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The Truly Disadvantaged:
Structuring an Agenda for Change

JAMES A. GESCHWENDER
State University of New York-Binghamton

This manuscript addresses the question as to how we may
best structure an agenda for change aimed at improving the
economic situation for the “truly disadvantaged.” I have cho-
sen to address this question within the limits set by existing
political circumstances. Policy proposals are presented because
they are believed to be achievable and would be effective if
implemented. It is impossible to think about this question with-
out considering the proposals presented by William J. Wilson
in his pathbreaking book, The Truly Disadvantaged (1987). Con-
sequently, I briefly describe the intellectual context within
which Wilson wrote his book and analyze the basic assump-
tions which underlay his proposals. On the whole, I believe
Wilson’s analysis to be sound and the proposals that he pre-
sents to be invaluable. Nevertheless, there are some difficulties
with his formulation of the problem. Some of his assumptions
are flawed and, consequently, his proposals, while pointed in
the right direction, do not go far enough.

Wilson’s Proposals in Context

Over the past few decades, a great deal of scholarly atten-
tion has been directed toward examining changes in the social
and economic position of Afro-Americans in the United States.
The social science scholarship which analyzed developments
in the 1960s concluded that Afro-Americans had made a great
deal of progress toward achieving economic equality and
tended to project this progress into the indefinite future (Wat-
tenberg and Scammon, 1973; Moynihan, 1972; Glazer, 1975;
Freeman, 1973, 1976; Farley, 1977; Featherman and Hauser,
1978; Masters, 1975; Smith and Welch, 1977; Weiss and Wil-
liamson, 1972; Welch, 1973). Other scholars reexamined the
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question incorporating data from the 1970s and concluded
either that much of the progress of the 1960s had been eroded
during the 1970s or that the gains were illusory in that they
masked the fact that much of the Afro-American community
was not sharing in the progress experienced by its more advan-
taged strate (Jordan, 1979, 1980; Hill, 1981; Reich, 1981; Lazear,
1979; Auletta, 1982; Wilson, 1980).

Perhaps the most extensive attempt to evaluate these con-
flicting interpretations was that of Farley (1984) who provided
the major impetus for a rebirth of optimism. He found that the
ratio between Afro-American and Euro-American median fam-
ily incomes increased from 53% in 1959 to 61% in 1970 before
declining back to 55% in 1982 which is consistent with the
interpretation that progress during the 1950s was eroded dur-
ing the 1960s. However, he also noted that, while the propor-
tion of families headed by females increased for both Afro-
Americans and Euro-Americans during this time period, it
increased far more rapidly for Afro-Americans. Separate anal-
ysis of trends by type of family revealed that two-parent, Afro-
American families exhibited a greater increase in median family
income than comparable Euro-American families during both
the decade of the 1960s and the 1970s. Among female-headed
families, Afro-Americans showed similar relative gains during
the 1960s and then held their own during the 1970s. Farley
concluded that two-parent Afro-American families have
indeed, make major advances in American society, both abso-
lutely and relative to Euro-americans, and that the apparent
relative decline in family income for Afro-Americans during
the 1970s was a direct consequence of a greater increase in the
number and proportion of female-headed families. Thus, he
remained optimistic about the eventual complete elimination
of racial inequality in America.

William J. Wilson (1980, pp. 174-75) argued that Farley’s
analysis is flawed because it is based upon the experience of
employed persons between 25 and 64 and leaves out those
Afro-Americans between 16 and 24 who have been the most
excluded from the labor market. He suggested that the greatest
relative disadvantage experienced by Afro-Americans may be
their inability to even enter the labor market and that this is
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further compounded by their higher rates of unemployment.
Thus, Wilson concluded that the portion of the Afro-American
community that he calls the underclass is still falling further
behind middle-class Afro-Americans and is certainly not clos-
ing the gap relative to Euro-Americans. In his most recent
work, Wilson (1987) concentrates his attention on the plight of
the growing number of female-headed families in the Afro-
American community and does not question Farley’s assump-
tion that two-parent Afro-American families are doing well
relative to comparable Euro-Americans. He demonstrates that,
among Afro-Americans, the number of female-headed families
is increasing, in large part, in response to economic conditions
which make it impossible for large numbers of males to get
jobs paying a wage high enough to allow them to marry—
although his index of ““marriageable” men measures only
employment status and not income. This contrasts sharply
with the situation among Euro-American women where
increases in female headed families are more likely to result
from noneconomic factors.

Wilson’s policy recommendations center around a series of
proposed economic reforms designed to create more jobs for
all. Afro-American men would, along with others, acquire
these newly created jobs. This would increase the numbers of
Afro-American men who could afford to marry and support a
family, thereby, reducing the number of female-headed fami-
lies and decreasing the number of persons living in disadvan-
taged circumstances. His economic proposals are quite
laudable—anything which helps to create jobs for the jobless
is indeed laudable. As is anything which helps make it possible
for men and women to marry if they wish to do so. And in
this sense, I fully support all of the measures that he proposes.
However, to borrow a phrase from Jessie Jackson, “the patch
just isn’t big enough.” First, the assumption that two-parent
Afro-American families are doing reasonably well compared to
similar Euro-American families needs to be rethought. It is too
simplistic, and, consequently, tends to generate policy pro-
posals that are inadequate to accomplish their desired objec-
tives. Research by Geschwender and Carroll-Seguin
(forthcoming) demonstrates that a much higher proportion of
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the income of Afro-American two-parent families is generated
by the wife’s earnings than is the case for Euro-Americans. In
all too many cases, it requires two workers in an Afro-Ameri-
can family to achieve the life-style that Euro-Americans can
have with one. Second, it is simply not the case that all women
who head families do so because of a shortage of what Wilson
calls “marriageable men.” Some do so by choice, and would
like the opportunity to achieve a decent standard of living with-
out having to buy a husband as part of the package. The pro-
gram that Wilson proposes does not address this issue and
would, if enacted, do very little to improve their circumstances.
Nor is it, by itself, likely to produce very substantial gains for
disadvantaged, two-parent families.

Data Analysis

In this section of the paper I use data derived from the 1980
United States Census as presented in the 5% microdata sample
tapes for the state of California (U.S. Bureau of the Census
1980). Table 1 presents data on the economic status of families
by ethnicity and type of family. Families are classified as poor
if they are below the poverty level; disadvantaged if their
income is above the poverty level, but less than twice that
amount; low income if their income is more than twice, but
less than three times, the poverty level; secure if their income
is more than three times, but less than four times the poverty
level; and affluent if it exceeds four times the poverty level.
The plight of female-headed families—regardless of ethnicity—
is evident. The proportion of such families living in either poor
or disadvantaged circumstances ranges from a low of 33% for
Japanese-Americans to a high of 73% for Vietnamese-Ameri-
cans. Anglos (43%) approach the low end of the continuum
while Mexican-Americans (70%) and Afro-Americans (66%)
approach the high end. Male-headed, single-parent families
are considerbly better off ranging fron 10% in poor or disad-
vanttged circumstances among Japanese-Americans to a high
of 63% among Vietnamese-Americans. Anglos (19%) approach
the low end of the continuum while Mexican-Americans (43%)
and Afro-Americans (41%) approach the high end.
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Two-parent families fare much better than either single-
parent type. Nevertheless, the proportion of such families in
poor or disadvantaged circumstances ranges from a low of 9%
among Japanese-Americans to a high of 55% among Vietnam-
ese-Americans. Anglos (14%) approach the low end of the con-
tinuum while Mexican-Americans (32%), Korean-Americans
(31%), and Afro-Americans (29%) approach the high end. This
data hardly supports the notion that marriage, by itself, is any
insurance that women will have a decent standrad of living.
However, these data do not constitute an adequate test of Wil-
son’s proposals. He stressed the need to stimulate the economy
to produce more jobs so that more men could afford to marry
and support families. The data in Table 1 do not control for
employment status. Table 2 presents data on the economic sta-
tus of two-parent families in which the husband is employed
full-time, year around, controlling for ethnicity and wife’s
involvement in the labor force.

The proportion of two-parent families with the husband
employed full-time, year around, who live in poor or disad-
vantaged circumstances ranges from a low of 5% for Japanese-
Americans to a high of 33% for Mexican-Americans. Anglos
(7%) and Indian-Americans (11%) approach the low end of the
continuum while Vietnamese-Americans (19%) and Afro-
Americans (17%) are closer to the high end. Perhaps a better
indicator of the probability of a family achieving economic
security by relying solely upon male earnings, is provided by
data on families in which the wife is not in the labor force. The
proportion of such families living in poor or disadvantaged
circumstances ranges from a low of 9% among Japanese-Amer-
icans to a high of 48% among Mexican-Americans. Anglo (11%)
and Indian-Americans (14%) approach the low end of the con-
tinuum while Vietnamese-Americans (46%) and Afro-Ameri-
cans (33%) are closer to the high end.

It does not seem that finding and marrying a “marriagea-
ble” man—even one employed full-time, year around—is a
path that a woman can follow with confidence that it will arrive
at economic security. Such families are better off than those
with unemployed or underemployed husbands, but, again,
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male employment is simply not a big enough patch. Of course,
the wife may also enter the labor force if she is childless, has
children old enough to care for themselves, or can find ade-
quate day care. Table 2 presents data which allows us to
explore the consequences of this action.

The wife’s entry into the labor force reduced the number
of poor or disadvantaged families regardless of ethnicity. The
decreases ranged from as little as 3% among Anglos, 5% among
Indian-Americans, and 6% among Japanese-Americans to 15%
among Afro-Americans and Filipino-Americans, 20% among
Mexican-Americans, and 36% among Vietnamese-Americans.
While the improvement in status brought about by women’s
earning is shared by all groups, the proportion of families
remaining in poor or disadvantaged circumstances remains
unacceptably high. Even without taking into acount any cost
that might be associted with child care, 10% of Chinese-Amer-
icans, 13% of Korean-Americans, 28% of Afro-Americans, 18%
of Filipino-Americans, and a whopping 18% of Mexican-Amer-
icans remain in poor or disadvantaged circumstances. It is
obvious that the earnings of employed married women are
important to the family. The entry of the wife into the labor
market along side of a fully employed husband sharply reduces
the proportion of families living in poor or disadvantaged cir-
cumstances. But, women’s employment also do not constitute
a big enough patch.

People are not poor or disadvantaged because they are
unwilling to work. There are a limited number of jobs available
for either men or women. Pressures caused by the presence of
children, difficulty in finding adequate child care, and its high
cost, when available, make it harder for married women to
enter the labor force. It is often the case that available jobs
simply do not pay enough to allow the working poor to live
with dignity and economic security. Nor is there any guarantee
that this standard of living can be achieved even if both parents
are employed full-time, year around. Approximately 15% of
such Mexican-American families still live in poor or disadvan-
taged circumstances as do 8% of Filipino-American and Viet-
namese-American families. These are frightening figures.
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Discussion

Significant numbers of ethnic families—with or without a
husband that is employed full-time, year around—live in poor
or disadvantaged circumstances. Entry of the female spouse
into the labor force, and especially full-time employment,
improves their economic situation, but far too many remain
disadvantaged. Perhaps the major reason why female employ-
ment does not do more to improve the economic circumstances
of families is the ““65 cent dollar” with which women are paid.
Both Euro-American and Afro-American women—even if
employed full-time—earn significantly less than comparably
qualified Euro-American men (Farley 1984, pp. 72-75). There
is no reason to assume that other Women of Color fare any
better than Afro-American women in this regard.

Girls are socialized into feminine gender roles and women
are systematically shunted into “female” occupations which
are paid considerably less than “men’s jobs” even when they
demand comparable levels of skill and training. Still, women'’s
earnings do a great deal to reduce the number of families living
in disadvantaged circumstances. Table 3 presents data on the
economic status of two-parent families by ethnicity and
employment pattern. This will help us to determine what
women’s earnings could accomplish for their families if they
were paid with a 100 cent dollar—that is at the same level as
similarly qualified men.

The left hand portion of the table presents the proportion
of families that would be poor or disadvantaged if wives did
not contribute any income, the proportion as currently exist-
ing, and the proportion that would be poor or disadvantaged
if women were paid at the same level as men. This latter figure
was computed through a process which involved dividing cur-
rent women'’s earnings by .65. The data demonstrates that,
even under present conditions, women’s earnings reduce the
number of families living in poor or disadvantaged circum-
stances by anywhere from 7 to 14%, depending upon ethnicity.
The greatest impact is found among Afro-Americans, Filipino-
Americans, and Korean-Americans. “Comparable Worth” leg-
islation would further reduce the proportion of poor or dis-
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advantaged families by another 2 to 13% and would increase
the number of families living under affluent conditions by
between 2 and 13%. This is on top of the 3 to 14% increases
resulting from women’s employment under present circum-
stances. A comparison of families under the assumption of “no
earnings by wife”” with those under the assumption of “Com-
parable Worth earnings” shows a total decline of families in
poor or disadvantaged circumstances of between 8 and 28%,
and a total increase of families in affluent circumstances of
between 4 and 22%, depending upon ethnicity.

The right hand portion of Table 3 presents data reporting
the impact of “Comparable Worth” legislation for families in
which the wife is employed full-time, year around. Paying
women at the same level as men would reduce the proportion
of families living in poor or disadvantged circumstances by
between 7 and 20%, and increase the proportion living in afflu-
ent circumstances by between 7 and 16%, depending upon
ethnicity. This represents a total increase of between 18 and
48% of families living in affluent circumstances. Data included
in the lower portion of Table 1 demonstrated that women who
head families would also be helped by the elimination of gen-
der inequality in wages. The proportion of such families living
in poor or disadvantaged circumstances would decrease by
between 6 and 13%, depending upon ethnicity.

Conclusion

This analysis probably overstates the impact that “Com-
parable Worth” legislation would have upon Anglo families
and understates its importance for Families of Color. Afro-
American women working full-time in 1982 earned $1,100 less
than comparably employed Euro-American women (Farley
1984, p. 57). Other Women of Color are likely to be faced with
a similar earnings deficit. If anything, this strengthens my
argument that we must create a multi-pronged effort to drast-
ically alter the opportunity structure in American society if we
are to make serious inroads against racial inequality. Any
meaningful reduction in racial inequality requires a simulta-
neous reduction in gender inequality. I fully support the policy
proposals put forth by Wilson in the Truly Disadvantaged, but
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believe that we must go much further. Wilson’s policy pro-
posals embody an unconscious sexism and accept the inevita-
bility of the traditional two-parent family. This is a fine family
form for those who choose it—but not everyone wishes to do
s0.

Wilson does not believe that this is the natural, or even the
preferred, family form. He simply argues that the level of sex-
ism that exists in our society dooms women who choose alter-
native life styles to disadvantaged circumstances. Nor do his
proposals entirely ignore the needs of women. He emphasizes
the need to create jobs for both men and women (Wilson 1987,
p. 106; 150), but the major thrust throughout his book is aimed
at solving the problems of women in the underclass by increas-
ing the size of the pool of “marriageable” men. He also dis-
cusses the need for day care with reference to female-headed
families (Wilson 1987, p. 153), but not in relation to the needs
of two-parent families. Further, he suggests that day care
should come from the private sector, which would make it
prohibitively expensive for low income families. Nor would the
tax credits that he advocates help all that much since low
income people pay few taxes. Lowering the age for admission
into preschools, as advocated by Wilson, would not help as
much as it appears on the surface. Preschools often have short
hours and still leave the problem of day care availability for the
remainder of the day as well as the problem of providing trans-
portation between preschool and day care. Wilson does not
present any proposals related to wage discrimination against
women.

Wilson’s political agenda is structured on pragmatic con-
siderations. He does not believe that racial special interest leg-
islation can be passed in the present political context.
Consequently, he urges an agenda which would create a broad
based alliance by providing some potential gains for a wide
spectrum of Americans. I think that he is right in his reading
of the times and in his basic approach. However, it will not be
possible to implement his agenda without struggle. I cannot
understand why we should engage in a massive struggle to
implement a program that alllows for the perpetuation of sexist
institutions and, consequently, would fall far short of accom-
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plishing our objectives. If we are going to have to struggle to
bring about change anyway, and we must, let us make these
changes worthwhile. Let us also struggle to eliminate sexism
at the same time. This is not utopian. We can build a broad
based movement on behalf of such a program by making more
people aware of exactly how sexist economic practices work to
their own disadvantage.

Legislation with teeth which strengthens the bars against
overt gender discrimination is both desirable and achievable.
But it does not go far enough. It does not attack the problem
of sex-typed occupations. The only thing that I know of that
would attack this is “Comparable Worth” legislation. ““Com-
parable Worth” legislation is essential and, I believe, achieva-
ble. We will certainly never get it if we sit back, write it off as
unobtainable, and strive for lesser things. We can and must
make the effort. The ERA, Comparable Worth, Federally
funded day care centers, and tax laws that allow child care
costs to be deducted directly from income are all essential parts
of the package. Such a legislative agenda would have a major
impact in reducing the number of families living in disad-
vantged circumstances and would help them to achieve a min-
imal level of decency. This program would have a significant
impact upon opportunities offered to such current members of
the underclass as single women, female heads of families, and
to working wives. All family types, with the possible exception
of male headed, single-parent famiies, would gain.

It would also help a category of persons that has not yet
been considered. Many Afro-American families have only
recently been able to achieve what is usually referred to as
middle class status and their hold upon it remains insecure
(Geschwender and Carroll-Seguin forthcoming). Afro-Ameri-
can males, even those with advanced levels of education do
not receive the same economic payoff for added years of
schooling that is accorded to Euro-Americans. Afro-American
families which are middle-class in terms of husbands’ educa-
tion and occupation, have frequently had to opt to have two
income earners in order to achieve the same middle-class life
style that Euro-Americans can normally achieve with one wage
earner. The earnings of employed females have made it pos-
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sible for many Afro-American families to achieve middle-class
status—whtever that means—and these earnings are essential
for its retention. There is evidence that this same pattern holds
for Asian-American families as well (Geschwender and Carroll-
Seguin 1988). Thus, it appears that “Comparable Worth™ leg-
islation can be as essential to middle-class People of Color as
it is for the underclass.

Women’s earnings, especially for Afro-Americans, may
become of even greater importance in the future. In the past
few decades, inflationary trends combined with changes in the
occupational structure to make it increasingly difficult for males
to find jobs and, if employed, to earn an income adequate to
support a family at a minimal level of decency. Males are leav-
ing the labor force in growing numbers. Farley (1984, pp. 40—
43) notes that much of the decline in the labor force partici-
pation rate of Euro-American males results from the early
retirement of males over 55 while the decline for Afro-Ameri-
cans, which has been greater in absolute size, is largely found
among men under 54 who, presumably, cannot find jobs. If
these trends continue as expected, it will be increasingly impor-
tant that we incorporate an attack upon gender inequality as a
major feature in any attempts to reduce racial inequality.

A Political Afterword

The proposals outlined by Wilson in his work, and those
that I have outlined above, must be included in any program
of action if it is to be effective. They will be characterized by
many as “‘reformist.” They fall short of calling for the socialist
transformation of American Society as the only possible solu-
tion. However, such a transformation is not going to occur
within the next decade. In the meantime, there are large num-
bers of persons living in misery. We cannot simply leave them
there in the hope that their presence will hasten the revolution.
We cannot stand idle in the belief that nothing meaningful can
be done under capitalism. To do this, when we might be able
to alleviate their suffering is cruel and insensitive. But, it is
more than that. It is bad politics. The struggle for change, espe-
cially when it is successful, helps create a sense of power in
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people. It helps to create the belief that they can collectively
develop the ability to control their own destiny. It helps to
mobilize people and strengthen the movement for further
change. These measures that advocate are reformist, but they
are worth struggling for on their own merits, and they are
worth struggling for because each successful struggle for
reform has the potential to develop into a broader struggle for
justice and equality.
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