust. I could base

the discussions of incentives in part III on real people who were experiencing

those incentives at that moment in American history, just as I knew at firsthand

what a chaotic inner-city classroom sounded like and looked like when I

wrote about changes in the way schools were run.




The value of having been around at the time also shows up in part I, when

I describe the logic and ethos of the people who were involved in shaping the

Great Society agenda. I returned from Thailand to attend graduate school at

M.I.T. in 1970, when the optimism of the early years had faded. Several of the

faculty at M.I.T. and nearby Harvard had been key players in social reforms,

and many of my texts and classroom discussions resembled after-action debriefings

on what had gone wrong.




For someone born in the decades since then, it is hard to realize the degree

to which planners of the Great Society were starting from scratch. Americans

had been trying to administer to the human needs of their fellow citizens

from the nation’s founding, but it had been done by relatives helping relatives,

neighbors helping neighbors, and voluntary organization (mostly religious)

working in slums, workhouses, or prisons. Using the government to do similar

kinds of good on a wholesale basis seemed so obviously simple in 1964. The

concerns of earlier generations about perverse incentives were brushed aside.

The Civilian Conservation Corps had worked during the New Deal, right?

The programs of the Great Society would be the same kinds of things, only

bigger and better.




The reaction when the programs didn’t work was bewilderment and confusion:

Why weren’t people responding to these wonderful opportunities the

way they were supposed to? I hope my narrative conveys how little social policy

planners understood what they were up against. They had a limited body

of historical examples of government social programs to draw upon, assumptions

about the nature of poverty and disadvantage that were compassionate

but empirically dubious, and unbounded confidence about their intellectual

and managerial ability to fashion good policy. Here is just one indicator of

how naive everyone was: Today, it has long since been conventional wisdom

that government social programs have unintended outcomes. When Lyndon

Johnson took office, nobody appears to have given that possibility a thought.

A search for “unintended outcomes” on Google’s Ngram shows the phrase

first appearing in the last half of the 1960s—and its use soaring thereafter.




I have given you some reasons for reading Losing Ground thirty years after

it appeared. But the reason you even know about the book is because of the

controversy it triggered when it was published and the role it has played in the

social policy debate since then.




Losing Ground was published in September 1984. By October, the book

was beginning to be talked about in print. By December, it was being treated

as a phenomenon. In February of the new year, a well-known columnist at

the time, Meg Greenfield, made me into a verb in Newsweek. Every time she went to a dinner party, she wrote, people were Charles Murrayed if they tried

to suggest that social programs had a useful role to play.




About this time, a mythology about Losing Ground began to overshadow

the book itself, and it was no longer necessary to read the book before talking

about it. All you had to know, according to the mythology, was that Murray

said (1) the Great Society was a failure, (2) social programs only make

problems worse, and (3) the welfare system ought to be scrapped. The other

part of the mythology was that Losing Ground had become “the bible of the

Reagan administration,” as the New York Times’s Leonard Silk put it. Then a

dark mythology began to be spread as well: Murray had written the book to

order at the behest of right-wing interests. It had been promoted with a slick

public relations campaign. Murray had fudged the numbers and ignored data

he didn’t like. I was a Social Darwinist, John Kenneth Galbraith said. A New

York Review of Books cartoon had me in top hat and tails, grinning fiendishly,

the silent movie villain who no doubt had just foreclosed on the widow and

her children.




None of the mythology was true—not even the good parts, unfortunately.

The untold story about Losing Ground is that it was not popular within the

Reagan administration, nor did it have any direct impact on policy. When a reporter

for the Wall Street Journal tried to write a story about Losing Ground’s

influence on the White House and asked me for names of people she could

interview, I had to tell her that, to my knowledge, no one in a senior position in

the administration had read Losing Ground. She called back a few weeks later

to tell me that she had spent a lot of time asking around, and that I was right.




What no one had noticed in all the furor was that Losing Ground was not a

book congenial to the people who ran the Reagan White House in the second

term. The book did not say that the problem with welfare was welfare cheats.

It did not say that the problem of the underclass could be solved with minor

reforms and a growing economy. If the Reagan administration had taken the

message of Losing Ground seriously, it would have been obliged to confront

messy, politically costly issues that the White House wanted to sidestep. The

funniest example of this occurred when the administration came close to offering

me a senior position in the Department of Health and Human Services

that I didn’t want but felt obligated to accept. I am told that the then secretary

of HHS was given a copy of Losing Ground, dipped into it, and promptly

scotched my appointment—I was far too radical.




All in all, Losing Ground did not have the hallmarks of a big book. It got

a lukewarm-to-critical reception from the mainstream press, was subjected

to savage attack from the left, sold only about 30,000 copies in its hardback

version, and was largely ignored by the most conservative presidential administration in decades. And yet Losing Ground, by common consent of

observers from left and right, had an enormous impact on the social policy

debate. Many have argued that it changed the terms of that debate. Why and

how? I am probably the worst person to ask, for my perceptions of the reaction

to Losing Ground are skewed in many ways. But here are my best guesses:




Part of Losing Ground’s effect came from its tone. I had been working for

years with people who ran social programs at street level, and knew the overwhelming

majority of them to be good people trying hard to help. The first acknowledgment

in the preface was to them. When I then wrote in the prologue

that the most troubling aspect of social policy was “not how much it costs,

but what it has bought,” I meant it, and most readers who came to the book as

liberals saw that I did. There is no glee in Losing Ground’s criticism of social

programs, and this made it easier for many readers from left of center to follow

my argument.




Losing Ground also liberated people to the right of center. In my experience,

principled conservatives tend to be compassionate and generous in their

personal lives. Losing Ground gave them intellectual permission to acknowledge

those qualities when talking about social policy. One can be grieved

by the plight of poor children and yet be opposed to new government social

programs intended to relieve their plight—a combination of positions that

would have surprised no one throughout most of American history, but had

been impermissible since the 1960s.




I would like to think that another reason for Losing Ground’s influence was

the power of its argument, but cause and effect are always ambiguous in such

cases. Did Losing Ground persuade people to change their minds, or did it

articulate a view that many people had reached on their own? Some of both,

presumably.




For whatever reasons, much of what was controversial when Losing Ground

appeared had become conventional wisdom by the time I wrote the introduction

for the tenth-anniversary edition in 1994. It was by then accepted that the

social programs of the 1960s had broadly failed; that government is clumsy

and ineffectual when it intervenes in local life; and that the principles of personal

responsibility, penalties for bad behavior, and rewards for good behavior

had to be reintroduced into social policy.




Other aspects of the conventional wisdom had changed radically. In 1984,

Losing Ground had been attacked for the proposition that, in the short term,

a pregnant, low-income single woman is economically better off staying single

and going on welfare than marrying a man with a typical low-income

job. By 1994, that had become a truism accepted by all sides in the debate

over welfare reform. In 1984, at every college speaking engagement, I had to defend the proposition that nonmarital births are a problem for children and

for society. By 1994, that proposition had been accepted by most academics

from the left who had kept up with the technical literature. In 1984, Losing

Ground’s argument that a growing number of poor people were engaged in

self-destructive personal behavior that would keep them on the bottom of society

provoked angry retorts that the system was to blame, not the people who

suffered from it. By 1994, no major figure in either academia or public life

still argued that such a population did not exist. It had even acquired a label in

the intervening ten years: the underclass.




Most astonishing was the evolution in attitude toward the policy proposal

for which Losing Ground became most well known: to end welfare altogether.

In 1984, I had made the case tentatively, putting it as a thought experiment

in the concluding chapter. Twelve years later, Congress passed and President

Clinton signed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation

Act of 1996. It abolished the Aid to Families with Dependent Children

(AFDC) program and substituted for it a cash payment called Temporary Assistance

to Needy Families (TANF) that was supposed to be time limited,

accompanied by requirements that women receiving the cash payment take

steps toward getting a job.




The welfare reform act of 1996 didn’t actually get rid of welfare. The package

of benefits available to a single woman with a child didn’t change much,

and the time limits on welfare never played a major role. As far as I could

tell, the biggest changes were rhetorical: women were told that welfare was

temporary and that they were supposed to look for jobs. I didn’t expect much

effect.




I was wrong. The welfare rolls plummeted. In the year the bill was passed,

6.3 percent of American families were on AFDC. By 2000, 3.0 percent were

receiving TANF, a reduction of more than half in just four years. The welfare

rolls continued to drop until the Great Recession. Surprisingly, the rolls

rose only fractionally during the Great Recession, and then dropped again.

In the most recent numbers, for 2013, the TANF figure was 2.0 percent—

the lowest percentage of families getting cash welfare since the Kennedy

administration.




No other social welfare legislation has ever produced anything approaching

the immediate before/after change that accompanied the 1996 welfare reform.

There has of course been extensive academic debate about what caused what,

with some arguing that the economic expansion explained much of the drop.

But those analyses did not confront the fact that the surge in welfare recipiency

during the last half of the 1960s occurred during a red-hot economy,

and that another booming economy in the mid-1980s was associated with flat welfare rolls. Something was different about 1996, and the welfare reform act

is the parsimonious explanation. And, gratifyingly, Losing Ground got a lot

of credit for having made the bill possible. I want to believe that’s true, but I

have no way of knowing for sure.




The welfare reform act had no effect on the broader deterioration of life

in working-class America. Crime started going down after the early 1990s,

which led to a major improvement in the quality of daily life in urban America.

Almost all of the other indicators I used in Losing Ground showed no

improvement or continued to worsen. But now policy analysts can reach these

conclusions with much more revealing evidence than I had available in 1984.

Then, I had to use statistics for black Americans as a substitute for what I

really wanted: a longitudinal sample of disadvantaged Americans. I had no

choice, because in 1984 policy analysts were still limited to the tables that the

Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Census Bureau published. Today, I have

the raw data from all of the Current Population Surveys going back to 1960

and all of the General Social Surveys going back to 1972, plus specialized

longitudinal databases such as the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,

sitting on the hard drive of my computer—an unimaginable resource in 1984.




So when I revisited the problems of disadvantaged Americans in a book I

published in 2012, Coming Apart, I could analyze the status of working-class

Americans over time. The news is not good. The data I presented in Coming

Apart show, among other things, that working-class males have continued to

drop out of the labor force since 1980 in good economic times and bad, that

marriage has fallen apart in the working class, and that more than half of all

births to women with no more than a high school education are to unmarried

women. Meanwhile, Americans in the upper middle class continue to work

hard (now including far more women than in 1980), get married (and increasingly

stay married), and the percentage for their nonmarital births remains in

single digits.




How do these results add up? The most persuasive interpretation to me,

expressed in detail in Coming Apart, is that the United States has settled into

a long-term evolution in which the people who have high cognitive ability going

for them will do better and better, socially and economically, while those

who do not will do worse and worse.




This represents an evolution in my views, which in turn brings me to the

question that I have been asked most often: How have I changed my mind

since Losing Ground was published?




I have to acknowledge one empirical mistake: When I wrote Losing Ground,

I had not yet read deeply into the literature on the determinants of academic

achievement. Reading chapter 17 now, I am embarrassed at my prediction that a voucher system would produce large improvements in academic achievement.

I am still in favor of measures that give parents more choice over the

schools where they send their children, but I do not expect large increases in

test scores to be one of their benefits. Another change of mind was interpretative:

In Losing Ground, I treated nonmarital births as one problem among

many others. Within a few years after Losing Ground was published, I had

been persuaded that nonmarital births must be at the center of all calculations

about how our growing lower class will evolve.




More generally: When I wrote Losing Ground, I saw an America that had

taken a wrong course in the 1960s but that presumably could be put back on

track. I now believe that the United States is evolving into a segregated class

society in which the remaining remnants of the original American project—

limited government, free people running their own lives, communities solving

their own problems—will soon have been lost altogether.




I haven’t given up hope. In chapter 3 of Losing Ground you will read how

the elite wisdom changed with extraordinary speed during the period from

1964 to 1967. There is no reason why it cannot do so again, with momentous

consequences for restoring what was best about America in a new incarnation.

I continue to direct my work to that end.












CHARLES MURRAY
Burkittsville, Maryland
15 October 2014

















Losing Ground




















Prologue



1950




LIFE’s issue of 24 April 1950 was the usual potpourri—the wedding of Franco’s daughter and a lavish pictorial on the art of El Greco, an analysis of foreign policy by John Foster Dulles (“Averell Harriman’s new advisor”), and a story on Bob Hope’s first television show.




The magazine looked up from its perusal of these matters long enough to editorialize on the state of the economy. Life liked what it saw. “Two years ago, four years ago,” the editors wrote, “the U.S. was hip-deep in a postwar boom—and the news today is that it is still smack in the middle of the same boom. The darned thing goes on and on and on.”1 The writers expanded at some length on this theme, happily cataloging the achievements of American free enterprise.




The editorial closed with a cautionary note. Mindless materialism was a growing threat. The life of the spirit, through the arts, science, and religion, was the real point of it all, the editorial reminded; too many people were forgetting that. “Are the American people really coming to value prosperity as a means to the larger good?” Life asked.




The editorial did not mention poverty. It did not mention that an entire race of Americans was still consigned to second-class status. It did not mention the possibility that “prosperity” and “the larger good” were equally unreal to millions.




Life was not alone. In that year of transition from the first half of the century to the second, the leading popular magazines—Time, Newsweek, The Saturday Evening Post, Look, Colliers, The Reader’s Digest—contained very little about social or economic injustice.




The Negro problem? There was a Supreme Court decision in June of 1950, ruling that the University of Oklahoma could not require its one black student to sit alone in a separate part of the dining hall, and that the University of Texas could not claim that the law school it set up exclusively for a black student was really separate but equal, consisting as it did of a single room. But the Court did not repudiate the underlying “separate but equal” doctrine. Civil rights advocates were disappointed, but the New York Times counseled patience. “This republic cannot recognize degrees of citizenship,” its editors wrote. “But as long as considerable numbers of people, including the majority or dominant elements of whole communities, think differently, we cannot expect the millenium.” The editorial in the nation’s most prestigious newspaper did not ask for a stronger stand by the Court or urge new civil rights legislation. Rather, the editors concluded, “the situation calls for a period of education—how long a period, no one can say.”2 At the end of the year, the American Civil Liberties Union released its survey of newspapers in sixteen major cities revealing that, although political and academic freedoms were imperiled, there were bright spots—labor rights, press freedoms, and race relations were in a “healthy” state.3




Poverty? Poverty was so far from being a topic of concern that the lack of poverty was said to be creating, if not exactly a problem, at least a challenge. Philanthropists would have to start being more creative in finding useful things to do with their money, wrote the head of one large foundation, “now that most of the crushing burden of relieving destitution has been removed from the shoulders of the individual giver to those of society, where it belongs.”4




Two of the scarce references to poverty are instructive. The first was in a small journal which was at that time well to the left on the American political spectrum, The New Republic. In a fifteen-page “State of the Union” editorial with which it opened the new year, the magazine included a subsection entitled “The Lowest Third,” referring to “the 10,000,000 American families who earn less than $2,000.” But the writers could not muster much indignation. The subsection on the lowest third was buried in the middle of the editorial. The word “poverty” was not used. Aspirations for reform were modest. Acknowledging that “[s]ome of the causes for the condition of the lowest third are beyond the power of any Congress to solve,” the magazine asserted only that many of the unskilled could do better if given the chance.5 The New Republic’s prescription was for the president to create a Special Commission on Labor Training, a national scholarship program, and a Fair Employment Practices Commission.




A second exception to the general silence on the topic was a piece in the June issue of Harper’s. Robert L. Heilbroner, a Harvard economist, had written a lengthy article entitled “Who Are the American Poor?” A little note at the bottom of the first page introduced him and then added a reassurance: “In calling attention to one of the imperfections of our economy, he assumes a basic condition of health which can withstand examination.”6




Heilbroner’s analysis should have been a shocker. He reminded his readers of the economic plight of the elderly, Negroes, and farmers; he discussed how the poverty level might be defined; and he eventually reached estimates of poverty that ranged from a quarter to a third of the entire U.S. population, depending on the definition and statistics one used.




His numbers were accurate. Retrospectively applying the official definition of poverty—the one now employed by the federal government, the news media, and scholars when they discuss poverty—there were in 1950 approximately 45 million American poor, or 30 percent of the population. By the standards of thirty years later, the United States was in the midst of a crisis of poverty. But hardly anyone noticed.




If by subsequent standards the poverty problem was appallingly large, the federal effort to deal with poverty was irresponsibly puny. In 1950, social welfare spending for the general public (excluding programs for veterans, and railroad and government personnel) cost a little over three billion dollars; about eleven billion in 1980 dollars. This figure includes Social Security, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), Unemployment Insurance—the entire federal effort. In a country with 45 million living in poverty, it represented an annual expenditure of less than $250 (1980 dollars) per poor person.






1968




At the outset of 1968, the expansive confidence of 1950 would have been much more justifiable. Real Gross National Product had risen for nine straight years, and the increases added up to a boom. Inflation had been held to an average of only 1.6 percent during those same nine years. Real income, fringe benefits, job security—all had been improving.




For the poor who had been so ignored in 1950, unemployment was gone. That is, the unemployment rate was running at 3.6 percent, which economists considered to be tantamount to full employment. Their assessment could be validated at nearly any factory or union hiring hall or in the Help Wanted signs in the windows of restaurants and stores and gas stations and repair shops. If you wanted a job, presumably jobs could be had.




Not only the economy had boomed. The nation had moved dramatically to rid itself of discrimination and disadvantage. In the four years of the Johnson administration, Congress had passed into law landmark legislation in civil rights, medical care, housing, education, and job training. The Office of Economic Opportunity was a new and active force for urban renewal, community development, drug rehabilitation, alternatives for juvenile delinquents, and experimentation with solutions for just about every other known social problem. In the courts, the poor and uneducated were winning legal protections that previously had been enjoyed largely by people with the money to hire good lawyers. Constitutional precepts —separation of church and state, one man-one vote, protection against self-incrimination, to name a few—were being interpreted with unprecedented literalism and applied with unprecedented scope.




There was reason for satisfaction, but very little of it. The prevailing spirit ranged from determination to despair. Vietnam was part of the reason, of course, but hindsight can easily distort our memories of what happened when. As 1968 began, the Tet Offensive, generally accepted as the pivotal event in American public perceptions of the war, was still in the future. Cambodia and Kent State were more than two years away. Roxbury and Newark, in which riots broke out in the summer of 1967, and more recently Detroit, with forty-three dead in four days of violence, had been battlefields closer to home. In its lead editorial for the first issue of 1968, entitled forebodingly “Will We Make It?,” The New Republic’s most strident rhetoric was reserved for the domestic situation. “We no longer ask whether there will be mass violence and racial war next summer, but whether it will break out sooner,” the editors wrote.






To respond constructively would be to see what we are (and could be), and to admit that the United States, its immense wealth and managerial technology notwithstanding, has slipped out of rational control. Real reform could then begin.7







“Real reform”? What, if not “real reform,” had been going on for the past four years? But the editors of The New Republic were not alone in dismissing the progress to date. Two months into the new year, the President’s National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, comprising some of the most distinguished public servants, academicians, and businessmen in the nation, would release its report. It would recommend emergency legislation to create two million new jobs, lest the deep frustrations of the poor push them to more desperate measures to pry action from an unresponsive system—in an economy with an unemployment rate of 3.6 percent. From complacency in the face of want to hysteria in a time of plenty: in eighteen years, the public perception (or misperception) of what was happening had done an about-face.






1981




During the 1970s, the poor receded from public attention. Their plight was invoked when it had to be, as the justification for new and expanded social programs. But they were at the periphery of our national concerns, presumably taken care of, more or less.




Within three months of Ronald Reagan’s inauguration on 20 January 1981 the poor were once more at center stage. A budget crisis was upon us, and something had to give. In the administration’s view, the social welfare programs were prime targets for budget cuts. An intense debate began over what could be done without ripping the “social safety net.” Conservatives wanted to save money without causing pain and argued that only “fat” was being excised from overgrown programs. Liberals insisted that this was wishful thinking. The editors of Commonweal described the basis of their fear:






It is true that many of the targets of the budget cuts will be only marginally affected. Often enough, however, that may be the crucial margin that sustains the spirit if not even the body. . . . Some people will make do—by slipping into alcoholism, by taking out their rage on their neighbors and passers-by and then filling our prisons, by neglecting or abusing children and passing social costs onto another generation. Far more will “make do” by simply suffering quietly.8







Both sides proceeded from a tacit, common premise: that the important progress of recent years should be preserved. Few asked the questions it would seem natural to start with: How much progress in fact has been made? How have the poor been doing?




The unadorned statistic gives pause. In 1968, as Lyndon Johnson left office, 13 percent of Americans were poor, using the official definition. Over the next twelve years, our expenditures on social welfare quadrupled. And, in 1980, the percentage of poor Americans was—13 percent. Can it be that nothing had changed?




This book is about the answer to that and related questions. What really has been happening to the poor? To the disadvantaged? Not just since the Great Society, but since mid-century? What are the facts about poverty and the phenomena we have come to associate with being poor—crime and family disintegration and illiteracy and chronic unemployment? What are the facts about inequalities between blacks and whites? Are things better or worse or the same? What have been the trends?




The answers are complicated by the fact that our goals kept changing. Americans in 1950 were not simply blind to the existence of poverty and discrimination (although that was part of it). They also had very different perceptions from those of Americans in 1981 about the nature of “poverty” and “inequality,” about their causes and cures. Indeed, our policy toward the poor and blacks was by 1981 almost the opposite of our policy in 1950. What happened to them is inextricably linked with what the larger society decided to do for them—or with them, or to them, depending on one’s view. We begin with that story in part I.




Notwithstanding these changes in objectives, however, we shall be able to apply some stable measures. On the fundamentals of daily life—jobs, income, education, the family—we have the advantage of some broadly shared conceptions of what constitutes progress and some widely accepted official statistics for measuring them. We shall trace the status of the poor and disadvantaged on these criteria over the thirty-one-year period from 1950 to 1980. Part II presents those data.




To a certain extent, we also can address the more difficult question of causes. The coming of the Great Society triggered (and largely financed) intensive research into questions of poverty and discrimination. All of the social science disciplines participated. Some of the research was tendentious, some of poor quality. But there remains a large body of useful work. We know much more than we knew twenty years ago about the real-life consequences of alternative social policies. Part III examines this work.




The complex story we shall unravel comes down to this:




Basic indicators of well-being took a turn for the worse in the 1960s, most consistently and most drastically for the poor. In some cases, earlier progress slowed; in other cases mild deterioration accelerated; in a few instances advance turned into retreat. The trendlines on many of the indicators are—literally—unbelievable to people who do not make a profession of following them.




The question is why. Why at that moment in history did so many basic trends in the quality of life for the poor go sour? Why did progress slow, stop, reverse?




The easy hypotheses—the economy, changes in demographics, the effects of Vietnam or Watergate or racism—fail as explanations. As often as not, taking them into account only increases the mystery.




Nor does the explanation lie in idiosyncratic failures of craft. It is not just that we sometimes administered good programs improperly, or that sound concepts sometimes were converted to operations incorrectly. It is not that a specific program, or a specific court ruling or act of Congress, was especially destructive. The error was strategic.




A government’s social policy helps set the rules of the game—the stakes, the risks, the payoffs, the tradeoffs, and the strategies for making a living, raising a family, having fun, defining what “winning” and “success” mean. The more vulnerable a population and the fewer its independent resources, the more decisive the effect of the rules imposed from above. The most compelling explanation for the marked shift in the fortunes of the poor is that they continued to respond, as they always had, to the world as they found it, but that we—meaning the not-poor and un-disadvantaged—had changed the rules of their world. Not of our world, just of theirs. The first effect of the new rules was to make it profitable for the poor to behave in the short term in ways that were destructive in the long term. Their second effect was to mask these long-term losses—to subsidize irretrievable mistakes. We tried to provide more for the poor and produced more poor instead. We tried to remove the barriers to escape from poverty, and inadvertently built a trap.




The final chapters, part IV, take up the extraordinarily difficult question of what to do. They urge that we think again about what our deepest ambitions for social policy ought to be, and what the constraints surrounding “helping” really are. A moral dilemma underlies the history of social policy from 1950 to 1980, an anciently recognized dilemma that in the enthusiasms of the 1960s we dismissed as fusty and confuted. It is indeed possible that steps to relieve misery can create misery. The most troubling aspect of social policy toward the poor in late twentieth-century America is not how much it costs, but what it has bought.
















PART I
A Generous Revolution




OUR TOPIC is the poor and the discriminated-against as they have been affected by “social policy.” We may narrow the focus: I shall be discussing the working-aged poor and discriminated-against, not the elderly, and federal social policy, not variations among states and localities.




I use the term “social policy” for want of a better one. “Welfare policy” is more concrete, but far too narrow. “Social welfare policy” is closer to what I have in mind, but it too connotes providing reified “things” to people; and “things” are only a small part of what government has given to the poor and disadvantaged. By “social policy,” I mean a loosely defined conglomeration of government programs, laws, regulations, and court decisions touching on almost every dimension of life. Welfare programs are part of social policy toward the poor, obviously. Jobs programs are part of social policy. So also are federal efforts to foster better health and housing among the disadvantaged. So also are the Miranda decision and Affirmative Action and the Department of Education’s regulations about bilingual education.




What each of these examples has in common is a worthy objective (less poverty, fairer courts) that, it has been decided, merits a transfer of resources from the haves to the have-nots. In the case of an AFDC program, the content of the transfer is straightforward (money from the richer to the poorer), but the rules governing who gets what are elaborate. In the case of a Miranda decision, the transfers are more subtle—of money in part (to support the greater demands on the public defense system), but also of other, intangible sorts.




The period we will cover, 1950 to 1980, saw extraordinary changes in the nature of those transfers. Consider just the money, on just the core programs—federal social welfare expenditures in 1950 alongside 1980, using a constant, official definition and constant dollars as the basis for the comparison:




	Health and medical costs in 1980 were six times their 1950 cost.


	Public assistance costs in 1980 were thirteen times their 1950 cost.


	Education costs in 1980 were twenty-four times their 1950 cost.


	Social insurance costs in 1980 were twenty-seven times their 1950 cost.


	Housing costs in 1980 were 129 times their 1950 cost.





Overall, civilian social welfare costs increased by twenty times from 1950 to 1980, in constant dollars.1 During the same period, the United States population increased by half.




Clearly, something went on during those three decades that reflected a fundamental change in policy. The federal government did not simply augment its expenditures; it increased them by many orders of magnitude.




It amounted to a revolution, a generous revolution. We altered a longstanding national consensus about what it means to be poor, who the poor are, and what they are owed by the rest of society.










1
The Kennedy Transition


THE REVOLUTION began as so many revolutions begin, with reform. It sprang from the simplest, most benign of objectives. John Kennedy wanted the welfare program to be a force for social progress. In his welfare message to Congress in 1962, he wrote:




The goals of our public welfare program must be positive and constructive. . . . [The welfare program] must stress the integrity and preservation of the family unit. It must contribute to the attack on dependency, juvenile delinquency, family breakdown, illegitimacy, ill health, and disability. It must reduce the incidence of these problems, prevent their occurrence and recurrence, and strengthen and protect the vulnerable in a highly competitive world.1





Unexceptional as his words sound today, Kennedy was engaged in a major departure from precedent. No president—not Eisenhower, nor Truman, nor Franklin Roosevelt, nor any of their predecessors—had seen the federal role in this light. Understanding how recently our assumptions about the function of welfare were transformed is essential to understanding the nature of the changes that took place in the mid-1960s and thereafter. We begin therefore with the 1950s.






1950–57: Last Years of the Traditional Consensus






The fifties saw the last years of a consensus about the purpose of welfare that had survived with remarkably little alteration since the Republic was founded and, for that matter, could trace its roots to the Poor Laws of Elizabethan England. Its premise was elemental: A civilized society does not let its people starve in the streets. It makes “a decent provision,” as Samuel Johnson put it, for those who would otherwise be destitute.




This decent provision was hedged with qualifications. For more than three centuries, the mainstream of western social thought among intellectuals and the general public alike held that welfare was pernicious at bottom—“a bounty on indolence and vice.”2




Why? Because whereas some people are the deserving poor—the involuntary unemployed and the helpless, as the first Poor Law categorized them—others are the undeserving poor—the “vagrant"—taking advantage of the community’s generosity. Thus the dilemma: How is a civilized society to take care of the deserving without encouraging people to become undeserving? How does it do good without engendering vice?




The dilemma was taken for granted. The very existence of a welfare system was assumed to have the inherent, intrinsic, unavoidable effect of undermining the moral character of the people. Not working is easier than working; not saving is easier than saving; shirking responsibility for parents and spouses and children is easier than taking responsibility. It was seen as a truism that a welfare system was perpetually in danger of tilting the balance in favor of the easy way out.




The voices for expressing this age-old fear have varied. In 1950, a family court judge in New York City was colloquially indignant:






Every day, sitting in court, I amass new evidence that the relief setup is sapping [the recipients’] will to work; that it is encouraging cynicism, petty chiseling and bare-faced immorality.3







But the message was really no different from the more fastidious language of those who were trying to prevent pauperism in the New York of a century and a half earlier:






Is not the partial temporary good which [relief measures] accomplish . . . more than counterbalanced by the evils that flow from the expectations they necessarily excite; by the relaxation of industry, which such a display of benevolence tends to produce; by that reliance on charitable aid, in case of unfavorable times, which must unavoidably tend to diminish ... that wholesome anxiety to provide for the wants of a distant day, which alone can save them from a state of absolute dependence, and from becoming a burden on the community?4







The message was unchanged, and so was the shortage of solutions. No one could devise a system that satisfied both the urgings of compassion and the sterner demands of morality. During much of the nineteenth century, the most enlightened mode of care was thought to be the alms-house. Its principal advantage, or so its advocates argued, was that the recipients were under the constant tutelage of the almshouse’s staff. They would be taught thrift and the virtues of hard work and, while engaged in this healthy labor, they could also work off some of the costs of their upkeep.




Almshouses were not universally the bleak Dickensian poorhouse. They varied. Some were as bad as the caricatures suggested; others were well-designed, well-staffed facilities that were the forebears of our great public hospitals—Bellevue in New York City, for example. But fashions change. By the early twentieth century, the alternative form of welfare—to provide a dole directly to recipients who lived in their own homes—had taken hold.




Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal introduced four lasting changes to the welfare system: Social Security, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), Workmen’s Compensation, and Unemployment Insurance. Conservative mythology notwithstanding, none of these had much to do with the purposes of welfare. They changed the locus of the institutions that provided the welfare, in itself a major reform that deserves the importance (in praise or in blame) that has been attached to it. But the purposes remained intact. Social Security and Workmen’s Compensation were to take care of those who could not or should not have to work. Unemployment Insurance was to take care of workers thrown out of jobs for reasons beyond their control. AFDC was to take care of widows with small children. In each instance, the population being assisted was made up of upstanding citizens who had gotten a tough break or were too old to be expected to support themselves. Nothing in the New Deal provided help just because a person was poor or hampered by social disadvantages.




So matters stood in the fifties. Virtually all welfare expenditures went for cash grants and, with the most trivial exceptions, were spent on people whose indispensable claim to government help was that they had no job and no alternative means of support.




The appropriate size of the dole was defined in the fifties as it had been in the past. It was to be adequate, if used frugally, to purchase life’s necessities. Whether the recipient was wise enough or responsible enough to use it carefully was not the government’s business. And with the Great Depression over, it was not the government’s business to help the welfare recipient escape from dependency. They were supposed to do that themselves, if they weren’t too old or too sick, by eventually finding a job.






1958–60: Strains in the Consensus




By the late fifties, widespread dissatisfaction had developed with this state of affairs. Two broad, very different perceptions of the welfare system had fed the dissatisfaction.




On the right and among large numbers of blue-collar Democrats, there was increasing resentment at the permanency of welfare. It was acceptable to provide for the aged and disabled, they agreed. It was acceptable that a worker get unemployment checks while looking for a new job. But it was quite another thing for society to be supporting a healthy adult year after year.




AFDC was the focal point for the resentment. The New Deal sponsors of AFDC had intended to help the widow with small children. The support she received would tide her over in the interim between the loss of her husband and the day when the children were old enough to take over her support. AFDC was at the outset the most broadly acceptable of the New Deal innovations in social welfare.




From this innocuous beginning AFDC evolved into the bâte noire of the social welfare system. By the fifties it had become embarrassingly, outrageously clear that most of these women were not widows. Many of them had not even been married. Worst of all, they didn’t stop having babies after the first lapse. They kept having more. This had not been part of the plan.




The most flagrantly unrepentant seemed to be mostly black, too. The statistics might show that whites have always been the largest single group of AFDC recipients, but the stereotype that enraged the critics was the family of four, five, six and more children reared at government expense, and somehow the stories about such families always seemed to talk about black families.




This was not entirely a function of racial discrimination. On the average, black AFDC families were substantially larger than white ones.5 But apart from this, the odds were stacked. Reporters and critics did not sample randomly but searched for the most extreme examples, and these usually ended up being black. Thus the Atlantic Monthly, a sober-minded and liberally oriented magazine, ran a story in its April 1960 issue describing in muckracking detail the cases of “Charlotte” with fourteen children, “Maude” with nine (several of whom were fathered, it was reported, by an illiterate mental defective), and others who were portrayed as mindlessly accumulating children, neglecting them, and producing generations that would come back to haunt us in the decades to come. All the examples were black, lending a troubling overtone to the closing paragraph. “What is particularly disturbing to social workers, judges, and other public officials,” the author concluded, “is not simply the failure of these people to support themselves but the complete breakdown of moral values. . . .”6




Resentment of “these people” was not limited to magazine articles. The late fifties saw a variety of efforts to rein in a program that, in the eyes of its critics, had run amok. In New York, historically one of the most progressive states on social welfare issues, the state legislature passed a bill requiring one year of residency before becoming eligible for AFDC (Nelson Rockefeller vetoed it). Other state legislatures passed or threatened to pass legislation banning AFDC payments for illegitimate children. Louisiana actually reached the point of dropping twenty-three thousand illegitimate children from its AFDC rolls, eventually rescinding the order only after the Eisenhower administration threatened to cut off federal funds. A judge in Maryland promulgated a plan to cut off the problem at its source by jailing unwed mothers after their third child. The Social Security Administration, alarmed at the budding revolt against AFDC, felt obliged to produce a study with the purpose of demonstrating that AFDC was not really responsible for the rising rate of illegitimacy.




The irony is that the illegitimacy rate for the population as a whole had barely moved. In 1955, births to single women constituted 4.5 percent of all live births. In 1960, when the furor reached its height, the rate had increased by only eight-tenths of one percentage point, to 5.3 percent.7 Both figures were trivially low by later standards. But numbers were not the issue; rather, it was the notion of subsidizing a life style that grated so harshly on the values held by a consensus of white middle-class Americans.




The consensus was broad and deep. Kinsey might have revealed that more people were doing (in private) what his readers were doing (in private) than his readers had realized, but the imperative to have children exclusively within the sanctity of marriage remained intact. It was not part of a preferred value system, but of the only system that the white American middle class and working class accepted as valid. “Alternative life styles” was an idea whose time had yet to come.




At the same time that voices from mainstream America were inveighing against the welfare mother, leaders of the left and minorities of all political persuasions were beginning to express their outrage at what they saw as pervasive injustice in the American system. For Michael Harrington, who would later play a leading role in rediscovering poverty, 1958 was the year when it all started to come together. “That autumn,” he writes in his memoirs, “the sixties were beginning to stir within the fifties”:






The McCarthyites were in retreat. . . . Martin Luther King, Jr., had appeared in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1955 and the first black mass movement in the South since the days of Booker T. Washington had coalesced around him. . . . And, thanks to the National Association of Manufacturers and other conservative business forces, 1958 was also a year of liberal-labor resurgence. “Right-to-Work” laws were on the ballot in a number of states, including Ohio, California, Colorado, and Washington. They had provoked the most militant trade union political mobilization in years, and the “Class of ‘58” in Congress was the most liberal since the New Deal.8







Of these developments, the civil rights movement was the most visible, the most explosive, and the hardest for conscientious whites to ignore. The statistics on unemployment and wages, on infant mortality and life expectancy, on education and voting registration, the open, sanctioned discrimination in everything from union membership to access to lunch counters to admission to universities all were counterpoint to the articles about the Charlottes and Maudes on the dole. Yes, the messengers of the movement agreed, welfare was too often permanent, but because of opportunity denied rather than opportunity spurned.




If it is hard in the 1980s to recapture the seamlessness of the middle-class consensus about illegitimate children, it is equally hard to recapture the uncomplicated moral monopoly held by the early civil rights workers. The ethical complexities of a Bakke case or de facto segregation were far in the future. The television screens were showing little children who needed military escorts to get into the school next door to their homes, college students sitting at drugstore counters for the right to be served a cup of coffee, and the burning buses of the Freedom Riders. Many whites remained vitriolically opposed to integration and to the civil rights movement. But almost nowhere outside a few white-supremacist sects did the opponents of civil rights portray themselves as occupying the moral high ground.






Modern Republicans and Lower-Case Liberals




White indignation at the morals of the welfare recipients and white guilt over who was responsible for putting them in that state collided, and at about the same time when a new political center was recognized.




It is not clear even now, nor is it especially important for our purposes to decide, which caused what. For whatever reasons, the late fifties saw the Republicans finally come to terms with the New Deal, belatedly acknowledging that it was not necessarily the undoing of the American way after all. One contemporary observer put it this way as he pondered the presidential election of 1960:






The Eisenhower Administration, seen in retrospect, was the Indian Summer of the New Deal. It found the New Deal and its policies controversial—hotly defended, hotly attacked, and a fighting word for all. It leaves with the New Deal policies enshrined in comfortable respectability and anchored in the consensus of a broad moderate majority.9







Reading over the political arguments of the day, one is struck by how little was being argued about. Arthur Krock, a conservative columnist with the New York Times, complained that “when the national platforms and candidates of 1960 have been chosen, the American voters will find it difficult to detect a major ideological difference between the two major parties,”10 He was right. In the late fifties, the political spectrum unobtrusively bunched up. It happened from both ends. With the exception of the William Buckleys and Barry Goldwaters, few Republicans in the public eye wanted to label themselves as “conservative” anymore. “Conservatives” were cartoon characters, rotund and vested and smoking cigars. They were old-fashioned, unable to adapt to reality. They were out of touch. In parallel fashion, very few Democrats wanted to be thought of as ideological liberals. “A Liberal” was an Adlai Stevenson, an egghead, a bleeding heart—good for a sentimental ovation at the 1960 convention, but already a relic.




Politicians with national ambitions, Republicans and Democrats alike, all wanted “liberal” to be associated with them as an adjective rather than as a noun. Charles Frankel captured the spirit of the times in an article for the New York Times Magazine. “The word [liberal],” he wrote, “apparently designates an attitude of mind and an outlook on the world which relatively few Americans are willing to say unequivocally that they do not share.” He pointed to such unlikely figures as Herbert Hoover, Dwight Eisenhower, and Richard Nixon, each of whom “had kind words to say about ‘liberalism’ and . . . would bridle if he were called’ anti-liberal.’ ”11




It was not so much a matter of issues as of a frame of mind. In I960, “liberal” connoted a forward-looking, problem-solving, pragmatic, sleeves-rolled-up stance toward the world. It stood for the conversion of liberal idealism to fair-minded, efficient policies. What would a truly liberal person expect of a good welfare system for example? It was obvious to Frankel:






He will not be content with attitudes of noblesse oblige or with policies that merely “take care” of the poor . . . [H]is ultimate test of a welfare program will be the effect it will have on producing individuals who, like Eliza Doolittle at the conclusion of “Pygmalion,” are prepared to walk out on those who have helped them and to open competitive enterprises of their own.12







It was a statement of an emerging consensus toward welfare that both Nixon and Kennedy would echo in the campaign to come, and that would resurface in 1962 as the common-sense starting point for straightening out the welfare mess.






“A Hand, Not a Handout”




Kennedy recognized the basis for convergence in the disparate sources of disgruntlement with the welfare system. The essence of the unifying appeal was expressed in the slogan that later became a rallying cry for the War on Poverty, “Give a hand, not a handout.” It tapped one of the most deeply shared understandings about how the American system was supposed to work. And if it really did succeed in diminishing the welfare rolls, so much the better for those whose interest was less in social justice than in the size of the tax bite.




In substance, the program Kennedy proposed in his 1962 message to Congress was modest—by later standards, miniscule. It consisted of a few training programs and other rehabilitative efforts amounting to only $59 million in the 1963 budget. But if the program was small, the idea behind it represented a major departure nonetheless. By shifting the focus of welfare policy away from the dole and toward escape from the dole, Kennedy brought the federal government into a role that it had barely considered in the past: not mounting a WPA as an emergency measure to relieve unemployment, but instead taking a continuing responsibility for helping Americans to help themselves. The New York Times editorialized approvingly:






President Kennedy’s welfare message to Congress yesterday stems from a recognition that no lasting solution to the problem can be bought with a welfare check. The initial cost will actually be higher than the mere continuation of handouts. The dividends will come in the restoration of individual dignity and in the long-term reduction of the need for government help.13







The Times’s earnest warning that “[t]he initial cost will actually be higher than the mere continuation of handouts” turned out to be monumental understatement. Its confidence that the new policy would lead to a “long-term reduction in the need for government help” now sounds naive. But at that moment in history it seemed possible. The country was at peace, the economy was booming, and the cause was worthy. In the spirit of the since-maligned best and brightest, the members of the Kennedy administration and later of Johnson’s War on Poverty saw themselves as hard-nosed idealists who would be able to get results where the social workers had failed. Their premise: Most of the ablebodied on welfare would work if given the opportunity. Their program: Train the chronically unemployed, train the youngsters growing up without skills or resources, help them get that first job. Their promise: The ablebodied will be on their way to permanent self-sufficiency.




Kennedy implemented fragments of his program—the Public Welfare Amendments of 1962 and the first Manpower Development and Training Act (MDTA), for example. But, taken as a whole, the social innovations he presided over were not costly. It is not widely claimed as one of Kennedy’s achievements, but it is a fact nonetheless, that social welfare spending under his administration rose less rapidly than it had under Eisenhower’s. Kennedy’s legacy to Lyndon Johnson was not a new system, but a new tone and new expectations.




Johnson lost no time in implementing the Kennedy rhetoric. The initial antipoverty bill was written, debated, passed, and signed—in August 1964 —within Johnson’s first nine months in office. The bill was a faithful attempt to follow the “hand, not a handout” script. It provided for job training, part-time jobs for teenagers and college students, community antipoverty projects, loans to low-income farmers and businessmen, and the establishment of VISTA, the domestic Peace Corps. There was not a handout in the lot. Johnson was careful to point this out at the signing ceremony, incorporating into his remarks the cheerful prediction that “the days of the dole in this country are numbered.”14




















2
“The System Is to Blame”


THE PASSAGE of the first antipoverty bill marked a transition. Through 1964, the rationale for new social action programs was the one set by Kennedy: The government should take a more active role in helping people get on their feet. Then new agenda, new assumptions, and a rush of events (not the least of them Vietnam) complicated the situation.




For one thing—and the importance of this must not be forgotten during the ensuing discussion—an accident of history brought a master legislator to the presidency at a moment when the other forces were converging. The antipoverty bills, Food Stamps, Medicare, Medicaid, public housing programs, manpower training, expansions of entitlements, all followed pell-mell. It was a legislative blitzkrieg, not the implementation of a master plan.




Apart from the idiosyncratic influences of Lyndon Johnson’s ego and skills, a fundamental shift in the assumptions about social policy was occurring. Four forces pushed it: The economists seemed to have found the secret of lasting prosperity; policymakers and intellectuals discovered structural poverty; the civil rights movement moved north; and the original antipoverty programs failed to show the expected results. Together with other, less directly related tides in the American polity, they worked the revolution. In only three years, from 1964 to the end of 1967—what I shall refer to as the “reform period”—social policy went from the dream of ending the dole to the institution of permanent income transfers that embraced not only the recipients of the dole but large new segments of the American population. It went from the ideal of a color-blind society to the reinstallation of legalized discrimination. They were polar changes that were barely recognized as such while they were happening.






The Triumph of the Economy




One explanation for the reforms of the 1964–67 period, and why they came then rather than earlier, is so simple that it is sometimes overlooked: 1964–67 was the first time that we thought we could afford them. We were extremely rich and extremely secure about our ability to continue getting richer. The performance of the American economy had been spectacular.




In part, it was a phenomenon that stretched back to the onset of the Second World War. In 1940, just before the war years, GNP had been less than $100 billion. Twenty-five years later, it was $685 billion, a sevenfold increase. Even after discounting for inflation, real GNP had nearly tripled.1




But history alone was not the goad. During the 1964–67 period in which the shift in social welfare premises took place, Lyndon Johnson and the Congress were making decisions under the impression—based on persuasive evidence—that the boom was no longer part of an ungovernable cycle of economic expansion and contraction. The Eisenhower administration had been punctuated by two recessions, recessions that the new generation of Keynesian economists who came to Washington with Kennedy said they could avoid. Kennedy had cautiously implemented their advice. And it had worked, exactly as the economists had said it would: steady growth, no inflation. From 1961 to 1965, GNP went from $520 billion to $685 billion in increments of $40 billion, $30 billion, $42 billion, and $53 billion. The inflation rate was about 1 percent per year.




Hubris won out. “We can’t prevent every little wiggle in the economic cycle,” Johnson’s budget director, Charles Schultze, acknowledged, but, he added confidently, “we now can prevent a major slide.”2 Keynes was on the cover of Time’s last issue of 1965. “Even the most optimistic forecasts for 1965 turned out to be too low,” the magazine wrote. “If the nation has economic problems, they are the problems of high employment, high growth, and high hopes.”3




The next two years brought more of the same—growth of $65 billion in the GNP in 1966 and $44 billion in 1967. Inflation was a bit higher, around 3 percent, but still manageable. There was no recession, no stumbling. “We are all Keynesians now,” said Richard Nixon, and it seemed to be eminently reasonable to be so. It appeared that the economists were making good on translating theory into practice.




Thus we made our decisions about the poor and about social policy from what seemed at the time to be a position of impregnable economic strength. Not only were we enjoying an unprecedented boom, we now thought we had the tools to sustain it indefinitely. If there was poverty amidst plenty (a favorite phrase among writers of the time), and its solution did not come as easily as the initial optimism had projected, then there was still no good reason to back off. All the changes in policy during the 1964–67 period must be considered in light of this central fact: At the time, almost everyone thought the economic pie would grow ever larger.






The Discovery of Structural Poverty




Even as the War on Poverty was beginning, its premises of self-help and open opportunities were lagging behind a new intellectual consensus that would shape policy very shortly.




To understand its power, one first must understand that poverty did not simply climb upward on our national list of problems; it abruptly reappeared from nowhere. In the prologue to this book, 1950 was described as a year in which poverty was not part of the discourse about domestic policy—indeed, as a year in which the very word “poverty” was seldom used. The silence was not peculiar to 1950. From the outset of the Second World War until 1962, little in the popular press, in political rhetoric, or in the published work of American scholars focused on poverty in America.4




When poverty did get into the news before 1964, the treatment of it tended to reflect surprise that it existed at all. In November 1960, three weeks after the presidential election and the day after Thanksgiving (a deliberate juxtaposition), Edward R. Murrow broadcast a CBS Reports called “Harvest of Shame.” It showed that tens of thousands of migrant workers were miserably paid, housed, educated, and nourished—problems that middle-class America apparently associated only with the 1930s and The Grapes of Wrath.




The viewing public and numerous editorial writers were shocked—a fact in itself illustrative of the obliviousness toward poverty. The more instructive reaction, however, was Murrow’s own. A few months later, the day after he was sworn in as director of the United States Information Agency, one of his first acts was to try to persuade the BBC to cancel a scheduled broadcast of “Harvest of Shame” That Edward R. Murrow, the embodiment of journalistic independence, would try to stop a news show on grounds that it would be taken out of context suggests how aberrant the poverty in “Harvest of Shame” was taken to be.




In the intellectual community, phenomena such as poverty among migrant workers were seen as peripheral. Norman Podhoretz, recalling the leftist intellectual circles in which he moved during the 1950s, points out that the essential economic success of the American system was taken as a given even by those who were most bitterly critical of the social system. He continues:






That there were still “pockets” of unemployment and poverty, and that there was still a great spread in the distribution of income and wealth, everyone realized. But the significance of such familiar conditions paled by comparison with a situation that now seemed to defy the rule that there could be nothing new under the sun: the apparent convergence of the entire population into a single class.5







Podhoretz’s observation held true through the 1960 presidential campaign. Poverty was, in the terms of that campaign, something that happened mostly in Appalachia—not only in the Kennedy campaign rhetoric, but in the minds of those Democrats who considered themselves true liberals. When Arthur Schlesinger decided to proselytize among members of the liberal establishment on behalf of John Kennedy in 1960, he made his case on issues that he knew to be the ones that were exercising his friends and colleagues in the liberal wing of the party. He chose as his theme that Kennedy was the man for an era in which the struggle for material subsistence had essentially been solved.6




Against this backdrop, the emergence of the structural view of the poverty problem was unexpected and rapid. As of the beginning of 1962, no one was talking about poverty; by the end of 1963 it was the hottest domestic policy topic other than civil rights. But it was not just “poverty” that was being talked about. “Structural poverty” was now at issue.




“Structural poverty” refers to poverty that is embedded within the nature of the system (or demographics) and will not be eradicated by economic growth. Its elimination, according to the proponents of this view of poverty, requires radical surgery. “The most visible structuralists,” writes James Patterson, “were not social workers or government bureaucrats looking for ways to improve the situation of individuals, but social scientists and left-wing writers who took a broad and reformist view of the functional relationship between inequality and the social system.”7




One such writer was Michael Harrington, who in 1962 published a book that was the most visible single reason for the sudden popularity of poverty. The book was The Other America. Its thesis was that a huge population of poor people—fifty million by his count—was living in our midst, ignored. They consisted of the aged, the unskilled, the women heading households with small children, and others who were bound to be bypassed no matter how much economic growth occurred, because of the way that the system distributed income.8




The importance of Harrington’s book was not in its details but in its central message: America was not the single-class, affluent society that a complacent intellectual establishment had assumed, but a deeply riven society in which the poor had been left to suffer unnoticed. Kennedy read The Other America and Dwight MacDonald’s evangelizing review of it in The New Yorker and ordered the beginning of the staff work that Lyndon Johnson would later seize upon for his crusade.9




It was a time when books became banners for causes—Silent Spring was published at about the same time, and Unsafe at Any Speed followed a few years later—and it is always difficult in such cases to determine how much was cause and how much effect. Certainly others had been forwarding a structuralist view of poverty both within and without the Kennedy administration.10 But even if the poor were bound to have been rediscovered in the early 1960s, Harrington was their pamphleteer, The Other America their Common Sense.




Once the argument had been made, it became very unfashionable for an intellectual in good standing to argue with it. A few, such as Irving Kristol, made note of Harrington’s factual inaccuracies and his reliance on dubious evidence.11 Later, even some of Harrington’s sympathetic colleagues would dispute the centerpiece arguments about intergenerational poverty.12 But much of what Harrington had to say seemed indisputable. The population did include large numbers of poor people, and they didn’t seem to be moving up the way that they were supposed to do. To quibble was to sound like the Chamber of Commerce.




If poverty was not an aberration, not a matter of “pockets” but structurally built into the American system, then it was necessarily true that the initial antipoverty bills represented a half-hearted and wrong-headed approach to the problem. Poverty was not going to be eradicated by a Job Corps or a few loans to small businessmen. Sweeping changes in the income distribution system were needed—a cool analytic conclusion to some, but more often a conviction held with “a passionate sense of urgency,” as Jeremy Lamer and Irving Howe put it. “[I]n a nation as rich as the United States,” they declaimed, “it is an utter moral scandal that even the sightest remnant of poverty should remain.”13




In a technical sense, the structuralists made a case only for the proposition that much, not all, of American poverty derived from structural characteristics. Their message was an antidote to the folk wisdom that anyone with enough gumption could make a good living. But the “passionate sense of urgency” got in the way of balance. What emerged in the mid-1960s was an almost unbroken intellectual consensus that the individualist explanation of poverty was altogether outmoded and reactionary. Poverty was not a consequence of indolence or vice. It was not the just deserts of people who didn’t try hard enough. It was produced by conditions that had nothing to do with individual virtue or effort. Poverty was not the fault of the individual but of the system.




For the Harringtons, it was a statement of political and economic dogma. For the politicians and policymakers and implementers of the programs, it was about to become the indispensable rationale for coping with two empirical developments that few were anticipating when the War on Poverty got under way.






The Civil Rights Movement Moves North




Speaking to an interviewer in 1967, Daniel Patrick Moynihan summed up in a few sentences the toils in which the social welfare experiment had wound itself when the civil rights movement moved north.






In the South . . . there were a great many outcomes—situations, customs, rules —which were inimical to Negro rights, which violated Negro rights and which were willed outcomes. Intended, planned, desired outcomes. And it was, therefore, possible to seek out those individuals who were willing the outcomes and to coerce them to cease to do so.




Now, you come to New York City, with its incomparable expenditures on education; and you find that, in the twelfth grade, Negro students are performing at the sixth grade level in mathematics. Find for me the man who wills that outcome. Find the legislator who has held back money, the teacher who’s held back his skills, the school superintendent who’s deliberately discriminating, the curriculum supervisor who puts the wrong books in, the architect who builds the bad schools. He isn’t there!14







By and large—not perfectly by any means, but by and large—the legal system outside the southern states had rid itself of designed-in racism. There were no voter ‘’literacy” tests to get rid of, no Jim Crow laws to repeal. While northern racism might simply be more subtle, as many black leaders claimed, it provided few specific, reified targets to hit out against.




And yet equality of rights under the law had not been accompanied by equality of outcome. Blacks in the North as in the South lived in worse housing than whites, had less education, ate less nutritious food, and so on down the list of indicators that were used to measure well-being. On virtually every one, a large difference between black and white remained, and it was always to the disadvantage of the blacks. Whites were made aware of this by accounts such as Kenneth Clark’s “Youth in the Ghetto,” passed everywhere in mimeograph by poverty planners long before it was published.15 Blacks who lived in the ghetto did not need to read about it. Their response followed a pattern that could be used as a textbook example of a revolution of rising expectations.




The first phase of the civil rights movement culminated in the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 on 3 July. For all practical purposes, the national legislative struggle for equality was over. The Voting Rights Bill remained to be enacted a year later, but the generalized legal clout granted in the 1964 act was enormous: No one could with impunity deny someone access to the institutions of this country because of race without being liable to criminal penalties or inviting a nasty and probably losing lawsuit. The civil rights movement had triumphed—and thirteen days later came the first of the race riots, in Harlem.
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