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THE BLACK UNDERCLASS 
by William Julius Wilson 

It is no secret that the social problems of urban life in the 
United States are, in great measure, associated with race. 

While rising rates of crime, drug addiction, out-of-wedlock 
births, female-headed families. and welfare deoendencv have af- 
flicted American society generally in recent years, the increases 
have been most dramatic among what has become a large and 
seemingly permanent black underclass inhabiting the cores of 
the nation's major cities. 

And yet, liberal journalists, social scientists, policy-makers, 
and civil-rights leaders have for almost two decades been reluc- 
tant to face this fact. Often, analysts of such issues as violent 
crime or teenage pregnancy' deliberately make no reference to 
race at all, unless perhaps to emphasize the deleterious conse- 
auences of racial discrimination or the institutionalized in- 
equality of American society. 

Some scholars, in an effort to avoid the appearance of 
"blaming the victim," or to protect their work from charges of 
racism, simply ignore patterns of behavior that might be con- 
strued as stigmatizing to particular racial minorities. 

Such neglect is a relatively recent phenomenon. Twenty 
years ago, during the mid-1960s, social scientists such as Ken- 
neth B. Clark (Dark Ghetto, 1965), Daniel Patrick Moynihan (The 
Negro Family, 1965), and Lee Rainwater (Behind Ghetto Walls, 
1970) forthrightly examined the cumulative effects on inner-city 
blacks of racial isolation and class subordination. They vividly 
described aspects of ghetto life that, as Rainwater observed, 
"are usually forgotten or ignored in polite discussions." All of 
these studies attempted to show the connection between the 
economic and social environment into which many blacks are 
born and the creation of patterns of behavior that. in Clark's 
words, frequently amounted to a "self-perpetuating pathology ." 

Why have scholars lately shied away from this line of re- 
search? One reason has to do with the vitriolic attacks by many 
black leaders against Moynihan upon publication of his report 
in 1965-denunciations that generally focused on the author's 
unflattering depiction of the black family in the urban ghetto 
rather than on his proposed remedies or his historical analysis 
of the black family's special plight. The harsh reception ac- 
corded to The Negro Family undoubtedly dissuaded many social 
scientists from following in Moynihan's footsteps. 
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The "black solidarity" movement was also emerging during 
the mid-1960s. A new emphasis by young black scholars and in- 
tellectuals on the positive aspects of the black experience tended 
to crowd out older concerns. Indeed, certain forms of ghetto be- 
havior labeled pathological in the studies of Clark et al. were re- 
defined by some during the early 1970s as "functional" because, 
it was argued, blacks were displaying the ability to survive and 
in some cases flourish in an economically depressed environ- 
ment. Scholars such as Andrew Billingsley (Black Families in 
White America, 1968), Joyce Ladner (Tomorrow's Tomorrow, 
197 I), and Robert Hill (The Strengths of Black Families, 197 1) de- 
scribed the ghetto family as resilient and capable of adapting 
creatively to an oppressive, racist society. 

In the end, the promising efforts of the early 1960s-to dis- 
tinguish the socioeconomic characteristics of different groups 
within the black community, and to identify the structural 
problems of the U.S. economy that affected minorities-were 
cut short by calls for "reparations" or for "black control of in- 
stitutions serving the black community." In his 1977 book, 
Ethnic Chauvinism, sociologist Orlando Patterson lamented 
that black ethnicity had become "a form of mystification, di- 
verting attention from the correct kinds of solutions to the ter- 

Manchild in the Promised Land (1969), by Phillip Lindsay Mason. 

The Wilson QuarterlyISpring 1984 
89 



BLACKS IN AMERICA 

rible economic condition of the group." 
Meanwhile, throughout the 1970s, ghetto life across the na- 

tion continued to deteriorate. The situation is best seen against 
the backdrop of the family. 

In 1965, when Moynihan pointed with alarm to the relative , 

instability of the black family, one-quarter of all such families 
were headed by women; 15 years later, the figure was a stag- 
gering 42 percent. (By contrast, only 12 percent of white families 
and 22 percent of Hispanic families in 1980 were maintained by 
women.) Not surprisingly, the proportion of black children liv- 
ing with both their father and their mother declined from nearly 
two-thirds in 1970 to fewer than half in 1978. 

In the inner city, the trend is more pronounced. For exam- 
ple, of the 27,178 families with children living in Chicago Hous- 
ing Authority projects in 1980, only 2,982, or 11 percent, were 
husband-and-wife families. 

Teenage Mothers 

These figures are important because even if a woman is em- 
ployed full-time, she almost always is paid less than a man. If 
she is not employed, or employed only part-time, and has chil- 
dren to support, the household's situation may be desperate. In 
1980, the median income of families headed by black women 
($7,425) was only 40 percent of that of black families with both 
parents present ($18,593). Today, roughly five out of 10 black 
children under the age of 18 live below the poverty level; the 
vast majority of these kids have only a mother to come home to. 

The rise in the number of female-headed black families re- 
flects, among other things, the increasing incidence of illegiti- 
mate births. Only 15 percent of all births to black women in 1959 
were out of wedlock; the proportion today is well over one-half. In 
the cities, the figure is invariably higher: 67 percent in Chicago in 
1978, for example. Black women today bear children out of wed- 
lock at a rate nine times that for whites. In 1982, the number of 
black babies born out of wedlock (328,879) nearly matched the 
number of illegitimate white babies (337,050). White or black, the 
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WHAT WENT WRONG? 

W. E. B. Du Bois (The Negro American Family, 1908) and E. Franklin 
Frazier (The Negro Family in the United States, 1939) were among the 
first scholars to ask this question about poor black families. Both 
came up with essentially the same answer-slavery. 

Slavery, they noted, often separated man from wife, parent from 
child. Slave "marriage" had no basis in law. Negroes thus entered 
Emancipation with a legacy of "sexual irregularity" (Du Bois) that 
fostered "delinquency, desertions, and broken homes" (Frazier). Dis- 
crimination and migration perpetuated such patterns. 

The "slavery hypothesis" was challenged during the 1970s by the 
works of Eugene Genovese (Roll, Jordan, Roll, 1974) and Herbert 
Gutman (The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1976). Genovese 
shows, for example, that blacks did establish strong families in slav- 
ery. And Gutman notes that as late as 1925, roughly 85 percent of 
black families in New York City were headed by a married couple. 

If slavery did not undermine the black family, what did? Scholars 
as diverse as Jessie Bernard (Marriage and Family among Negroes, 
1966), Elliot Liebow (Tally's Comer, 1967), William Julius Wilson 
(The Declining Significance of Race, 1978), and Stephen Steinberg 
(The Ethnic Myth, 1981) point the finger at 
economic hardship and urban unemploy- 
ment. The rise of a "matriarchal family pat- 
tern" in the ghetto, Steinberg writes, was 
"an inevitable by-product of the inability of 
men to function as breadwinners for their 
families." Joblessness, in turn, eroded the 
black male's sense of manhood and family 
responsibility. 

The disruptive impact of welfare on 
some black families is generally conceded 
but not easily quantified. Kristin A. Moore 
and Martha R. Burt (Teenage Childbearing 
and Welfare, 1981) suggest that Aid to ~ a ~ i l i e s  with Dependent Chil- 
dren (AFDC) may influence a pregnant woman to bear and rear her 
child (and head up a new household) rather than marry the father, 
resort to adoption, or submit to abortion. Because AFDC is available 
only to single-parent families in half of the 50 states, the program 
may also encourage the break-up of married couples and deter un- 
wed parents from marrying or remarrying. 

Whatever its causes, the black family's worsening plight has belat- 
edly been acknowledged by black leaders. So has the need for reme- 
dies. A 1983 report by Washington's Joint Center for Political 
Studies, A Policy Framework for Racial Justice, asserted flatly that 
"family reinforcement constitutes the single most important action 
the nation can take toward the elimination of black poverty and re- 
lated social problems." 
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women bearing these children are not always mature adults. Al- 
most half of all illegitimate children born to blacks today will 
have a teenager for a mother. 

The effect on the welfare rolls is not hard to imagine. A 1976 
study by Kristin Moore and Steven B. Cardwell of Washington's 
Urban Institute estimated that, nationwide, about 60 percent of 
the children who are born outside of marriage and are not adopted 
receive welfare; furthermore, "more than half of all AFDC [Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children] assistance in 1975 was paid to 
women who were or had been teenage mothers." A 1979 study by 
the Department of City Planning in New York found that 75 per- 
cent of all children born out of wedlock in that city during the pre- 
vious 18 years were recipients of AFDC. 

Why No Progress? 

I have concentrated on young, female-headed families and 
out-of-wedlock births among blacks because these indices have 
become inextricably connected with poverty and welfare 
dependency, as well as with other forms of social dislocation (in- 
cluding joblessness and crime). 

As James Q.  Wilson observed in Thinking About Crime 
(1975), these problems are also associated with a "critical mass" 
of young people, often poorly supervised. When that mass is 
reached, or is increased suddenly and substantially, "a self- 
sustaining chain reaction is set off that creates an explosive in- 
crease in the amount of crime, addiction, and welfare 
dependency." The effect is magnified in densely populated 
ghetto neighborhoods, and further magnified in the massive 
public housing projects. 

Consider Robert Taylor Homes, the largest such project in 
Chicago. In 1980, almost 20,000 people, all black, were officially 
registered there, but according to one report "there are an addi- 
tional 5,000 to 7,000 who are not registered with the Housing 
Authority." Minors made up 72 percent of the population and 
the mother alone was present in 90 percent of the families with 
children. The unemployment rate was estimated at 47 percent in 
1980, and some 70 percent of the project's 4,200 official households 
received AFDC. Although less than one-half of one percent of Chica- 
go's population lived in Robert Taylor Homes, 11 percent of all the 
city's murders, nine percent of its rapes, and 10 percent of its ag- 
gravated assaults were committed in the project in 1980. 

Why have the social conditions of the black underclass dete- 
riorated so rapidly? 

Racial discrimination is the most frequently invoked explana- 
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tion, and it is undeniable that discrimination continues to aggra- 
vate the social and economic problems of poor blacks. But is dis- 
crimination really greater today than it was in 1948, when black 
unemployment was less than half of what it is now, and when the 
gap between black and white jobless rates was narrower? 

As for the black family, it apparently began to fall apart not 
before but after the mid-20th century. Until publication in 1976 
of Herbert Gutman's The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 
most scholars had believed otherwise. "Stimulated by the bitter 
public and academic controversy over the Moynihan report," 
Gutman produced data demonstrating that the black family 
was not significantly disrupted during slavery or even during 
the early years of the first migration to the urban North, begin- 
ning after the turn of the century. The problems of the modern 
black family, he implied, were a product of modern forces. 

Those who cite racial discrimination as the root cause of 
poverty often fail to make a distinction between the effects of 
historic discrimination (that is, discrimination prior to the 
mid-20th century) and the effects of contemporary discrimina- 
tion. That is why they find it so hard to explain why the eco- 
nomic position of the black underclass started to worsen soon 
after Congress enacted, and the White House began to enforce, 
the most sweeping civil-rights legislation since Reconstruction. 

Making Comparisons 

My own view is that historic discrimination is far more im- 
portant than contemporary discrimination in understanding 
the plight of the urban underclass; that, in any event, there is 
more to the story than discrimination (of whichever kind). 

Historic discrimination certainly helped to create an im- 
poverished urban black community in the first place. In his re- 
cent A Piece of the Pie: Black and White Immigrants since 1880 
(1980), Stanley Lieberson shows how, in many areas of life, in- 
cluding the labor market, black newcomers from the rural 
South were far more severely discriminated against in Northern 
cities than were the new white immigrants from southern, cen- 
tral, and eastern Europe. Skin color was part of the problem, 
but it was not all of it. 

The disadvantage of skin color-the fact that the dominant 
whites preferred whites over nonwhites-is one that blacks 
shared with Japanese, Chinese, and others. Yet the experience of 
the Asians, whose treatment by whites "was of the same violent 
and savage character in areas where they were concentrated," 
but who went on to prosper in their adopted land, suggests that 
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skin color per se was not an "insurmountable obstacle." Indeed, 
Lieberson argues that the greater success enjoyed by Asians may 
well be explained largely by the different context of their con- 
tact with whites. Because changes in immigration policy cut off 
Asian migration to America in the late 19th century, the Japa- 
nese and Chinese populations did not reach large numbers and 
therefore did not pose as great a threat as did blacks. 

Furthermore, the discontinuation of large-scale immigra- 
tion from Japan and China enabled Chinese and Japanese to so- 
lidify networks of ethnic contacts and to occupy particular 
occupational niches in small, relatively stable communities. For 
blacks, the situation was different. The 1970 census recorded 
22,580,000 blacks in the United States but only 435,000 Chinese 
and 591,000 Japanese. "Imagine," Lieberson exclaims, "22 mil- 
lion Japanese Americans trying to carve out initial niches 
through truck farming." 

The Youth Explosion 

If different population sizes accounted for a good deal of the 
difference in the economic success of blacks and Asians, they also 
helped determine the dissimilar rates of progress of urban blacks 
and the new European arrivals. European immigration was cur- 
tailed during the 1920s, but black migration to the urban North 
continued through the 1960s. With each passing decade, Lieber- 
son writes, there were many more blacks who were recent mi- 
grants to the North, whereas the immigrant component of the 
new Europeans dropped off over time. Eventually, other whites 
muffled their dislike of the Poles and Italians and Jews and saved 
their antagonism for blacks. As Lieberson notes, "The presence of 
blacks made it harder to discriminate against the new Europeans 
because the alternative was viewed less favorably." 

The black migration to New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, 
and other Northern cities-the continual replenishment of 
black populations there by poor newcomers-predictably 
skewed the age profile of the urban black community and kept it 
relatively young. The number of central-city black youths aged 
16-19 increased by almost 75 percent from 1960 to 1969. Young 
black adults (ages 20-24) increased in number by two-thirds dur- 
ing the same period, three times the increase for young white 
adults. In the nation's inner cities in 1977, the median age for 
whites was 30.3, for blacks 23.9. The importance of this jump in the 
number of young minorities in the ghetto, many of them lacking 
one or more parent, cannot be overemphasized. 

Age correlates with many things. For example, the higher 
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BLACKS IN SCHOOL: 
TRYING TO CATCH UP 

When black children finally gained access to "mainstream" public 
schools, they arrived during the turmoil of the late 1960s. Schools 
were beset by falling standards, lax discipline, and rising rates of 
crime and vandalism, not to mention repeated efforts to achieve 
greater racial balance. The big-city public schools, in particular, 
were in poor condition to help an influx of black underclass youths 
overcome the cumulative effects of family instability, poverty, and 
generations of inferior education. When family finances permitted, 
blacks, like whites, often put their offspring in private schools or 
moved to the suburbs. 

Blacks have nevertheless made some gains through public educa- 
tion. At the grade school level, the gap in school attendance rates be- 
tween whites and blacks has been closed. Between 1970 and 1982, 
the proportion of blacks graduating from high school (now 76.5 per- 
cent) grew twice as fast as that of whites. The National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) reveals that blacks in grade school 
and junior high are improving their skills more quickly than are 
whites, though they still lag behind. 

But high school students of neither race are doing better now than 
their counterparts were 10 years ago. Indeed, the NAEP reports that the 
proportion of 17-year-old blacks scoring in the "highest achievement 
group" in reading tests actually declined from 5.7 to 3.9 percent be- 
tween 1971 and 1980. In the Age of Technology, blacks are still less 
likely than whites to take science and math courses. The modest gains 
by blacks during the past decade on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) 
still produced an average combined (math and verbal) score in 1983 of 
only 708 out of a possible 1600. The National Assault on Illiteracy Pro- 
gram estimates that 47 percent of all black Americans still read at a 
fourth-grade level or lower. As more blacks finish high school and col- 
lege, such "functional illiteracy" will decline. 

the median age of a group, the higher its income; the lower the 
median age, the higher the unemployment rate and the higher 
the crime rate. (More than half of those arrested in 1980 for vio- 
lent and property crimes in American cities were under 21 .) The 
younger a woman is, the more likely she is to bear a child out of 
wedlock, head up a new household, and depend on welfare. In 
short, much of what has gone awry in the ghetto is due in part to 
the sheer increase in the number of black youths. As James Q. 
Wilson has argued, an abrupt rise in the proportion of young 
people in any community will have an "exponential effect on the 
rate of certain social problems." 

The population explosion among minority youths occurred 
at a time when changes in the economy were beginning to pose 

The Wilson Quarterlflpring 1984 

97 



BLACKS IN AMERICA 

serious problems for unskilled workers. Urban minorities have 
been particularly vulnerable to the structural economic changes 
of the past two decades: the shift from goods-producing to 
service-providing industries, the increasing polarization of the 
labor market into low-wage and high-wage sectors, technologi- 
cal innovations, and the relocation of manufacturing industries 
out of the central cities. During the 1970s, Chicago lost more 
than 200,000 jobs, mostly in manufacturing, where many inner- 
city blacks had traditionally found employment. New York City 
lost 600,000 jobs during the same period, even though the num- 
ber of white-collar professional, managerial, and clerical jobs 
increased in Manhattan. Today, as John D. Kasarda has noted, 
the nation's cities are being transformed into "centers of admin- 
istration, information exchange, and service provision." Finding 
work now requires more than a willing spirit and a strong back. 

Beyond Race 

Roughly 60 percent of the unemployed blacks in the United 
States reside within the central cities. Their situation, already 
more difficult than that of any other major ethnic group in the 
country, continues to worsen. Not only are there more blacks 
without jobs every year; many, especially young males, are 
dropping out of the labor force entirely. The percentage of 
blacks who were in the labor force fell from 45.6 in 1960 to 30.8 
in 1977 for those aged 16-17 and from 90.4 to 78.2 for those aged 
20-24. (During the same period, the proportion of white teen- 
agers in the labor force actually increased.) 

More and more black youths, including many who are no 
longer in school, are obtaining no job experience at all. The pro- 
portion of black teenage males who have never held a job in- 
creased from 32.7 to 52.8 percent between 1966 and 1977; for 
black males under 24, the percentage grew from 9.9 to 23.3. Re- 
search shows, not surprisingly, that joblessness during youth 
has a harmful impact on one's future success in the job market. 

There have been recent signs, though not many, that some 
of the inner city's ills may have begun to abate. For one, black 
migration to urban areas has been minimal in recent years; 
many cities have experienced net migration of blacks to the sub- 
urbs. For the first time in the 20th century, a heavy influx from 
the countryside no longer swells the ranks of blacks in the cities. 
Increases in the urban black population during the 1970s, as de- 
mographer Philip Hauser has pointed out, were mainly due to 
births. This means that one of the major obstacles to black ad- 
vancement in the cities has been removed. Just as the Asian and 
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European immigrants benefited from a cessation of migration, 
so too should the economic prospects of urban blacks improve 
now that the great migration from the rural South is over. 

Even more significant is the slowing growth in the number 
of young blacks inhabiting the central cities. In metropolitan 
areas generally, there were six percent fewer blacks aged 13 or 
under in 1977 than there were in 1970; in the inner city, the fig- 
ure was 13 percent. As the average age of the urban black com- 
munity begins to rise, lawlessness, illegitimacy, and 
unemployment should begin to decline. 

Even so. the nroblems of the urban black underclass will re- 
main crippling for years to come. And I suspect that any signifi- 
cant reduction of joblessness, crime, welfare dependency, 
single-parent homes, and out-of-wedlock pregnancies would re- 
quire far more comprehensive social and economic change than 
Americans have generally deemed appropriate or desirable. It 
would require a radicalism that neither the Republican nor the 
Democratic Party has been bold enough to espouse. 

The existence of a black underclass, as I have suggested, is 
due far more to historic discrimination and to broad demo- 
graphic and economic trends than it is to racial discrimination in 
the present day. For that reason, the underclass has not benefited 
significantly from "race specific" antidiscrimination policies, 
such as affirmative action, that have aided so many trained and 
educated blacks. If inner-city blacks are to be helped, they will be 
helped not by policies addressed primarily to inner-city minori- 
ties but by policies designed to benefit all of the nation's poor. 

I am reminded in this connection of Bavard Rustin's wlea 
during the early 1960s that blacks recognizedthe importance of 
fundamental economic reform (including a system of national 
economic planning along with new education, manpower, and 
public works programs to help achieve full employment) and 
the need for a broad-based coalition to achieve it. Politicians 
and civil-rights leaders should, of course, continue to fight for an 
end to racial discrimination. But thev must also recognize that 
poor minorities are profoundly affected by problems that affect 
other people in America as well, and that go beyond racial con- 
siderations. Unless those problems are addressed, the under- 
class will remain a reality of urban life. 
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