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The Changing American Mosaic:
An Introduction

WILMA PEEBLES-WILKINS

Boston University
School of Social Work

This article, in addition to introducing the special journal issue on the
changing American mosaic, provides a synthesis of issues associated with
changing demographic trends as the number of people of color increase
between 2000-2050. Welfare reform, structural inequality, and the conver-
gence of race, class and gender issues are discussed in a civil rights context.
A brief summary of the other journal articles by Glen Loury; Stanley Eitzen
and Maxine Baca Zinn; Ruth Sidel; Mary Krist, Douglas Gurak, Likwang
Chen; Doris Wilkinson and Margaret Gibelman is also provided.

“While they’re standing in the welfare lines

Crying at the doorsteps of those armies of salvation
Wasting time in the unemployment lines

Sitting around waiting for a promotion.

“Poor people gonna rise up
And get their share
Poor people gonna rise up
And take what's theirs”
—Talkin’ Bout A Revolution

Tracy Chapman

At the beginning of the decade of the nineties, the phrase “the
changing American mosaic” was frequently used to characterize
the anticipated demographic changes in large urban centers be-
tween the years 2000-2050. Population projections for the new
millennium have shown dramatic shifts in the number of people
of color such that people of color will out number the white
majority in some communities. Much of this shift is associated

Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare, March, 2000, Volume XXVII, Number 1
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with immigrants who are people of color and adds new dimen-
sions to early civil rights efforts to increase opportunities for
African Americans and curtail job and other forms of institutional
and individual discrimination against them. Such demographic
shifts not only increase ethnic and racial diversity, but the labor
force changes, concerns arise about the political economy and
access to opportunities for all people of color and tensions arise
over the preservation of the identity of American society. (See
Reimers, Unwelcome Strangers: American Identity and The Turn
Against Immigration.) More conservative attitudes about govern-
mental responsibility and the use of public funds for low income
families and the poor accompany these shifts. Large urban com-
munities have the highest welfare population and have had the
highest number of immigrants on welfare. Public assistance and
essential services for immigrants add still another dimension to
governmental responsibility and public assistance myths. Many
of the myths about the use of publicbenefits have historically been
negative stereotypes about poor, welfare dependent black female
heads of households. (See Sidel, Keeping Women and Children Last,
1998). However, In addition to targeting black mothers with
children born out of wedlock, welfare reform actually resulted
in anti-immigrant provisions as well. Dill, Baca Zinn and Patton
(1999) have described the conservative narrative manifested in
anti-immigrant campaigns which included, for example, negative
stereotypes of Latino families as welfare dependent with dysfunc-
tional family lives. (pp. 265-66). The same authors describe these
political narratives as “racialized”, and blaming “poor single and
immigrant mothers for social ills like drug addiction, poverty,
crime, and gang violence.” (p. 264). Such political factors perpet-
uate social inequality in our society and changes in the American
mosaic raise critical concerns about social justice and the quality
of life for the growing number of people of color, many of whom
are poor. These projected population changes are not accompa-
nied by changes in structural inequality in American society.

ADDRESSING STRUCTURAL
INEQUALITY AND FAMILY WELL-BEING

The Hamiltons (1997) in The Dual Agenda remind us that the
civil rights movement which began more than three decades ago
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was not only concerned about racial justice, but the economic
n.eeds of poor families as well. Socioeconomic concerns of the civil
rights movement became obscured by the necessary thrust and
emphasis on racial discrimination. In their discussion on welfare
reform and full employment in the 1970’s, the Hamiltons note
that “a full employment policy continued to represent an ideal
welfare reform plan for civil rights organizations because it would
be universal and provide jobs with no public assistance stigma
attached to them.” (p. 175). By the same token, the Hamiltons
note that civil rights organizations were adamantly opposed to
mandatory welfare-to-work legislative reform, the implications
of such legislation being that welfare recipients did not want to
work. The distinction here is made between a full employment
policy and welfare reform, jobs in the “regular work force” versus
mandatory workfare programs. The 1963 March on Washington
was a march for both jobs and freedom—a march for federal
legislation to promote economic expansion, federal programs to
provide jobs for all the unemployed, federal fair employment
and labor standards to curtail job discrimination and the es-
tablishment of a national minimum wage. (p. 126). Economic
opportunity and civil rights were not viewed dichotomously.
The civil rights movement has always been concerned about the
adequate provision of social programs, access to health care, job
opportunities and benefits.

The so-called New Federalism has created uneven patterns in
the economic well-being of low income families needing public
benefits. Under current welfare reform measures, there has been a
decrease in federal responsibility for social programs, devolution
to the states, and an emphasis on welfare-to-work. While southern
states and states in the West, in general, tend to have greater
poverty, the population shifts noted earlier have primarily created
an increase in the immigrant population in large northeastern
cities. Many of these immigrants are people of color, are poor,
and in need of social programs, jobs, and other opportunities. It
should be noted that the success of welfare-to-work programs also
vary from state to state. And while reports released by state and
federal governments document a reduction in the welfare rolls
and a growing number of employed former welfare recipients,
the employment of welfare recipients is still of grave concern.
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The United Way of America, for example, has documented that
lack of transportation and other pragmatic problems associated
with employment have caused difficulties for welfare recipients
trying to comply with mandatory work requirements. However,
initiatives which encourage welfare-ro-work partnerships with
the private sector have reported some success. Such private ini-
tiatives, while not universally available, do improve economic
well-being of the low income individuals who participate and
those programs are worthy of note.

Even prior to the 1996 welfare reform act, companies that
developed business agenda around social needs, had successful
welfare-to-work partnerships which included training programs
for welfare recipients with employment commitments attached.
The Marriot and United Airlines are examples of businesses that
developed partnerships with welfare-to-work programs. Bank
Boston’s inner-city development initiatives and the public educa-
tion initiatives of Bell Atlantic and IBM are others. In her article,
From Spare Change to Real Change: The Social Sector as Beta Site
for Business Innovation, Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1999) described
various corporate social innovations such as the Pathways to
Independence program developed by Marriot in 1991. “The pro-
gram, which currently runs in 13 U.S. cities, hones the job skills,
life skills, and work habits of welfare recipients, and Marriot guar-
antees participants a job offer when they complete the program.”
(p. 125). Kanter further notes that the Pathways program has also
“created new jobs in poor communities.” (p. 126).

While these pre-welfare reform business social innovations
described by Kanter have produced successful outcomes for par-
ticipants, as noted earlier, these programs were limited in scope.
Similar attempts to transition welfare recipients into the work-
force under welfare reform, have generated horror stories of
welfare recipients doing monotonous, demeaning state created
work assignments and still other welfare recipients who have
been unable to locate decent jobs, leaving ill-equipped extended
family members to pick up the pieces. Many of the work as-
signments available to welfare recipients under the new welfare-
to-work programs are not the civil rights movement advocated
“regular work force” described by the Hamiltons in the Dual
Agenda.
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Economic well-being for welfare recipients is not the only
source of tension. Our society continues to struggle with un-
resolved tensions associated with equality of opportunity for
African Americans and other racial minorities, the redistribution
Qf wealth and power, and the increased emphasis on maintain-
Ing cultural identity and a host of other interpersonal responses
associated with presumed disadvantage and stereotypes. The de-
mographic shifts noted earlier create even more complex issues in
relation to equality of opportunity, access to resources and cross-
cultural understanding. My colleague, Glen Loury (1997) made a
salient point about economic inequality which is germane to this
discussion and the content of this special issue. Loury states:

People are members of nuclear and extended families; they are part
of communities rooted in geographiclocalities. Because opportunity
is conveyed along the synapses of these social networks, inherited
social position is a major determinant of an individual’s ultimate
economic success. (Loury, p. 27)

EQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITY AND AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

Racial barriers still persist in American society which impede
full access to education, employment, and other opportunities for
the poor, women and people of color.. For example, the removal
of some federal benefits from immigrants caused, in many com-
munities, a lack of access to health care, nutrition, and job training
as well as other resources which promote well-being. Similarly,
African Americans still face employment barriers and other forms
of institutional discrimination. While the ‘colored’ and ‘white’
signs of de jure segregation have been dismantled in the south
for over 30 years, de facto segregation continues to persist in both
the south and the north. The racial and social division which was
once legislated is now more insidious, unwritten and informal, or
exists in the form of public policy which has a negative impact on
minorities. The need for reparation strategies for the historically
racially disadvantaged African American population and special
policies to provide access to opportunities for other people of
color, the poor, and women persists.

Those of us who grew up in the south in the late forties and
early fifties have the historic and anecdotal memory of segre-
gation customs. In addition to the “colored” and “white” water
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fountains and other posted apartheid signs, certain jobs such as
those in janitorial services were considered black people’s jobs
and other jobs such as white collar jobs were those for white
people. Shopping in more expensive clothing stores was off limits,
black Americans were seated and served last in public accom-
modations, if at all. In some instances, black customers were
served at the back door of eating establishments. Just as I was
about to graduate from college in North Carolina, civil rights
legislation prohibiting discrimination in public accommodations
was passed. A restaurant, now closed, across the street from the
university I attended, began to seat black customers. Under de jure
segregation customs, black customers ordering a hamburger from
this restaurant, for example, were given a hamburger wrapped in
waxed paper in a paper bag at the back door. Initially, the white
community was still adjusting to the new civil rights legislation
and while black customers no longer ordered from the back door,
white waitresses would still serve the seated black customers a
hamburger on a piece of waxed paper instead of a plate. This
example is but one of the many ways black Americans were
publicly humiliated. Black Americans have often been expected to
“do more for less” or to work harder and be more overloaded than
others to achieve similar outcomes. Often watched and overly
criticized, the aspirations of many black Americans were stifled.
The current conservative political narrative described by Dill,
Baca Zinn, and Patton is reminiscent of the stereotypes and neg-
ative projections from the old days when stereotypes that Black
people were unclean, smelled bad and had over-active sex drives
were used to thwart desegregation attempts.

Socially defined rules as well as negative and debilitating
stereotypes not only dominate the conservative political narrative
about welfare recipients, but persist at many other levels in our
society and negatively impact employment, educational oppor-
tunities and other means of improving the quality of one’s life.
Feagin (1998) in describing the “codefinition” of racism and class
subordination indicates that “characteristics of the racial sphere
are also determined by the economic sphere.” That is, racism, and
sexism as well, are influenced by economically defined roles in
the larger society. In keeping with black historical memory, Feagin
states that “higher paying jobs have for more than three centuries
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beer} assumed to be the prerogative of white people and lower
paying jobs the position of blacks.” (p. 327). Job competition and
stereotypes, working in tandem, influence employment outcomes
and success on the job.

People of color, women, and welfare recipients are not infre-
quently the object of negative projections in the general society
and in the workforce. For example, an article by Kilborn (1995)
related to glass ceiling phenomenon in labor force participation
described the stereotypes white business men held about mi-
norities and women which created presumptive attitudes caus-
ing these groups to be excluded from higher paying corporate
positions. Perceptions about women involved “not being tough
enough” and tied down to one location. Black men were viewed
as “undisciplined and always late”; and Hispanic men seen as
“heavy drinkers and drug users who don’t want to work”. As
might be expected, Asians were perceived as “more equipped for
technical than people-oriented work”. Describing the negative
influence of stereotypes on creating a diverse work force, Kilborn
states: “Some white men are frightened and angry that people
unlike them are vying for their jobs. But for many other men,
higher level executives, simple inertia sustains the stereotypes
and keeps top management white and male”. (p. 329). As our
society becomes more diverse grappling with others “seeing the
wrong thing” becomes tantamount. Similar stereotypes and pre-
sumptions can cause hypercritical attitudes and behaviors as well
as cultural and gender insensitive remarks and interactions which
may impede the success of minorities and women in the work
force at all job levels.

Addressing lack of cultural awareness and understanding in
the workforce, a recent article in the Health Care Review (Southern
New England). “Over the Rainbow: The Many Hues of Today’s
Corporate Culture” notes that:

Stereotypical perceptions of culturally different individuals often
push minority employees into less visible and secondary positions
within organizations, ultimately limiting the inclusionary process
and the potential of those employees. . . . People will not contribute
if they are not recognized and respected for who they are. (Louis

and Maloof, 1999, p. 10).
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Negative perceptions and projections can potentially have serious
consequences for families who are trying to comply with welfare
reform regulations and become integrated into the regular work-
force. For example, very similar to Louis and Maloof’s (1999) com-
ments about integrating culturally different employees into the
corporate culture workforce, working styles, attitudes and values
among the TANF job trainees who are high school drop-outs are
very different from the traditional job trainee in programs such
as those of the Urban League designed for high school graduates.

Presumptions about others based on stereotypes also influ-
ence outcomes for the poor, women and people of color who
try to advance themselves through the educational system. This
is particularly true for African Americans and exists within the
middle class.. In a recent article in the Atlantic Monthly, Claude
Steele (1999) described the impact of stereotypes on the suc-
cess of black students and calls our attention to the fact that
the disadvantages of race are not overcome by higher socioeco-
nomic status. Steele and his colleagues used the term “stereo-
typed threatened” or stereotyped vulnerability” to describe the
threat of being perceived based on a negative stereotype or the
fear of behaving in such a way as to confirm that stereotype.
Those who are stereotyped threatened also have a low degree
of racial trust associated with social attitudes and stereotypes
about race. Subtle cues can cause performance difficulties in test
situations, taxing the mental abilities of black students who have
the ability to perform better. Steele also suggests that this situation
requires special policy and practices by educational institutions.
As we are reminded in the article, similar analogies apply to
women in advanced math and the poor in certain academic sit-
uations. These issues are intrinsically woven with the current
affirmative action debate and educational admissions policies.
The need for social remedies for the historically disadvantaged
groups persists.

While the major thrust in this issue of the journal is on social
justice for lower socioeconomic groups, we need to acknowledge
that other social injustices which involve racial disadvantage
are quite prevalent in our society. For example, Feagin (1998)
describes in his research on antiblack discrimination in public
places, both contested and uncontested forms of discrimination
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against black college professors, black physicians and other mid-
dle class black adults and their children. These transgressions
were documented in public facilities as well as in educational
and work place sites. (pp. 267-294). Often, such transgressions,
in addition to involving racial prejudice and intolerance, are
based on societal stereotypes about all black people. Presumed
disadvantage because of race or about affirmative action benefits
feed into these stereotypes. Cultural insensitivity and lack of
understanding in the changing American mosaic is exacerbated
by this persistent and continued discrimination against African
Americans so long after the civil rights movement of the sixties.
Stereotypes and myths persist at all levels of our society, but to
paraphrase Sidel (1999), “the convergence of American stereo-
types about race, class, and gender” causes the poor, especially
the welfare recipient, to be denied access to American wealth.

(p. 15).

CLASS, GENDER, AND RACE/ETHNICITY INTERSECTING.

Tracy Chapman’s Talkin" Bout A Revolution characterizes the
welfare recipient’s lack of “regular work force “ opportunities and
lack of access to the American wealth. A disproportionate per-
centage of welfare recipients are people of color, both native born
and immigrant. Most people of color would like to be gainfully
employed. However, with limited education and discrimination,
access to decent employment has been limited. Danziger, et. al. in
their research on welfare reform and mental health call attention
to the many barriers which influence the employability of welfare
recipients. They state:

Many single mothers have problems with physical health, depres-
sion, substance dependence, domestic violence , and child care re-
sponsibilities that make steady work difficult. When these problems
are combined with lack of education, work experience, and job skills,
the cumulative effect can be overwhelming. Women, especially mi-
nority women, also often face discrimination and harassment in the
workplace. (Danziger, et. al, p- 4).

Jobs available to welfare recipients are often menial forms of
employment and menial employment tends to pay less than
public assistance. These low wages are further complicated by
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inadequate child care and lack of access to health care. (It is helpful
here to acknowledge that a large number of working poor are also
without insurance coverage and adequate child care.).

Current mandatory welfare-to-work programs are political
strategies designed to reduce the welfare roles and not address
full employment policies for the underclass. Devolution of the
welfare state with the passage of the Personal Responsibility Act
of 1996 focuses on employment for welfare recipients, but not
necessarily employment in the regular work force. While the
civil rights movement endorsed greater job opportunities for the
poor or underclass, many scholars and public policy analyst view
current welfare-to-work programs as punitive, a form of racial
politics and primarily designed to attack black female headed
households. Based on stereotyped assumptions about welfare
recipients not wanting to work, welfare reform limits the time
a recipient can remain on welfare and removes the safety net for
those who are unable to comply with new regulations. Persistent
poverty remains a concern and while some welfare recipients
have obtained employment, researchers have stated that the poor-
est families have been driven deeper into poverty and the others
are only slightly better off. (See Boston Globe article reporting on
reactions from the Liberal-Leaning Center for Budget and Policy
Priorities, August 22, 1999).

As expected, 1997 poverty statistics from the U.S. Census
Bureau indicates that the percentage of poverty is still greatest
among those families of Hispanic origin and among black fami-
lies. Among female headed households with no husband present,
black women and women of Hispanic origin have the highest
percentage of poverty. The poverty rate among Asian and Pacific
Islander families, while lower than other minority groups, is still
higher that the rate for white families. While these numbers were
down in 1997 compared to 1996 and 1989, the percentage of fami-
lies in poverty remains high, 39.8% for black female householder
families and 47.6% for female householder families of Hispanic
origin. It should also be noted that poverty rates among foreign
born and non-citizens is disproportionately higher than the native
population living in poverty. While there has been improvement
relative to persistent poverty among black Americans, in 1993
black individuals remained in poverty significantly longer than
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cher racial groups. In 1998, the number of African Americans
living in poverty declined, and the Census Bureau reported an
overall increase in income. However, both the African American
and Latino poverty rates are still disproportionately high. (Census
Bureau, 1999)

The safety net for immigrants varies from state to state and
differential state policies create concerns about immigrant eco-
nomic well-being since immigrants tend to be concentrated in
certain geographic locations. Under welfare reform immigrants
initially lost entitlement to case assistance, food stamps, health
benefits and other public programs. While some of these benefits
have been restored, food stamps are only available to children, the
elderly and the disabled and new immigrants have to wait five
years to qualify for federal assistance.. (Zimmerman and Tumlin,
1999). Advocacy groups continue to work for policy changes
which have negatively impacted immigrants. Zimmerman and
Tumlin note that the response to immigrants under the new
federalism raises a number of policy questions. They state:

. . . since the federal government determines how many and which

immigrants are admitted to the United States, does the federal
government have a special obligation to provide for them? What
are the implications of this new devolution given that most of
the immigrant population is concentrated in only a handful of
states? Is the federal goal of promoting self-sufficiency achieved
by devolving eligibility decisions to the states (Zimmerman and
Tumlin, 1999, p. 3)?

The new federalism has created a decline in the welfare rolls
among immigrants as well as citizens. Much of this decline in
large urban centers is associated with the immigrant population
and it is difficult to fully understand the significance of this
decline on family economic and emotional well-being for immi-
grants as well as citizens. For example, Fix and Passel (1999) of
the Urban Research Institute document dramatic declines in ap-
proved applications in some California counties when eligibility
has remained unchanged. In this regard, Fix states, “It appears
that these chilling effects originate in confusion and fear among
immigrants and lack of understanding on the part of providers
over who is eligible for benefits.” (p. 1). This study further noted
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that low-income immigrant households were less likely to receive
welfare benefits than low-income citizen or native households.
These research findings have serious implications for low-income
as well as other immigrant households where individuals are be-
ing cared for in extended family arrangements. (See Krist, Gurak,
Chen, This Journal). In such arrangements, family networks may
be stretched and overburdened.

In May, 1999, the Boston Globe reported on data released by
the federal General Accounting Office. This media data paints
a very healthy public picture of the social outcomes of welfare
reform with 67 to 87 percent of former recipients having been
employed at some point after leaving welfare. However, again,
issues are raised not only about whether these former welfare
recipients are or were in the “regular work force”, but issues are
raised about the safety net and social consequences for families.
The periodic reports in the New York Times on family house-
hold well-being are good cases in point. In February, 1999 the
New York Times described the burdened placed on families as
the welfare rolls shrink. (p. 20). Examples of life for those who
left welfare included grandmothers with meager resources in
“skip-generation” households raising their grandchildren in un-
supported kinship care arrangements, young welfare recipients
unable to retain or locate private jobs and unable to qualify for
welfare, others caring for substance abusing relatives and expo-
sure to highly conflictual household arrangements. These were
just a few examples of troubled households as families, most
of them female headed households, struggle for economic and
social well-being. These struggles for economic and social well-
being exist while the media gives reports of many unspent welfare
dollars. (New York Times, 1999, p. 1)

This special issue of the Journal of Sociology and Social
Welfare is intended to help us understand the current nature of
structural inequality, and the relationship between socioeconomic
conditions citizenship, class, gender and race. The social con-
struction of minority status and its relationship to public policy
formulation is also addressed. We have emphasized economic
well-being and social justice for people of color.

The first article by noted economist, Glen Loury, a comparative
analysis of census and other statistical data, provides insight into
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the social and economic well-being of the black and white popula-
tions. Trends in the changing nature of the historic disadvantage
of African Americans are presented over time. While the number
of single parent households is disheartening, Loury’s analysis
points out the increase in income and educational attainment
among African Americans during the past 25 years.

Stanley Eitzen and Maxine Baca Zinn give an overview of the
current welfare reform legislation and its consequences. Their
essay includes a historical synthesis of welfare provisions from
1935-1996 and describes the gradual dismantling of the welfare
system since the Reagan administration. Conservative assump-
tions undergirding welfare reform, consequences of the legisla-
tive provisions for individuals and families, inadequacies of
welfare reform and a more progressive solution to welfare are
discussed.

Ruth Sidel, author of Keeping Women and Children Last (1998),
has developed a polemic on the impact of welfare reform on
women and children. She calls our attention to the role of political
conservatism on poor, single mothers and describes how race,
class and gender stereotypes converge to exclude poor women
from access to American resources..

The article by Mary Kritz, Douglas Gurak, and Likwang Chen is a
quantitative analysis of the household composition of elderly im-
migrants using two samples of the 1990 U.S.Census. Comparative
data is provided on living arrangements as well as demographic
and socioeconomic characteristics. The cross cultural implications
of their findings show that living arrangements of elderly immi-
grants from developing countries are significantly influenced by
economic resources and family social support is prevalent. Policy
implications for elderly immigrants living in extended family
households are discussed as well as English language fluency,
and other implications associated with labor force participation
and immigrant status.

People of color have increasingly become concerned with
preservation of group identity and differentiation from other
groups. Doris Wilkerson’s evaluation of the social construction of
the word minority is quite timely for the changing American
mosaic. Professor Wilkerson notes that our use of the term mi-
nority does not promote understanding of the cultural and racial
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diversity in American society. She challenges social scientists and
practitioners to rethink the conceptualization, use and relevance
of the term minority which is “nonscientific and devoid of con-
ceptual clarity and empirical validity.” (p. 115, This Journal).

In his social ethics essay, “Who Cares About Racial Inequal-
ity”, Professor Glen Loury develops a moral argument in support of
using race as one of a number of other criteria of excellence to take
into account in admissions and hiring procedures. He suggests a
form of “developmental” affirmative action to maintain diversity
in educational settings and the workplace.

Margaret Gibelman's article is a synthesis of longstanding is-
sues associated with affirmative action. A social justice perspec-
tive is presented and emphasizes is placed on the mission and
values of the social welfare community. She proposes reframed
affirmative action strategies which focus more on the economi-
cally disadvantaged.

These authors provide thought provoking perspectives on
social inequality, and insight into the social construction of gen-
der, race, and poverty in America as well. Social scientists and
practioners alike are challenged to rethink the social construction
of minority status.
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Twenty-Five Years of Black America:
Two Steps Forward and One Step Back?

GLENN C. Loury

Boston University
Institute on Race and Social Division

The nature of social and economic inequality as it exists now between
Blacks and Whites in the United States is explored in this paper. Summary
statistics on education, earnings, employment, family structure, incarcer-
ation and life expectancy are presented by age, sex and race. It is suggested
that, while progress has been made in narrowing the racial gap in social
standing, there remains a significant disparity that warrants continuing
concern.

I. INTRODUCTION

The data concerning the state of America, black and white,
over the past 25 years is both disheartening and encouraging.
Disheartening are many measures of the opportunities and dif-
ficulties faced by black children and, to a lesser extent, white
children. Infant mortality has declined, but black children are less
and less likely to be raised by both of their parents.

Many objective measures of achievement—exam scores (na-
tional proficiency exams as well as SAT exams), levels of edu-
cation, and income—are more encouraging. Even as scores on
several exams have remained roughly constant for white chil-
dren and young adults, scores for blacks have increased. More
remarkable is the fact that these increases seem to have occurred
while the black exam-taking population has increased.

Based on a report of the former Center for New Black Leadership compiled by
Russell D. Murphy, Jr. under the supervision of Professor Glenn C. Loury, and with
the assistance of Kasimir Nwuke, at the Institute on Race and Social Division, Boston

University.
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So, looking at black America over the past quarter century,
there is much for both optimists and pessimists.

II. CHILDREN

Birth is much safer today than it was 25 years ago (Figure 1),
butarriving in this world is still more hazardous for black children
than for white ones. The infant mortality rate' for black children
was 17.0 in 1990, while for white children it was only 7.3. This dif-
ference has persisted over time even though substantial progress
has been made. In 1970, rates for both were considerably higher:
32.6 for black children and 17.8 for white ones.

A. Family structure

The families into which these children are born are fairly
different than the ones of their counterparts of 25 years ago.
Among black women, unmarried mothers accounted for 68% of
all births in 1992 (Figure 2), while in 1960 they accounted for
only 22%. For white mothers, the increase has been even more

Figure 1
Infant Mortality
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Source: National Center for Health Statistics, Public Health Service, 1996, Table 2-2;
race of the child.
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Figure 2
Births to Unmarried Mothers
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Source: National Center for Health Statistics, Public Health Service, 1995, Table
1-76; race of the child through 1980, race of the mother 1981-1992.

dramatic, although from a smaller base: from 2% in 1960 to 23%
in 1992,

Not surprisingly, as fewer children are born to married moth-
ers, fewer live with both of their parents. The decline has been
steady for both black and white children, but black children face
a much larger problem: less than 40% of black children lived
with both of their parents in 1994. Children of educated parents
are more likely to live with two parents (Table 1). There remain
significant differences between whites and blacks at all education
levels, but the most dramatic differences are for those children
whose parents have a high school education or less.

B. Poverty

Poverty rates for both black and white children have increased
slightly, but most of the increase has been among white children.
Although poverty rates for black children have not changed much
over the past 20 years, the rates are strikingly high: 42% in 1995
(Figure 4). Rates for white children have increased: from 10.5% in
1970 to 15.5% in 1995.
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Figure 3
Children Living with Both Parents
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Table 1

Children under 18 living with both parents (% in 1995)

Parent’s Education Black White
Less than 12 35.0 73.8

Grades 9-12 (no diploma) 18.1 62.1

High school graduate 38.8 74.1

College: Associates degree or none 40.0 77.6

Bachelor’s degree 62.8 90.3

Graduate or professional degree 66.9 92.6

U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1996, Table No. 82.

For children, a major factor associated with living in poverty
isliving in a family headed by a woman. The poverty rate for these
families is quite high: roughly 60% for families headed by black
women and roughly 40% for families headed by white women
(Figure 5a, 5b). Although the risk has improved somewhat for
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Figure 4
Poverty Rate: children under 18
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black families over the past 20 years, it is still larger than the com-
parable risk for families headed by white women. For married
couple families, the risk is much lower. Black families still face
higher risks than white ones, but the gap has narrowed.

C. School enrollment

Preschool enrollment rates for 3 to 4 year old black children
increased from 18.7% in 1973 t0 29.8% in 1993. For white children,
enrollment rates increased more: from 17.8% to 38.0% (Figure 6a,
6b). By the early 1990s, enrollment of 5 year olds in kindergarten
had increased slightly while enrollment in first grade decreased
slightly (Figure 7). Both kindergarten and first grade enrollment
rates are similar for black and white 5 year olds.

D. School progress

National assessment tests of proficiency in reading and math-
ematics have shown fairly steady improvements since 1970 (1973
for mathematics). Increases in average scores for black students



24 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Figure 5a
Poverty Rate: female headed families (with children under 18)
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Figure 5b
Poverty Rate: married couple familes (with children under 18)
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aged 9, 13, and 17 have been fairly impressive, particularly rela-
tive to increases in average scores for white students (Table 2). In
1973, the average mathematics score for black students aged 17
was 270 (out of 500); by 1994 it had increased to 286.

Average reading scores for both white and black students fell
in the 1980s. For black students, the decrease came later (between
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Figure 6a
Enrollment, 34 year olds: Pre-school
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Figure 6b
Enrollment, 3—4 year olds: Kindergarten
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Figure 7
Enrollment of 5 year olds
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1988 and 1990 instead of between 1980 and 1984) and was larger.
The scores of black 13 year olds reached a peak of 243 in 1988 and
fell to 234 by 1994; the scores of white 13 year olds fell from 264
in 1980 to 261 in 1988.

The distribution of scores suggests that improvements were
widespread: the scores of black students at the 5th, 50th, and 95th
percentile all climbed (relative to those of white students) from
1978 to 1994 (Table 3). Unfortunately, the gaps between black
and white students seem to have been smallest in the 1986 to
1990 period (for the older students) and appear to have increased
again after that.

E. Conclusion

The story of American childhoods is a mixed one. In some
respects, black children face large and growing deficits compared
to white children:
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* the likelihood of being born to an unmarried mother
* the likelihood of not living with both parents
* the likelihood of living in poverty

However, not all is bleak:

* the poverty rate for black children in married couple households
has fallen (even while that for their white counterparts has
increased)

* school enrollment rates for young children have increased

* national measures of mathematics and reading proficiency
show both absolute and relative progress for black children at
all ages

« the proficiency gains are widespread: they are not limited to
only high or only low achieving students

OI. TEENS

A. Educational choices

Up through the age of 17, the school enrollment rates of black
and white teens are roughly equivalent (Table 4). Rates are also
similar for those over the age of 25, with black enrollment rates
often slightly higher than white ones. For the late teens and early
twenties, however, black enrollment rates have tended to be lower
than white ones. Over the 20 years since 1975, the gaps between
black and white young adults aged 18-19 and 20-21 have grown.
In 1975, black and white 18-19 year olds had almost identical
school enrollment rates (46.8% and 46.9%). By 1994, however, the
rate for white 18-19 year olds had risen to 62.6% while the rate
for black 18-19 year olds had risen to only 53.4%. Similarly, while
black 20-21 year olds were only 5.4 points less likely to be enrolled
than their white counterparts in 1975, by 1994, the gap had grown
to 14.8 points.

High school dropout rates have varied from year to year for
both black and white teens (Figure 8). While the single year event
dropout rate (proportion of those in grades 10-12 dropping out
within a given year) has fallen slightly for white students (from
5.79% in 1973 to4.1% in 1993) it has fallen sharply for black students
(from 10.1% in 1973 to 5.4% in 1993). Status dropout rates (all
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Table 4
Enrollment rates (% of population group)

16-17 18-19 20-21 22-24 25-29 30-34

1975 B 86.8 46.9 26.7 13.9 9.4 7.1
W 89.5 46.8 321 16.4 10.1 6.6
1980 B 90.7 45.8 233 13.6 8.8 6.9
w 89.2 47 33 16.8 94 6.4
1985 B 91.8 43.5 27.7 13.8 74 52
w 92.5 53.7 37.2 17.5 9.6 6.2
1990 B 91.7 55 28.3 19.7 6.1 4.5
w 93.5 59.1 43.1 219 10.4 6.2
1994 B 95.3 53.4 353 22.8 10.5 7.3
w 95.1 62.6 50.1 24.9 10.8 6.7

Stubbs, 1996, Table DTABO07.

Figure 8
Dropout rates: event and status
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Source: Statistical Abstract of the United States.

of those aged 18-24 who are neither in high school nor have
completed high school) have also fallen significantly for black
students while rates for white students have remained roughly
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constant. The rate for young black adults is now (1991) only
slightly higher than that for young whites, while in 1973 it was
more than 85% higher.

B. Labor force

The employment rates for teens have fluctuated up and down
without much apparent trend. However, the rate for black teens
has generally been about 20 points lower than that for white teens
(Figure 9).

C. Dropouts and the labor force

Dropping out of high school seems to be an increasingly bad
signal about one’s future prospects. Between 1973 and 1993, em-
ployment rates (and labor force participation rates—both relative
to population) for recent high school dropouts’ (as proportions of
the 16-24 year old population) dropped (Figure 10a). For young
black adults, the declines have been relatively large: the partici-
pation rate fell from 59.4% to 43.6% while the employment rate
fell from 43.9% to 26.9%. For young white adults, the declines

Figure 9
Employment to Population Ratio: 16-19 year olds
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were much smaller: from 71.0% to 68.0% in participationand from
55.1% to 52.8% in employment. As the labor market prospects
of dropouts has worsened, the likelihood of their calling upon
government transfer programs has increased (Figure 10b). For
young (25-34 year old) black adults with 9-11 years of education,
the use of AFDC or public assistance has increased by almost 50%:
from 23.2% to 35.6%. For similarly situated whites, use has almost
doubled: from 6.0% to 11.3%.

D. High School graduates and the labor force

The overall labor market experiences of recent high school
graduates who do not enter college have remained fairly constant
over the past 20 years. The labor force participation rate for recent
(within the year) black and white graduates has remained roughly
constant, perhaps declining a little for black graduates. Employ-
ment rates for recent graduates have declined somewhat for both
black and white graduates (Figure 11a). Both participation and
employment rates for black graduates remain significantly lower
than for their white counterparts. Use of government transfer
programs among both black and white high school graduates

Figure 10a
Recent High School Dropouts: employment

100
—a Black
80 4 —+ White
60 -
o\o M
40 |
20 - .
0 T T T

1973 1978 1983 1988 1993

Source: Stubbs, 1996, Tables C028D04 and C032D02.



Black America 33

Figure 10b
AFDC or Public Assistance: 25-34 year olds with 9-11 years of education
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(individuals aged 25-34 with exactly 12 years of schooling) has
been relatively low and constant, although the rate for white
graduates has been increasing slowly (Figure 11b).

E. College

SAT scores suggest a pattern similar to that of high school
dropout rates: both the dropout rates of white high school stu-
dents and the SAT scores of white college-bound seniors have
remained roughly constant over the 1976-1994 period (before
re-norming). However, the dropout rates of black high school
students have dropped and the SAT scores of black college-bound
seniors have steadily increased (Figure 12). Mean scores of black
seniors remain below those of white seniors, however. The total
score? for black college-bound seniors was 78.9% of the total score
for white college-bound seniors in 1994, up from 72.7% in 1976.
Over this period, the proportion of all SAT test-takers who were
classified as members of a minority group increased from 15.0%
in 1976 to 31.0% in 1994. The overall mean score has declined as
the share of minority students in the test-taking population has
increased. However, black students taking the SAT have done
better over time—even as the pool of black test-takers expanded.
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Figure 11a
Recent High School Graduates: employment
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Figure 11b
AFDC or Public Assistance: 25-34 year olds with 12 years of education
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Higher education has expanded dramatically over the past
35 years and the expansion has been most dramatic for black
Americans. White enrollment (full-time) in 1993 was 6.7 million,
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Figure 12
Mean Total SAT (Verbal+Math) Scores
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an increase of 64% over its 1965 level. For blacks, enrollment in
1993 was 0.9 million, an increase of 319% over its 1965 level. While
black students represented only 4.9% of total enrollment in 1965
and 7.4% in 1970, by the mid-1970s, they reached 11.4%.

F. Teen pregnancy

Teen age (15-19 years old) black women are more than twice
as likely to give birth than are white teens (Figure 13). Both in
relative and in absolute terms, this is an improvement over the
early 1970s. In 1970, black teens had a birth rate almost 2.5 times
as large as white teens (140.7 per 1000 versus 57.4). By 1992, the
rate for black teens had dropped to 112.2 while the rate for white
teens had only fallen to 51.8. For both black and white teens, rates
dropped by the mid-1980s to even lower rates (94.1 for blacks and
42.9 for whites in 1984). By 1988 the rates were rising again. Part
of the difference between black and white teen birth rates arises
from the increased likelihood of more than one birth for black
teens. The first birth rates of black and white teens are closer than
are the total birth rates: 74.3 per 1000 for black teens in 1992 versus

40.5 for white teens.
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Figure 13
Teen births (women 15-19)
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IV. ADULTS

A. Educational attainment

Both the white and black populations are increasingly well
educated (Figure 14). The proportions of those with at least 4
years of high school or at least 4 years of college have increased
dramatically for whites as well as for blacks, but the increases for
blacks have been larger—both in absolute and in relative terms.

B. Employment

Employment rates for women have risen considerably over
the past 25 years for both blacks and whites (Figure 15). For men,
rates have fallen slightly. Employment rates for black men were
only slightly lower than rates for white men in 1972, but the gap
widened in through the mid-1980s. After 1985, the gap tended to
narrow, with a small retreat in the early 1990s. Black and white
women have almost identical employment rates.

Black men and women tend to work in different occupations
than do white men and women (Table 5). Black men are more
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Figure 14
At Least 4 years of High School, College
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Figure 15
Employment to Population Ratio: 20+ years old
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Table 5
Employed Men and Women 16+ (%)

Men Women
Occupation Black White Black White
Managerial and professional specialty 147 275 201 299
Technical, sales, and administrative support  17.6  20.6 394 432
Service 20.0 98 269 16.8
Farming, forestry, and fishing 2.0 4.3 0.2 1.2
Precision production, craft, and repair 15.0 185 2.5 21
Operators, fabricators, and laborers 30.7 193 108 6.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Current Population Reports, 1995, Table 2.

heavily represented in the Service and Operators, fabricators, and
laborers categories than are white men (51% vs. 29%). White men
are more represented particularly in the Managerial and professional
specialty but also the Technical, sales, and administrative support
and Precision production, craft, and repair occupations than are
black men. Black women are also more heavily represented in
the Service and Operators, fabricators, and laborers categories than
are white women.

Employment status has a significant effect on the likelihood
an individual will face poverty. Among individuals employed
year-round, poverty rates are generally less than 10%, although
not for teens (Table 6). The poverty rate for blacks employed full
time is slightly higher (roughly 2 points) than for whites. Among
those who did not work, not only are poverty rates much higher
(37% for white 25-34 year olds), but the rates for blacks relative
to whites are also higher (59% vs. 37% for 25-34 year olds).

C. Economic well-being

Inequality, as measured by the Gini coefficient?, has increased
over the past 25 years (Figure 16). Among black families, in-
equality has been generally higher than among white house-
holds and this has persisted over time. At the same time, official
measurements of poverty status show some year to year variation.
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Table 6

Below Poverty Level (%)

Black White

Worked Worked Did Not  Worked Worked  Did Not
Full time Part time  Work  Full time Part time  Work

16-17 years NA 29.3 40.8 18.7 7.3 19.3
18-24 6.7 24.7 48.2 44 15.0 36.2
25-34 6.7 34.5 59.0 2.8 16.6 36.7
35-54 4.5 18.6 448 1.7 8.1 18.0
55-64 4.1 18.6 44.8 1.7 8.1 18.0
65 and over 0.0 12.8 30.5 15 2.6 11.6

Current Population Reports, 1996, Table 10.

Figure 16
Inequality—Gini Coefficient: Families
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The poverty rates for blacks is roughly where it was 25 years
ago while the rate for whites is somewhat higher than it was
(Figure 17).
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Figure 17
Poverty Status of Persons
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Non-family households have lower incomes, in general, than
do family households. Over the past 15 years, however, the me-
dian income in non-family households has increased by more
(proportionally) than has the median income in family house-
holds (Figures 18a, 18b).

Among year-round, full time workers, the gap between
whites and blacks is narrower, particularly for workers with
similar levels of education (Table 7). Median earnings for black
men with at least a bachelor’s degree were 76% of median earn-
ings for their white counterparts. For black men with less than a
high school education, the ratio was higher: 85%. The increase in
earnings associated with moving from the less than high school
group to the high school group is significantly lower for black men
than for any other group (11% vs. 26% for black women). Moving
from a high school education to some college is associated with
large gains for black men and women; for white men and women,
the gains are a third to a half smaller. All groups have large gains
associated with moving from some college to at least a bachelor’s
degree, although the gain for black men is smaller.



Black America 41

Figure 18a
Median Income—Non-family Households
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Figure 18b
Median Income—Family Households
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Table 7

Median earnings—1993; Year-round full time workers

Less than High Some  Bachelor’s
High School ~ School ~ College  or more Total

Thousands of $
Men —Black 18.6 20.6 26.6 359 24.1
—White 22.0 28.4 324 472 33.8
Women  —Black 13.1 16.5 21.1 31.2 20.3
—White 14.7 19.8 234 329 235
Black/WHhite ratio:
Men 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7
Women 09 0.8 0.9 1.0 0.9
% Increase over next lower educational level:
Men —Black — 11.0 29.0 35.0
—White — 29.0 14.0 46.0
Women  —Black — 26.0 28.0 48.0
—White — 35.0 18.0 41.0

Current Population Reports, 1995, Table 12.

For educated workers in the same age group, the difference
between blacks and whites is narrower still. Among college edu-
cated workers who are employed one year after graduation (year-
round, full time), the ratio of black to white salaries was 0.96 in
1990, up from 0.92 in 1977. As a comparison, the similar ratio of
women’s salaries to men’s was 0.87 in 1990 (up from 0.77 in 1977).

Black households tend to have fewer assets than do white
ones. Even by income quintile (quintiles defined for all house-
holds), households headed by blacks tend to be poorer (Table 9).
Furthermore, black households are more heavily represented at
the lower income quintiles.

D. Household and family formation

Marriage is declining in the United States (Figure 19). Among
black women over age 15, less than 30% were married in 1994; in
1970, more than 40% were®. Among white women, the decline has
been just as steady, although not quite as fast. The corresponding



Black America 43

Table 8

Median salaries: college graduates employed full-time, 1 year after
graudation (1992 $)

Black White Men Women
1977 23,018 24,975 28,108 21,649
1978
1979
1980 21,515 23,105 26,334 20,318
1981
1982
1983
1984 20,995 23,556 25,974 21,387
1985
1986 22,653 25,021 27,153 23,054
1987
1988
1989
1990 22,676 23,637 25,825 22,343

figures for black and white men are similar to those for black and
white women, although the proportions of men married tend to
be several points higher than for women (roughly 7 points higher
for black men and 5 points higher for white men).

Interracial marriage has increased significantly over the past
few decades. Although still only a tiny fraction of all marriage
(0.41% of all married couples in 1990), black-white interracial
marriages were still more than 3 times as likely in 1990 as in
1960 (0.41% vs. 0.13% (U.S. Bureau of the Census (1996), Statistical
Abstract of the United States)).

Fertility has also declined over the past 25 years among Amer-
ican women,; births per 1,000 women aged 15-44 declined sharply
in the early 1970s (Figure 20). Since 1975, fertility has fluctuated a
little, but has been largely constant. Black and white women have
become more similar in their overall child bearing: in 1994 the
rate for black women was roughly 12 births higher than for white
women, while in 1970, the rate for black women was roughly 31
births higher.

Abortion rates remain fairly high for both black and white
women; roughly one quarter of the pregnancies® of white women
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end in abortion and roughly 40% of the pregnancies of black
women do as well” (Figure 21). Crude estimates based on these
frequencies and other Centers for Disease Control data suggest
that, over time, significant fractions of both black and white
women may have abortions. Among white women, perhaps more
than a third will have at least one abortion by the age of 44; for
black women the fraction may be considerably larger—well over
one half.

E. Health

Maternal mortality, the rate at which mothers die in childbirth,
has improved dramatically during the 20th century. In the early
years of this century, more than 700 women died for each 100,000
live births. By 1940, the overall rate had dropped to 376 per
100,000 births, but the rate for the mothers of black children was
782 (for mothers of white children it was 320 (National Center
for Health Statistics, Public Health Service, 1996)). Considering
those levels, the current figures -less than 20 per 100,000 for both
blacks and whites—are almost miraculous, although the rate for
black mothers is still more than twice that for white mothers
(Figure 22).

F. Victimization
Men are more likely than women and blacks more likely

Figure 21
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Figure 22
Maternal Mortality
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than whites to be homicide victims. Black men in particular face
homicide rates well in excess of those faced by other demographic
groups (Figures 23a, 23b). In the first half of the 1980s, homicide
rates for black men dropped sharply; the rate for white men fell
simultaneously, but from a smaller base. Unfortunately, the rates
climbed again after 1985. The rate of less serious violent crime
(rapes, robberies, or assaults) has been relatively steady, with a
slight decline through 1990 for both blacks and whites During
the 1990s, however, the rate faced by black men and women
rose sharply.

Victimization rates for violent crimes other than murder (Ta-
ble 10) suggest that black men and women along with white men
are particularly likely to be victims at young ages (through age 25).
After 25, victimization for women, black and white, falls rapidly,
from 127 per 1,000 black women age 20-24 to 44.5 per 1,000 age
25-34. For white men, the victimization rates fall quickly among
the older groups as well. For black men, victimization rates do
not fall as far and more importantly, the rates remain high even
among older age groups (75 per 1,000 for black men age 35-49).
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Figure 23a

Homicide Rate
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Figure 23b
Crime Rate: rapes, robberies, assaults
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Table 10

Violent crime (not murder): victimization rate per 1,000 population
(1993)

Men Women
Victim’s
Age Black White Black White

12-15 146.0 148.4 112.3 93.2
16~19 91.9 144.5 145.6 90.4
20-24 99.2 104.3 127.0 79.0
25-34 74.5 69.6 445 49.0
35-49 75.4 43.0 434 39.1
50-64 33.1 21.1 3.8 13.8
65+ 14.3 54 12.2 45
Table 11

Adults per 100,000 population held in local jails, state or federal prisons
(1993)

Men Women
Black White Black White
1985 3,544 528 183 27
1986 3,850 570 189 29
1987 3,943 594 216 35
1988 4,441 629 257 41
1989 5,066 685 321 47
1990 5,365 718 338 48
1991 5,717 740 356 51
1992 6,014 774 365 53
1993 6,259 805 403 56
1994 6,753 860 435 60

G. Incarceration

Adults, men and women, are increasingly facing the criminal
justice system as adversaries (Table 11). Relative to population
sizes, black men and women have been more likely to be impris-
oned. In 1994, the rate of imprisonment for white men was 1.6
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Figure 19
Women: Married, Husband Present
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Figure 20

Fertility: Women 1544

g' 120

0 —e— Black
$ 100 - —m— White
£

o ]

= i W

Q

S 60 -

& 40-

£

& 20 4

®

30 ; - , :

1970 1975 1980 1985 1990

Source: Centrs for Disease Control and Prevention, Monthly Vital Statistics Report,
Vol. 44, No. 11(5) (1996) Table 1.



50 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

times the 1985 value; for black men the 1994 rate was 1.9 times
its 1985 value. For black women, the 1994 imprisonment rate was
2.4 times the 1985 rate, while for white women the 1994 rate was
2.2 times the 1985 rate.

H. Health and life expectancy

Life expectancy at birth has increased fairly dramatically over
the past few decades. Since 1940, the expected life for a black man
has increased® by almost 14 years and for a black woman, it has
increased by almost 20 years. For whites, the increases have been
slightly less dramatic, but still impressive: roughly 11 years for
white men and 13 for white women. The increases have continued
over the past 25 years (Figure 24), although for black men, life
expectancy seems to have plateaued shortly after 1980 at roughly
65 years. Life expectancy at different ages shows generally the
same patterns, although the differences between black men and
white men and between black women and white women are less
pronounced at age 65 than at younger ages.

This analysis has used census and other statistical data to
describe the nature of social and economic inequality as it exists

Figure 24
Life Expectancy at Birth
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Table 12

Life Expectancy
Men Women
Black White Black White
At birth:
1969-71 60.0 67.9 68.3 75.5
1979-81 64.1 70.8 73.9 78.2
1991 64.6 729 738 79.6
Atage 1:
1969-71 61.2 68.3 69.4 75.7
1979-81 64.6 70.7 73.3 78.0
1991 64.9 72.5 73.9 79.1
At age 20:
1969-71 43.5 50.2 51.2 57.2
1979-81 46.5 52.5 54.9 59.4
1991 46.9 54.1 55.4 60.4
At age 65:
1969-71 12.5 13.0 15.7 16.9
1979-81 13.3 14.3 17.1 18.6
1991 13.4 15.4 17.2 19.2

National Center for Health Statistics, Public Health Service, 1996, Section 6,
Table A.

between Blacks and Whites in the United States. Attention has
been given to trends over time to illustrate how the nature of the
historic disadvantage suffered by blacks has changed in the last
generation. As noted earlier, while some measures of difficulties,
such as the number of black children being raised by single
parents, are disheartening; the increases in levels of education
and income among black Americans over the past 25 years are
encouraging.

NOTES

1. Infants are less than one year of age; rates are per 1000 live births and are
based on the race of the child. See National Center for Health Statistics, Public
Health Service (1996).
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2. Those who were neither enrolled nor high school graduates, but were en-

rolled 12 months earlier.

. Mean verbal plus mean math.

4. A measure of concentration of income that varies between 0 and 1; larger
values indicate more concentration. The measure sums up—over each level
of the income distribution—the difference between the group’s population
fraction and its income fraction. If income is perfectly evenly distributed—i.e.
x% of the population has x% of the income, then the differences will be 0 and
the Gini coefficient will be 0 as well.

5. From 1970 to 1979, the figures are for people over age 14; from 1980, the
figures are for those over age 15. (Saluter, 1994 and earlier issues).

6. Measured pregnancies—live births and abortions—but not miscarriages.

7. 1991 estimates: 303 abortions per 1,000 live births for white women; 661 per
1,000 live births for black women.

8. For 1940, the figure is for All other races; for 1970 and later, figures are for Black

w
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This is an overview essay on the 1996 welfare legislation and its con-
sequences. The paper is divided into five parts: (1) The basic elements
of the legislation; (2) The conservative assumptions undergirding this
legislation and the progressive responses to them; (3) The consequences
of the legislation for individuals and families; (4) The missing elements in
the new welfare legislation; and (5) The progressive solution to welfare.

From 1935 to 1996 the United States had a minimal welfare
program for those in need. Since the Reagan administration this
welfare program has gradually been dismantled. This dismem-
berment accelerated in 1996 when the federal government made
welfare assistance to families temporary and withdrew $55 billion
of federal aid to poor people. Thus, the federal safety net under
the poor has been shredded especially for poor families with
children (Schorr, 1997: 163). This is an overview essay, drawing to-
gether the current information on the general and family-specific
consequences resulting from the recent welfare legislation. It is
divided into five parts: (1) the basic elements of the 1996 welfare
legislation; (2) the conservative assumptions guiding that legis-
lation and the progressive response; (3) the consequences of the
legislation for individuals and families; (4) the missing elements
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in the new welfare legislation; and (5) the progressive solution to
welfare.

THE PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY AND
WORK OPPORTUNITY ACT OF 1996

The welfare system prior to 1996 needed an overhaul. Its pro-
visions encouraged dependency since recipients leaving welfare
lost medicaid. It provided disincentives to work because money
earned was subtracted from welfare payments. By leaving the
distribution of benefits for many programs to the states, there
were wide disparities in benefits by geographical location. And,
the benefits provided were never enough to lift people out of
poverty. The welfare system, however, did help many on the
economic margins to get above the poverty line. A study by the
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities found that

without such assistance, 57.6 million people would have been poor
in 1995. “But when government benefits are counted, including
food stamps, housing assistance, school lunch support and benefits
provided through the earned-income tax credit, the number of poor
people drops to 30.3 million” (emphasis added). (Reported in Herbert,
1996: 68A)

While this difference is certainly meaningful, the government
could do much better. For example, France and the United States
both would have child poverty rates of about 25 percent if it were
not for government assistance. With the generous government
assistance provided in France, the child poverty rate is reduced
to just 6.5 percent. The minimal U. S. welfare program, on the
other hand, reduces the child poverty rate to about 21 percent
(Raspberry, 1997).

In 1996 the Republican-dominated Congress and a middle-
of-the-road Democratic president passed a sweeping welfare law
that ended the 61-year old safety net for poor people, completing the
Reagan Revolution (Watts, 1997: 409; Sciacchitano, 1999). The ma-
jor provisions of this law (as later amended) include the fol-
lowing (much of the description of the new welfare law and
its consequences are from the Children’s Defense Fund, 1997:
Edelman, 1997; Schorr, 1997; Watts, 1997; and Eitzen, 1996): First,
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the law eliminated Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC), setting up a temporary program in its place. Second,
states, through federal block grants, were given a fixed sum of
money and considerable flexibility in how to spend it. Third, the
law insisted on work. States were required to demand that parents
work within two years of receiving cash assistance, although
states had the right to shorten the period before recipients must
work. Fourth, the law mandated a five-year lifetime limit on the
receipt of assistance, which states can reduce if they wish. Fifth,
the law required that unmarried teen parents must live with
an adult and attend school to receive assistance. Sixth, various
federal assistance programs targeted for the poor were cut by
$54.5 billion over six years. Included in these budget cuts were
$27 billion from the food stamp program, $7 billion from the
children'’s portion of the Supplemental Security Income program,
and $3 billion over six years for child nutrition, and federal
funding for social services was cut by a six-year total of $2.5
billion. Cuts were also made by tightening the qualifying criteria
for being defined as a disabled child. Ironically, the narrowed
eligibility requirements “result in the loss of coverage for some
children who if they were adults would be considered disabled”
(Edelman, 1997: 48). Seventh, the welfare law denied a broad
range of public benefits to legal immigrants. Concerning this last
point, although there is some variation from state to state (since
the states administer the programs), all legal immigrants were
cut off from food stamps and those who entered the country after
the welfare bill was signed were ineligible for federal programs
such as Supplemental Security Income and state run programs
such as temporary welfare and Medicaid. And, eighth, the federal
money given to the states was capped at $16.4 billion annually.
This is significant because it means that there is no adjustment for
inflation or population growth. In effect, by 2002 states will have
considerably less federal money to spend on welfare than they
did under the old welfare provisions.

In sum, this new welfare legislation ended the entitlement
which guaranteed that states must give help to all needy families
with children (Quadagno, 1999). Now assistance for poor families
was temporary with parents required to work. Lamenting the
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passage of the 1996 Welfare Act, The Nation editorialized: “There
is now a bipartisan agreement that the United States bears no
responsibility for its poorest families” (The Nation, 1995: 371).

THE CONSERVATIVE ASSUMPTIONS GUIDING CURRENT
WELFARE POLICY AND THE PROGRESSIVE RESPONSE

Assumptions from conservative ideology provide the bed-
rock of the 1996 Welfare Law (Sciacchitano, 1999). First, there
is the conservative assumption that welfare programs establish
perverse incentives that keep the beneficiaries from working and
to have babies outside of marriage. That is, welfare is so generous
that it makes sense to stay on welfare, rather than go to work.
Moreover, since the benefits increase with each child, women
on welfare make the rational decision to have more children.
Progressives argue that this reasoning is fallacious because it
ignores five facts: (1) The average monthly AFDC payment, ac-
counting for inflation, has withered by almost 50 percent since
1970, yet the birth rate for unmarried mothers has soared during
this period; (2) The average monthly AFDC payment plus food
stamps provides benefits that are much below the poverty line;
(3) States with low welfare benefits have higher illegitimacy rates
than states with higher welfare benefits; (4) New Jersey’s 1993
law that ended the practice of increasing a welfare check when a
recipient had another baby did not drive down birth rates among
women on welfare (Healy, 1997); and (5) The much more generous
welfare states of Canada, western Europe, and Scandinavia have
much lower out-of-wedlock birth rates than found in the United
States.

A second assumption of the lawmakers is that when poor
people are confronted with a “sink or swim” world they will
develop the determination and the skill to stay afloat (Murray,
1984). By shoving welfare recipients off of the dole, their only
recourse will be to work, resulting in productive rather than
parasitic people. Progressives, however, note that under current
societal conditions many of the poor will “sink” even if they
wanted to “swim.” There are not enough jobs and many of the
jobs that are available do not lift poor people out of poverty.
And, many who are being pushed “into the pool” cannot”swim”
because they lack the skills and experience required.
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Third, there is a moral condemnation of those on welfare
because their poverty is assumed by conservatives the result of
their attitude, their way of life, and their choice to reject the work
ethic. Progressives argue, to the contrary, that the problem for
most welfare recipients is not the lack of a work ethic but a lack
of jobs that pay enough to enable them to become independent
(Handler and Hasenfeld, 1997: 12; for empirical invalidation of the
culture of poverty argument of the conservatives see, for example,
Edin and Lein, 1997). Moreover, they see a tendency on the part
of the conservatives to reserve this moral condemnation of poor
people “for those who are not only poor but different—in terms
of race, ethnicity, country of origin, or religion—or who violate
patriarchal norms” (Handler and Hasenfeld, 1997: 9).

Progressives argue that the willingness to work on the part
of poor people is not the problem. Research from a number of
studies shows that most welfare recipients do work, bringing in
extra money from various activities such as house cleaning, doing
laundry, repairing clothing, child care, and selling items that they
have made. For example, sociologist Kathleen Harris, summariz-
ing her findings from a nationally representative sample of single
mothers who received welfare, says:

I found exclusive dependence on welfare to be rare. More than half
of the single mothers whom I studied worked while they were
on welfare, and two-thirds left the welfare rolls when they could
support themselves with jobs. However, more than half (57 percent)
of the women who worked their way off public assistance later
returned because their jobs ended or they still could not make ends
meet. (Harris, 1996: B7)

This outside work to supplement welfare is necessary because
welfare payments are insufficient to make ends meet. In 1991, for
example, the average AFDC payment and food stamps averaged
$565 a month, while the average monthly expenses were $876—
a deficit of $311 (Koretz, 1996). In Mississippi, for example, the
benefits for years have been only 17 percent of the poverty liveand
with food stamps added, only 40 percent of the poverty line (Edel-
man, 1999). This difference is made up through various strategies
including income-producing work and help from family, friends,
neighbors, boyfriends, and absent fathers.
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A question arising from the requirement that all welfare recip-
ients work is whether a single mother is “able” to work (McLarin,
1995). Traditionally, she was not considered so. AFDC was cre-
ated in 1935 with the goal of keeping women at home with
their children. The new legislation has changed that, forcing
poor women with children to work, often without the training,
sometimes without the jobs, and usually without the child care.
Through twisted logic, many of the same politicians who want
poor mothers to work, want middle-class mothers to give up their
jobs because a stay-at-home mother is positive for children.

Another issue regarding work has to do with its availability.
During the Great Depression the federal government provided
jobs for poor people. These jobs included the construction of
roads, bridges, and buildings, clearing forests, planting trees to
stop wind erosion, and the like. The jobs provided society with
important projects and needy individuals and families with in-
come and skill development. The situation is different now. The
new legislation mandates that poor people will work but without
providing the jobs.

This punitive overhaul [of the welfare system] sends [welfare re-
cipients] off on their own to secure work in a world of downsizing,
layoffs and capital flight. Where are the welfare recipients going to
find stable jobs? How can they pay for health insurance and child
care when they earn the minimum wage? What will happen to their
children? (The Nation, 1995: 372)

Fourth, welfare dependency is assumed by conservatives to
be the source of illegitimacy, laziness, crime, and other social
pathologies. Progressives, however, point to the nations with a
much more generous welfare system than in the United States,
noting that cities in those countries are much safer, and that
violent crime is very much lower than in the United States, as
is the rate of teenage pregnancy. Also, from 1970 to the mid-
1990s AFDC benefits declined sharply (from $792 per month in
inflation-adjusted 1994 dollars in 1970 for a family of four to
$435 per month in 1994. If welfare benefits affect marriage and
fertility, then one would expect that the drop in welfare benefits
would have made marriage more attractive and childbearing
outside of marriage less attractive. “Yet divorce, cohabitation,
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and the percentage of births that occurred outside of marriage
all increased during this period” (Cherlin, 1998: 124).

Most important, progressives argue that when welfare is seen
as the cause of societal ills, the remedy is to get rid of welfare rather
than confronting the structural sources of poverty. The causes
of poverty are complex, involving the structural inequalities of
class, race, and gender, the changing economy, the lack of good
jobs, the maldistribution of resources for schools, and inadequate
pay and benefits for low-end jobs. All of these conditions occur
within the ideology and practice of capitalism, which celebrates
competition, selfishness, domination, and exploitation. Thus, a
cure for poverty involves much more than greater individual
effort and getting rid of the welfare system. It requires structural
changes in society.

Finally, there is a racial subtext in the welfare legislation. Un-
derlying the debate on welfare, were the dominant but erroneous
notions about certain groups, their families, and the women who
seek public funds and services to support and maintain families.
The conservative ideology posits that these groups have no claim
to these resources because they do not conform to traditional
family values. Fueling this assumption is the false belief that
African American women dominate the welfare rolls. Similarly,
“negative images of Latinos and other immigrants fueled debates
in the states and paved the way for denying benefits to legal
immigrants nationwide” (Dill, Baca Zinn, and Patton, 1998: 21).

The conservative response, in short, is that the welfare state is
bad and should be eliminated. But just what is it that the policy-
makers are in the process of killing off? What will its death mean
for society? The U.S. welfare state, which is the most modest of the
industrialized nations, emerged in the 1930s as a reaction to the
instability of the Great Depression and capitalism run amuck
(the following is from Moberg, 1995). Motivated by a fear of
radical unrest by the economically disadvantaged and disaffected
and the need to save capitalism from its own self-destructive
tendencies (economic instability, rape of the environment, worker
exploitation, lack of worker and consumer safety), the creators
of the New Deal under Roosevelt and the Great Society under
Johnson instituted Social Security, the minimum wage, federal aid
to education, health and nutrition programs, subsidized housing,
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and Aid to Families with Dependent Children. These welfare
programs go too far, say the conservatives. Progressives, on the
other hand, argue that they do not go far enough.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF THE 1996 WELFARE
LEGISLATION FOR INDIVIDUALS AND FAMILIES

Although the time is relatively short since the 1996 welfare
legislation, we can examine some preliminary results and antic-
ipate its longer term effects. As of September 1998, the welfare
rolls had declined from 12.2 million to about 8 million since the
enactment of the welfare legislation. This dramatic reduction has
led supporters of the new welfare law to declare that the new law
was working as intended. This interpretation is erroneous for at
least four reasons. To begin, those who left the welfare rolls first
were likely the easiest to place in jobs, that is, they have some
secondary education and job experience. But, while the bulk of
these former welfare recipients found work, their work, typically,
offered little room for advancement and a high risk of being laid
off (Burtless, 1998). Most important, the wages were usually too
meager to lift them out of poverty (Albelda, 1999). The Children’s
Defense Fund and the National Coalition for the Homeless found
that for those who recently left welfare only 29 percent had wages
above the poverty line and 51 percent had wages that did not
even reach 75 percent of the poverty level (reported in Jackson,
1999). The much more difficult task will be to find jobs for those
who have multiple obstacles to success (relatively uneducated,
inadequate work experience or job skills, or who are function-
ally disabled). Second, the welfare legislation was passed at a
propitious historical moment—during an economic expansion
when jobs were being created and unemployment was low. Two
years later the unemployment rate had dropped to 4.3 percent, the
lowest rate in 27 years. Because of a growing economy the number
of AFDC recipients declined by 2.2 million in the 30 months before
the 1996 legislation(DeParle, 1997a; Wolf, 1998b).

But even with the booming economy and many still receiving
welfare because their time limits had not been reached, there are
reports of rising rates of hunger and homelessness (Population
Today, 1999). The U. S. Conference of Mayors collected data from
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30 major cities from November 1, 1997 to October 31, 1998 and
found that 78 percent of the cities had an increase in the number of
requests for emergency food assistance and 84 percent reported
anincrease in the number of families with children who requested
emergency food assistance (United States Conference of Mayors,
1998). These requests were 16 percent higher than in the previous
year (the largest increase since 1992)(reported in Loven, 1998).
Another survey by Second Harvest, the nation’s largest network
of food banks, found that more than 21 million people used
emergency food programs in 1997, 40 percent of whom came from
working households (reported in Wolf, 1998a). Low-cost housing
has also become more scarce because of gentrification, soaring
housing prices, and the reduction in subsidized apartments. As
a result the Department of Housing and Urban Development
revealed that a record 5.3 million families with low incomes face a
crisis of unaffordable rent—defined as rents exceeding 30 percent
of one’s income (Associated Press, 1998). The U. S. Conference on
Mayors reported that in 1998 there was an 11 percent increase in
emergency shelter demands over the previous year in the 30 cities
surveyed (reported in Ratnesar, 1999).

These realities raise serious questions about job availability,
hunger, and homelessness, when the unemployment rate goes
up to seven or eight percent, or worse, when there is an economic
recession. In either situation there will be layoffs, which means
that the last to be hired (the workers only recently off welfare) will
be the first to be fired. If these former employees had used up their
time limits for welfare, they will be on their own without a safety
net with nowhere to turn for rent, utilities, food, and health care.

Third, the availability of low end jobs is distributed unevenly.
Some social categories have more difficulty getting low-wage
employment than others. “Not surprisingly, in the fierce compe-
tition for jobs in that sector, individuals who are young, black and
non-college educated fare the worst” (Herbert, 1997: 70A). When
the unemployment rate was 5.2 percent in 1996, unemployment
among young African American women (ages 15 to 25 with a
high school diploma was 19.7 percent (Economic Policy Report,
cited in Herbert, 1997).

Work by itself is not the solution. Latino women and men
participate in the labor force at nearly the same rate as Whites
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(66.5 percent compared to 67.2 percent (U. S. Department of
Labor, 1997), yet the poverty rate in 1996 for Latinos was 29.4
percent, compared to 11.2 percent for Whites (Dill et al., 1998).
Moreover, 10 percent of poor people worked year-round, full-
time in 1996. Underscoring one of the above points: working for
the minimum wage, which most former welfare recipients do,
gives a full-time worker an annual income that is more than $2000
below the poverty line for a family of three. Obviously, then, it
takes adequately compensated work to climb out of poverty, a
provision missing from the welfare legislation.

The 1996 legislation was especially harsh to immigrant fam-
ilies (Cherlin, 1998; Eisinger, 1998), who are mostly people of
color. New legal immigrants, except for those of refugee status,
are now ineligible for Temporary Assistance to Needy Families
(the mechanism that replaced AFDC), food stamps, and most
other federally funded benefits until they become citizens, which
takes a minimum of five years. Under these conditions, it seems
more than reasonable to assume that hundreds of thousands of
immigrant families will be pushed into poverty by the provisions
of the 1996 welfare legislation.

Regarding marriage Stephanie Aaronson and Heidi Hart-
mann conclude that the “preponderance of research suggests
that welfare has no impact on women’s marital and childbearing
behavior. ..” (Aaronson and Hartmann, 1996: 586). Poverty, on the
other hand, does. After reviewing the literature, family historian
Stephanie Coontz summarizes what previous research predicts:

Poor couples are twice as likely to divorce as more affluent ones.
Jobless individuals are three to four times less likely to marry. And
teens who live in areas of high unemployment and inferior school
systems are six to seven times more likely to become unwed parents
than more fortunate teens. Dozens of research studies show that the
most effective deterrent to early childbearing is access to, among
other things, good schools and steady jobs (Coontz, 1994: 19).

The recent welfare legislation is going to put more children
at risk as they and their mothers no longer receive AFDC, food
stamps, and other welfare benefits. Many of their mothers will
now work at minimum wage jobs with new expenses (transporta-
tion, child care, and clothing), and likely no health insurance.
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And, we know that many who work will not escape poverty.
Columbia University’s National Center for Children in Poverty,
reported, for example, that in 1996 some 5.5 million children
lived in poverty and 63 percent of them lived in families with at
least one working parent (reported in Healy, 1998). Many of their
mothers are difficult to employ because they suffer dispropor-
tionately from mental health problems and they often lack quality
education and work experience. Thus, many former mothers on
welfare will likely be unemployed and without the safety net after
two years. Clearly, without raising the minimum wage, provid-
ing training programs, guaranteeing work, and subsidizing child
care, more children will be raised in poverty under the new wel-
fare rules. Daniel Lichter’s review of children in poverty shows
that before the 1996 welfare legislation went into effect, the rate of
child poverty was at a 30-year high, and the income gap between
rich and poor children greater than at any time in recent memory
(Lichter, 1997: 141). It is obvious that the new welfare legislation
will increase the child poverty rate and the income inequality
gap. The Urban Institute estimates that an additional 1.1 million
children would become poor as a result of the 1996 legislation
(The Urban Institute, 1996; see also Albelda and Tilly, 1997: 127).
Moreover, more than eight million families with children would
lose an average of $1,300 per family (cited in Edelman, 1997: 46)
Thus, more children than ever will be further impoverished,
which will have serious debilitating consequences for them (for
documentation of the later life outcomes of childhood poverty
see Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 1997).

We ask: Is it appropriate to take $28 billion over six years in
food assistance from poor women and their children? As Marian
Wright Edelman has stated: “The elimination of the national
guarantee to protect children is a moral outrage . . .a massive
betrayal that places the lives of many of our youngest and most
vulnerable citizens in grave danger” (Edelman, 1996: 1).

WHAT IS MISSING IN THE NEW WELFARE LEGISLATION

Foremost, the legislation ignored the conclusions of social
science research (Astone, 1997). This research documents, for
example, that 70 percent of ADFC recipients leave welfare within
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two years. We also know that nearly three-fourths of those who
leave end up back on welfare because of inadequate pay, the lack
of medical benefits, or their lack of job skills. Only 15 percent of
recipients stay on welfare continuously for five years or more.
Social science research also informs us of the detrimental effects
of poverty on marriage relationships, the increased probability of
spouse and child abuse, and the dismal future for many children
of the poor.

Second, while focusing on the replacement of work for wel-
fare, there is no provision for jobs and if one finds work there is no
assistance for transportation (two-thirds of all new jobs are in the
suburbs, while three-quarters of welfare recipients live in central
cities or rural areas; just one in 20 welfare recipients owns a car,
Bailey, 1997); and there is no child care subsidy or provision of
high level day care for the children of working parents. Moreover,
this law contains no provisions requiring the states to provide
educational or job-training programs for those displaced from
welfare. Especially hard hit are women. Without education:

women'’s wages will not grow, and without growth in their wages,
welfare mothers will never be able to afford child care or health
care. . . . Eliminating welfare without improving the pay and ben-
efits of the jobs they can get—or improving their ability to get
better jobs—can have only one result: an increase in poverty among
women and children. (Harris, 1996: B7)

The 1996 welfare legislation assumes that jobs are uniformly
available. But the availability of low-wage, entry-level jobs de-
pends on time and place. Some regions (e.g., the coal mining
region in Appalachia), states such as California and cities such as
New York City have to overcome a mismatch—huge numbers on
welfare and relatively few jobs. In New York City, for example,
the ratio of welfare recipients to jobs is four times the national
average. From 1992 to 1996 in that city there was a net gain of
only 88,000 jobs. “At that slow rate of growth, if every job gained
by the local economy were given to a New Yorker now on welfare
it would take 21 years for all 470,000 adults to be absorbed into
the economy” (Finder, 1996: 17). Similarly, by mid-1999 when
most welfare recipients will be forced to find some type of work,
Detroit expects a shortfall of 75,303 jobs and Philadelphia will
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fall 53,400 jobs short (Associated Press, 1997). There are many
pockets of rural poverty where jobs are few and poverty high.
In East Carroll Parish, Louisiana, for example, 55 percent of the
residents live below the poverty line, the unemployment rate
is three times the national average, and the median household
income is less than one-third the median for the country. There is
no industry other than farming (Kelly, 1996). Nearby in the eleven
delta counties of Mississippi, the poverty rate is 41 percent and
unemployment more than double the national rate. Frank Howell
of Mississippi State University has estimated that for every 254
families leaving welfare in those counties only one new job will be
created (cited in DeParle, 1997). Or consider the case of California,
where the state’s economy is generating 300,000 jobs a year (many
of which are high tech jobs not suitable for the underschooled
and undertrained), which is insufficient for the 1 million current
welfare recipients who have to be moved into a job market and
where 2 million people not on welfare are currently looking for
jobs and another half-million part-timers want more work (USA
Today, 1997).

A major concern with the welfare legislation is that by pushing
the poor into an already crowded workforce, wages for low-end
jobs will be driven down. This hurts those leaving welfare as
well as the working poor. There are 38 million working poor
who receive $7.50 or less an hour for work and usually have no
health insurance. What will happen to their wages and jobs when
4 million people (50 percent of all adults on welfare assistance)
are added to the workforce by 2000, as mandated by the law?
Employers are prohibited from firing existing workers to hire
welfare recipients whose compensation is subsidized by the state.
But employers can reduce working hours, wages, and benefits for
existing workers, a likely occurrence. The plight of the working
poor, always marginal, thus, becomes worse because of welfare
reform. Researchers at the Economic Policy Institute estimate
that with the addition of one million new low-wage workers the
income of the bottom 30 percent of earners will be reduced on
average by 11.9 percent. This drop in wages will be even more
severe in those states and localities with large numbers of people
on welfare (McCrate, 1997; Street, 1998). This has at least three
additional negative consequences. First, it weakens those labor
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unions that organize low-pay workers such as janitors, municipal
workers, and food handlers. This weakness reinforces low wages
and minimal benefits for the economically marginal. Second, the
anger of the working poor, most likely, will be directed at the
former welfare recipients, not the economic system that limits
their opportunities and exploits them. Third, and related to the
second, the anger of the working poor will likely be overtly racist
as the working poor perceive their economic situation reduced
by racial minorities and immigrants who they believe are the
majority of welfare recipients (a belief that is false, by the way,
as 56 percent of first-time female-headed welfare recipients from
1990 to 1992 were White; Center on Social Welfare Policy and Law,
1996: 28).

The third missing ingredient in the new welfare legislation
is an understanding of the structural sources of poverty and
meeting the challenges of a rapidly changing economy.

Fourth, the legislation offers no safety net for the people who
are unable to find jobs or who are not able to get their children
into day care. When the economy slows down, as it inevitably
will, many of the working poor and former welfare recipients
will lose their jobs. What will happen to them when they cannot
pay their rents or house payments, or their utility bills, or medical
bills? Under the previous welfare system, many families were just
alost job, divorce, medical disaster, or rent hike away from losing
their housing. The fastest growing category of homeless during
the late 1980s and early 1990s were families (Timmer, Eitzen, and
Talley, 1994). Under the new welfare law, and especially when
society experiences an economic downturn, increasing numbers
of families will have to move into substandard housing or even
into homeless shelters. According to Peter Edelman:

There will be suffering. Some of the damage will be obvious—more
homelessness, for example, with more demand on already strapped
shelters and soup kitchens. The ensuing problems will also appear
as increases in the incidence of other problems, directly but perhaps
not provably owing to the impact of the welfare bill. There will
be more malnutrition and more crime, increased infant mortality,
and increased drug and alcohol abuse. There will be increased
family violence and abuse against children and women, and a
consequent significant spillover of the problem into the already
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overloaded child-welfare system and battered-women'’s shelters.
(Edelman, 1997: 53)

To illustrate addressing just the issue of welfare’s effect on crime
rates, Hannon and Defronzo (1998) found that higher levels of
welfare assistance reduce the strength of the positive relationship
between the size of the disadvantaged population and crime rates
(for the theoretical understanding of this effect see Messner and
Rosenfeld, 1997).

Fifth, a major concern with the 1996 welfare legislation is
the abdication of federal responsibility for welfare. By turning
over welfare to the states, there are fifty welfare programs. This
devolution has the effect of making benefits very uneven as some
states will be relatively generous and others will be much less so.
Tufts University’s Center on Hunger and Poverty surveyed the
fifty states to study the implementation of federal welfare reform.
The study found that only fourteen states had revamped their
systems in such a way as to likely improve the financial condition
of the poor. Two-thirds of the states actually made changes that
threaten even greater poverty (reported in The Nation, 1998).
States’ rights have not always worked in the past. “States failed in
the past to take the lead in trying to end racial discrimination or
to alleviate unemployment and poverty. That’s why the country
need the New Deal, civil rights legislation, and social welfare
programs . . .” (Hettleman, 1997: 24; see also Schlesinger, quoted
in Shanker, 1995: E7).

Moreover, the federal block grants do not reflect economic
reality, since they do not adjust for inflation, for economic change,
or for demographics (Primus, 1997: 20). This oversight ensures
that the spending on poor people will not only vary by state but
that the amount will be increasingly inadequate.

Sixth, the welfare legislation does not protect children of
poor parents. How are they to escape poverty without adequate
supports for their health and education?

Seventh, the welfare legislation did not address the real issue

—ending poverty.
Many of us had assumed that welfare reform was fueled by a

desire to eliminate poverty. This is not the case. Under the new
law, welfare is seen as an issue in and of itself, divorced from issues
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of poverty. Ending welfare had nothing to do with addressing poverty.
(Watts, 1997: 412)

THE SOLUTION

Is the answer to these poverty-related problems a more fee-
ble welfare system or a more robust one? In our view the only
way to help poor people is to spend more money, not less as
the government has done since the Reagan administration (Well-
stone and Dauster, 1999). This money would be spent on helping
people with child care, increasing the minimum wage, provid-
ing job training and education programs, universal health care
(at present we provide some health care for the poor through
Medicaid, but do not help the working poor—clearly, a perverse
incentive system), guaranteeing jobs, and reducing the tax burden
on the poor who are trying to work their way out of poverty. In
Wisconsin, for example, the welfare rolls have been cut by 65
percent over ten years. This effort to get people working rather
than on welfare has cost the state more, not less for health care,
child care, transportation, and training. In 1987, for instance,
Wisconsin spent $12 million a year on child care. By 1998, it was
spending $180 million annually (Dionne, 1997).

Is there a way to restructure the welfare system to appor-
tion money and services more fairly to the needy? Is there a
way to move people away from welfare dependency and toward
autonomy, responsibility, and self-sufficiency? Is there a way to
strengthen families on the economic margins? Is there a way to
protect the children of the impoverished? Is there a way to meet
the needs of the working poor as well poor people? Is there a way
to structure such a federal program so that it attacks the causes of
poverty, not the symptoms? An editorial in In These Times provides
the progressive solution to these important questions:

Welfare as we know it should surely be ended. But it should be
ended in a way that provides every person capable of working with
an equal right to employment, and everyone who is employed with
a living wage. In the long run, that would also require equal educa-
tional opportunity for all at all levels of instruction, universal health
care and quality child care for working mothers. Such a program
should be federally mandated and funded, but administered by the
states or by elected community councils. And it should be available
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to all citizens and legal residents up to a comfortable income level,
and paid for by graduated income taxes on those above that level.
(In These Times, 1996: 2; see also Edelman, 1997)

The current political climate (from both political parties and
much of the public) runs counter to these proposals. Instead of a
society that emphasizes community, cooperation, equality of op-
portunity, and fundamental human rights, the politico-economic
system of the United States celebrates individualism, competi-
tion, and domination. The vast majority of political leaders and
their constituents oppose increasing the minimum wage to a
living wage, universal health care, and an adequate safety net
for poor people. Thus, to eliminate poverty its roots in the market
economy must be eliminated.
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The Enemy Within:
The Demonization of Poor Women

RuTtH SIDEL
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The denigration and demonization of poor women was central to the effort
to repeal Aid to Families with Dependent Children by the passage of
the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
of 1996. The utilization of negative stereotypes involving race, class and
gender effectively marginalized impoverished women and their children,
who were blamed for virtually all of the social problems of the United
States during the 1990s. Despite the massive concentration of wealth and
income in the hands of the wealthiest Americans and the ever-widening
8ap between rich and poor, the United States continues to ignore the need
for fundamental economic and social reform.

They are despised, denigrated, ostracized from mainstream
society. In earlier times, they were known as the “dangerous
classes;” today they are labeled the “underclass.” They are pic-
tured as virtually irredeemable, lazy, dependent, living off the
hard-earned money of others. They are poor single mothers. They
are welfare recipients. They are the enemy within.

The demonizing of poor, single mothers has been an integral
part of the recent onslaught on the safety net, meager and inad-
equate as it is. Poor mothers have been deemed unworthy, the
“undeserving poor;” millions of welfare recipients were painted
with one brush, were relegated to that area in society that is
beyond the Pale. Systematic stereotyping and stigmatizing of
“welfare mothers” was necessary in order to dehumanize them
in the eyes of other Americans before the harsh and tenuous
lifeline of Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and
the other bare-bones social programs could be shredded. The
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implicit and often explicit message is: if welfare recipients are
so unworthy, perhaps such harsh treatment, such punishment is
warranted, even necessary, in order to modify their social and
reproductive behavior. Perhaps, it has been said, removing cash
and other benefits, forcing mothers to work even at dead-end jobs
for poverty wages, and denying aid to children of teenagers and
to additional babies born while the mother is receiving AFDC
is the only way to deal with this “deviant” and “irresponsible”
group. Many politicians claim, moreover, that they promote these
Draconian measures against the poor as a form of “tough love,”
“for their own good.” These cuts in assistance and services may
be painful at first, this reasoning goes, and some suggest that
this current generation of poor parents may have to be written
off, but in the long run these harsh measures will enable the
next generation to “stand on their own two feet.” Congress, the
tough but responsible parent, will force the poor, as though they
were rebellious adolescents, to shape up, to reform their delin-
quent ways.

Just over a decade ago, social scientist Charles Murray, author
of Losing Ground: American Social Policy 1950-1980, articulated
the values, priorities, and underlying agenda of America’s war
against the poor: “Some people are better than others. They de-
serve more of society’s rewards, of which money is only one small
part. A principal function of social policy is to make sure they have
the opportunity to reap those rewards. Government cannot iden-
tify the worthy, but it can protect a society in which the worthy
can identify themselves,” (Murray, 1984, p. 234). Thus Murray
was calling for government to legitimize the existing social and
economic hierarchy by safeguarding the affluence and lifestyles
of those whom he has deemed “better” and more “worthy.”

The rhetoric that accompanied and paved the way for the
continuing assault on programs for poor women and children
was fueled by a pledge made by candidate Bill Clinton during the
1992 presidential campaign to “put an end to welfare as we know
it,” (DeParle, July, 1994). As Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan,
Democrat from New York, stated, “The Republicans took him at
his word” and went much further. But the only real way to end
welfare as we know it, Moynihan continues, is “just to dump the
children on the streets,” (Pear, 1995).
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Prior to the repeal of Aids to Families with Dependent Chil-
dren by the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Rec-
onciliation Act of 1996, the litany of criticism against poor, sin-
gle women was relentless. Mother-only families were blamed
for virtually all of the ills afflicting American society. Out-of-
wedlock births were blamed for the “breakdown of the family,”
for the crime rate, drug and alcohol addiction, poverty, illiteracy,
homelessness, poor school performance and the rending of the
social fabric. The labeling of some citizens as “dependent”’—that
is, dependent on social welfare programs rather than on spouses,
parents or other family members, or other, more acceptable Fed-
eral programs—has been used indiscriminately to discredit an
entire group of women and children without regard to their
character or their specific work and /or family history.

As the political tide turned rapidly against the poor, particu-
larly poor women, rhetoric escalated to previously unimagined
levels of hyperbole and vitriol. At a 1994 news conference called
by the Mainstream Forum, a group of centrist and conserva-
tive House Democrats affiliated with the Democratic Leader-
ship Council, the political organization President Clinton helped
found and headed when he was Governor of Arkansas, Repre-
sentative Nathan Deal, a Georgia Democrat, declared that welfare
was dead. He went on to state, “The stench from its decay-
ing carcass has filled the nostrils of every American,” (DeParle,
May, 1994).

The very words that are being used tell us what to think
and how to feel. Poor women are characterized by their “depen-
dence,” an absolute negative, a polar opposite from that valued
American characteristic, “independence.” This label presumes
that they are “dependent,” that they passively rely on the govern-
ment for their day-to-day needs while we, the rest of us, are “inde-
pendent,” “pull ourselves up by our bootstraps,” are out there “on
our own.” These designations leave no room for the considerable
variation and complexity that characterize most people’s lives, for
the fact that virtually all of us are in varying degrees dependent on
others and on societal supports during our adult lives—that many
of us have been recipients of financial or other kinds of help from
family members, that many have been helped by inheritance,
by assistance in finding (and sometimes keeping) a job, by tax
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deductions for mortgage payments, or the Federal subsidy of
farm prices or highways, or by programs such as Medicare or
Unemployment Compensation or disability assistance.

Dividing people into “us” and “them” is facilitated by the
resurrection of terms such as “illegitimacy” that encourage the
shaming and denigration of mothers and their out-of-wedlock
children, for it is far easier to refuse aid to “them,” to people
who engage in disgraceful, stigmatized behavior than to people
who seem like “us.” David Boaz, executive vice-president of the
Cato Institute, a libertarian organization, even hoped to resurrect
the term “bastard:” “We’ve made it possible for a teen-age girl to
survive with no husband and no job. That used to be very difficult.
If we had more stigma and lower benefits, might we end up with
100,000 bastards every year rather than a million children born to
alternative families?” (Wines, April, 1995).

Poor, single mothers, particularly AFDC recipients, have
been portrayed as the ultimate outsiders—marginalized as non-
workers in a society that claims belief in the work ethic, marginal-
ized as single parents in a society that holds the two-parent,
heterosexual family as the desired norm, marginalized as poor
people in a society that worships success and material rewards
and marginalized as people of color when in reality millions of
whites live in poverty. One of the key myths in the demonizing
of poor women is that most of the impoverished, single, child-
bearing women are black. This image of the poor, inexorably
intertwined with the long-standing baggage of racist ideology,
facilitates their being perceived as deviants, as the ultimate out-
siders. As anthropologist Leith Mullings has stated, “Women of
color, and particularly African-American women, are the focus
of well-elaborated, strongly held . . . ideologies concerning race,
class, and gender.” She goes on to state that “the images, rep-
resentation, and symbols that form ideologies often have com-
plex meanings and associations that are not easily or readily
articulated, making them difficult to challenge,” (Mullings, 1994,
pp- 265-89).

Historically, African-American women have been described
on the one hand by the image of “‘Mammy,” the religious, loyal,
motherly slave...” and, on the other hand, by the image of
“‘Jezebel,’ the sexually aggressive, provocative woman governed
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entirely by libido.” As Mullings states, this Mammy /Jezebel
stereotype is a variation of the widespread madonna/whore
dualism but the issue of race adds an even more pernicious
element to the classic stereotype. The view of African Americans
as a different species, what Mullings and others have termed
the “otherness of race,” has “justified the attribution of excessive
sexuality.” That “sexuality continues to be a major theme in the
discourse about race” assures that it is also a major theme in
the discourse about poor women. Moreover, the Mammy image,
so prevalent through the first half of the twentieth century and
memorialized in popular culture by the film Gone With the Wind,
has been replaced, according to Mullings, by the image of the
“emasculating matriarch,” (Mullings, 1994, pp. 265-89). There-
fore, whether through overt sexuality or through control within
the family that supposedly robs black men of their authority and
power, black women are portrayed as deviant and as the primary
cause of the problems within the black family and within the black
community.

Patricia Hill Collins, author of Black Feminist Thought: Knowl-
edge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment, analyzes the
ways in which these deeply rooted images of black women un-
derlie and buttress the harsh treatment of poor women over the
past two decades and particularly during the 1990s:

Portraying African-American women as matriarch allows the dom-
inant group to blame Black women for the success or failure of
Black children. Assuming that Black poverty is passed on intergen-
erationally, via value transmission in families, an elite white male
standpoint suggests that Black children lack the attention and care
allegedly lavished on white, middle-class children and that diverts
attention from the political and economic inequality affecting Black
mothers and children and suggests that anyone can rise from pov-
erty if he or she only received good values at home. Those African-
Americans who remain poor are blamed for their own victimization
(Collins, 1990, p. 74).

Since the 1994 election, attacks on other groups in the United
States—particularly on criminals and potential criminals and on
immigrants—have also escalated sharply. This process has in-
cluded verbal denigration as well as cruel and unusual treatment
of those who are traditionally perceived as outsiders. There has
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been harsh rhetoric against documented and undocumented im-
migrants, as well as attempts to deprive them of essential human
services. Prisoners who are mentally ill, functionally illiterate,
and otherwise usually exempt from such inhumane punishment
are being executed. Chain gangs and forced labor have returned
to the Alabama penal system. It is surely no accident that all of
these groups are made up largely of low-income people of color.
But the harshest rhetoric and most sweeping policy changes have
been reserved for the poor, particularly poor women. It is the
convergence of class, gender, and race that makes this sweeping
attack on one segment of society possible.

This denigration of poor welfare recipients is based in large
part on dichotomous thinking and on the repetition and reitera-
tion of commonly held myths about poor women and their chil-
dren. The dichotomous thinking underlying much of the so-called
welfare debate divides people, primarily women, into “good”
and “bad;” “workers” and “idlers;” those who abide by the tradi-
tional “family values” and those who do not; good caring moth-
ers and those who have been characterized by Charles Murray
as “rotten mothers.” Even children are being characterized by
this either/or language: “legitimate” versus “illegitimate” (or
“bastards”); young people who become productive citizens as
opposed to those who are truant, drop out of school, or engage
in early childbearing and other forms of “anti-social” behavior.

As Elaine Pagels points out in her book, The Origin of Satan,
many cultures throughout the world and over the span of re-
corded human history have divided people into “we” and “they,”
“human” and “nonhuman.” The “we” is often correlated with the
“human” while the “they” are envisaged as “nonhuman.” Pagels
claims this kind of dichotomous thinking is deeply embedded in
the Judeo-Christian tradition (Pagels, 1995, xviii).

The scathing stereotyping of poor mothers has severe conse-
quences for them, for their children, and for the society as a whole.
As sociologist Erving Goffman (1963) has pointed out:

By definition, of course we believe the person with a stigma is not
quite human. On this assumption we exercise varieties of discrimi-
nation, through which we effectively, if often unthinkingly, reduce
his life chances. We construct a stigma-theory, anideology to explain
his inferiority and account for the danger he represents . . . (p. 5).
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Perhaps the most dehumanizing and degrading references
to welfare recipients occurred on the floor of the House of Rep-
resentatives on March 24, 1995 during the debate on a bill that
would cut $69 billion in spending on social welfare programs
over the next five years. Welfare recipients were compared to an-
imals by two Republican members of the House. Representative
John L. Mica of Florida held up a sign that said, “Don’t Feed
the Alligators.” He explained, “We post these warnings because
unnatural feeding and artificial care create dependency. When
dependency sets in, these otherwise able alligators can no longer
survive on their own.” Mica then noted that while “people are
not alligators . . . we’ve upset the natural order. We've created a
system of dependency,” (Pear, March, 1995).

Representative Barbara Cubin of Wyoming carried the anal-
ogy still further:

The Federal Government introduced wolves into the State of Wy-
oming, and they put them in the pens, and they brought back elk
and venison to them every day. This is what I call the wolf welfare
program. The Federal Government provided everything that the
wolves need for their existence. But guess what? They opened the
gates and let the wolves out, and now the wolves won't go. Just like
any animal in the species, any mammal, when you take away their
freedom and their dignity and their ability, they can’t provide for
themselves . . . (Pear, March, 1995).

Toni Morrison (1974) in her book The Bluest Eye, a novel that
deals explicitly with the denigration of black women in white
America, describes the impact of demonizing an entire sector of
society:

Outdoors, we knew, was the real terror of life. ..

There is a difference between being put out and being put
outdoors. If you are put out, you go somewhere else; if you are
outdoors, there is no place to go. The distinction was subtle but final.
Outdoors was the end of something, an irrevocable, physical fact,
defining and complementing our metaphysical condition (p. 18).

The persistence of myths about welfare recipients and the
resistance of policy-makers to the true facts despite repeated
reiteration of them by experts in the field of social welfare are note-
worthy. It appears that the United States needs to have someone
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to blame, people to hate, a group to rally against. For nearly a
half century Americans had a clear-cut enemy—Communism.
Throughout the Cold War, there was an ideology we could de-
spise, countries to fear, foreign leaders to demonize. We had ex-
ternal villains whom we could blame for many of the world’s ills
and whom we could identify as evil in order to define ourselves
as good. With the virtual world-wide breakdown of so-called
Communist countries (with the exception of Cuba and North
Korea), who would be the enemy now? Whom could we distrust
and despise? Who would be the devil that in comparison would
make us feel righteous and worthy? Who would be the “them”
to help us to feel more truly “us?”

Moreover, over the past two decades we have seen a dra-
matic economic shift within the U.S.—a massive concentration of
wealth and income in the hands of the richest among us. In 1977,
the highest fifth of all households received 44 percent of total
national income, the middle three-fifths received 51.8 percent
while the lowest fifth received 4.2 percent. By 1993 the income
of the highest fifth rose to 48.2 percent, the highest percentage of
income on record for that group; the income of the middle three-
fifths dropped to 48.2 percent, the lowest share on record; and the
bottom fifth only received 3.6 percent, also the lowest share ever
recorded. Over the same decade and a half, the income of the top 5
percent rose from 16.8 percent to 20 percent (Center of Budget and
Policy Priorities, 1994). Furthermore, according to Kevin Phillips
(1994), author of Arrogant Capital: Washington, Wall Street, and the
Frustration of American Politics, “the 100,000 American Families in
the top tenth of one percent enjoy by far and away the greatest
wealth and income gains in the 1980s” but despite their enormous
affluence “the Clinton tax increases of 1993 did not concentrate on
the high-income, high-political-influence, investment dollar rich,
the people making $4 million or $17 million a year,” (pp. 206-07).
There is consequently a greater gap in income today between rich
and poor than at any time since such data have been collected and,
as Phillips points out, those profiting the most are the top tenth
of one percent.

If we examine differences in wealth among the U.S. popula-
tion, we see an even more dramatic differential. In 1989, the top
one half of one percent (the “super-rich”) owned 31.4 percent of
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total household wealth, an increase of five percentage points since
1983. Moreover, the top 20 percent of the population owned 84.6
percent of total wealth. Since one-fifth of Americans owned 84.6
percent of total wealth, the remaining four-fifths of Americans
owned only 15.4 percent. More specifically, the top one-half of
one percent owned nearly twice as much wealth (31.4%) as the
bottom 80 percent of all Americans (15.4%). Moreover, prelimi-
nary estimates indicate that between 1989 and 1992, 68 percent
of the increase in total household wealth went to the richest one
percent—an even greater gain than during the 1980s (Wolff, 1994,
pp- 143-174).

Despite the economic boom and low unemployment rates of
the 1990s, millions of families have seen their neighborhoods de-
teriorate, the quality of schools, public transportation, health care
and other services decline, their feelings of physical insecurity
rise, and their overall quality of life plummet. Whom can they
blame? During the past twenty years when the working class and
the middle class were losing ground, a period during which the
rich and “truly rich” were increasing their income and share of the
nation’s wealth to what many consider obscene levels, we have
seen a strategy on the part of many politicians, policy makers,
and conservative strategists to encourage the middle and working
classes to blame the poor and the powerless, particularly women
and people of color, rather than the rich and powerful for their
losses.

As Thomas and Mary Edsall, authors of Chain Reaction: The Im-
pact of Race, Rights, and Taxes on American Politics (1991), point out:

Racial polarization, in effect, helped create a political climate
receptive to an economic agenda based on the conservative principle
that sharply increasing incentives and rewards for those people
and interests at the top of the economic pyramid and decreasing
government support for those at the bottom would combine to spur
economic expansion and growth . ..

Insofar as those in the bottom quintile of the income distribution
can be identified as disproportionately black and Hispanic—making
possible the isolation of the poor as conceptually separable from
the white majority—racial polarization facilitates the enactment of
regressive redistributional policies. And insofar as the government
programs serving those in the bottom of the income distribution
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simultaneously divide the poor from the working class and black
from white, whose programs are highly vulnerable to conservative
assault (p. 13).

Blaming the poor and powerless for America’s social and
economic problems is far more comforting and acceptable than
blaming the rich and powerful. Blaming the poor upholds a
fundamental tenet of the American Dream: that individuals can
dramatically alter the course of their own lives, that they can rise
in the class hierarchy on their own initiative. To maintain our
own dreams of success we must blame the poor for their failure;
if their failure is due to flaws in the structure of society, these
same societal limitations could thwart our dreams of success. The
notion that the failure of the poor is due to their characterological
weaknesses enable others to blame the impoverished for their
own poverty while simultaneously preserving the faith of the
non-poor in the possibility of success.

The times are therefore ripe for scapegoating. Scapegoats
have been used throughout history to solve societal problems.
In ancient Greece human scapegoats (pharmakos) were used to
ward off plagues and other calamities. In early Roman law an
innocent person was allowed to take on the penalty of another
who had confessed his/her own guilt. In the Old Testament ritual
of Yom Kippur, a goat was symbolically burdened with the sins
of the Jewish people and then sent into the wilderness to rid the
nation of its iniquities. Scapegoating has become national policy
in the United States. We are indeed heaping the sins of a violent
and unjust society on the poor and sending them out into the
wilderness.

The problems the United States must address as we move
into the next century are widespread poverty amidst incredible
affluence, massive hopelessness and alienation among those who
feel outside of the boundaries of the society, and a deeply-felt
despair among the poor and the working class that is increasingly
expressed through violence. There is no question that the welfare
system in particular and the society in general has not addressed
these issues and, in fact, has exacerbated them—not through
generosity, not through making poor people dependent on a
panoply of services but rather by not providing the essential
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gducation, job training, child care, health care, and perhaps most
Important, jobs by which families can support themselves at a
decent standard of living. The central problem American society
must deal with is not the character of poor women and the
structure of the welfare system; the central problem is poverty
and the multiplicity of ways that it is embedded in the structure
of American society. We must recognize that people are not poor
due to characterological defects but rather that the poverty that
plagues so many Americans has been socially constructed and
therefore must be dealt with by fundamental economic and social
change.

Over three decades ago, Michael Harrington ended his pow-
erful expose of poverty in America, The Other America, with the
following words: “The means are at hand to fulfill the age-old
dream: poverty can now be abolished. . . . How long shall we look
the other way while our fellow human beings suffer? How long?”
(Harrington, 1963, p. 170).
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This paper describes how the composition of elderly immigrants is chang-
ing and how elderly immigrants differ from natives in terms of living
arrangement and demographic and socioeconomic characteristics. The de-
terminants of living alone are investigated for 11 ethnic origin categories
and natives. The analysis utilizes data from two samples of the 1990
U.S. Census: the PUMS-A 5% sample and an independent 3% sample of
households containing at least one member 60 or more years of age. Between
1970 and 1990 immigrants from Asia and Latin America moved from
forming a minor component of the elderly to being a significant and rapidly
growing part of the elderly population which is also expanding rapidly.
Elderly immigrants from developing countries have distinctly different
living arrangement profiles from natives and from other immigrant elderly.
They are significantly more likely to be living with children as well as with
others, and distinctly less likely to be living alone or with spouse only.
However, there is no single pattern for all immigrants and even within
the broad categories of developing and developed origin groups there is
considerable heterogeneity of living arrangements. The most important
source of differences in the odds of elderly living alone is the degree of inte-
gration, indexed by English language fluency, duration of U.S. residence,
and citizenship status. Economic resources also significantly influence the
odds that elderly from developing countries live alone. Demographic and
physical limitation factors, while important in influencing type of living
arrangement in general, do not contribute significantly to immigrant
group differentials in living arrangements.
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The aging of the U.S. population has captured increased schol-
arly and policy attention in recent years and will undoubtedly
capture more in the years ahead as the elderly population grows
from one in eight Americans in 1995 to one in five by the year
2030 (Treas 1995; Treas and Torrecilha 1995; U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1996). The ethnic composition of the U.S. elderly popula-
tion is also changing rapidly and this shift and the implications
of that change have attracted some research attention (Jackson
et al. 1993; Kramer, Stanford, and Torres-Gil 1994; Stanford and
Yee 1991). Very little research attention, however, has been given
to elderly immigrants, except for an article by Wilmoth, DeJong
and Himes (1997), or to the role of immigration as a contributor
to the shifting ethnic composition of the elderly population. We
seek to address that omission in this paper by looking at how the
composition of elderly immigrants is changing. We also examine
how elderly immigrants differ from native non-Hispanic whites
in their social demographic characteristics, economic resources,
health status, and living arrangements. In addition to examining
these dimensions for elderly immigrants as a whole, we look at
patterns for the ten largest immigrant groups. Finally, we assess
the extent to which differences between natives and elderly im-
migrants in living arrangements stem from the national origins
of immigrants, from differences between elderly immigrants and
natives in demographic characteristics, economic resources and
health status, and/or from the extent of integration of elderly
immigrants into U.S. society.

SHIFTING COMPOSITION OF U.S. ELDERLY POPULATION

According to the U.S. Administration on Aging (1996), the
two most rapidly growing segments of the elderly population are
Hispanics and Asians/Pacific Islanders. In the 1995 to 2010 pe-
riod, for instance, Asians and other races' are expected to grow by
55.4 percent, Hispanics by 52.7 percent, Blacks by 21 percent, and
whites by 9.9 percent (U.S. Administration on Aging 1996). The
fact that these differential growth rates will be heavily influenced
by immigration becomes clear from projections of the growth of
the native and foreign-born components of the U.S. population
prepared by Pitkin and Simmons (1996); their projections show
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Fhat from 1995 to 2010, the elderly of foreign-born origin will
increase by 68.5 percent, compared to a 16.7 percent increase for
the native-born population. Given these differential growth rates
of native-born and foreign-born elderly, it is hardly surprising
that the ethnic composition of the elderly population will change
rapidly in the years ahead. For instance, Hispanics are expected
to increase their share of the elderly population from 4.5 percent
in 1995 to 17.5 percent by 2050; Asians, Pacific Islanders and other
races will increase from 2.3 percent in 1995 to 10.9 percent in 2050;
Black Americans will increase slightly, from 8.1 percent in 1995
to 10.9 percent in 2050; and non-Hispanic whites will decrease
proportionately (U.S. Administration on Aging 1996).

An examination of changes in the national origins of foreign-
born elderly from 1970 to 1990, drawing on census data, illustrates
further the shifting composition of elderly immigrants. Table 1
identifies the top ten countries of origin for foreign-born elderly
aged 60 and over in 1970 and 1990 and gives the percentage
change in size of those populations in that period. Foreign-born
elderly who come from a country other than a top ten one are ag-
gregated into an “Other Foreign Born” category (last row of Table
1). Table 1 shows that while 69.6 percent of elderly immigrants
originated in a top ten country in 1970, that percentage dropped
to 61.9 percent in 1990. This drop is consistent with increasing
diversification in the origins of U.S. immigrants, a trend that has
been well documented (Bouvier 1992; Reimers 1985).

In addition, the countries in the top ten listing changed during
the period. Whereas Mexico was the only developing country
on the list in 1970, by 1990 it was the second largest source of
elderly immigrants and three other developing countries—Cuba,
China and the Philippines—were also among the top ten senders.
In contrast, European countries in the top ten dropped from
eight in 1970 to five in 1990. More importantly, the percentage
change in the population size of elderly immigrants from different
countries in the 1970-90 period, shown in the last column of
Table 1, indicates that elderly immigrants from the five European
countries, i.e. Italy, Germany, United Kingdom, Poland and USSR,
experienced an absolute decline in size from 1970 to 1990 while
those from the four developing countries greatly increased in
size—Chinese, Filipino, Cuban, and Mexican elderly increased
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by 441.1 percent, 435.5 percent, 342.9 percent, and 90.7 percent,
respectively, from 1970 to 1990. In contrast, Canadians were the
only group of predominantly non-Hispanic white origins that
experienced an increase in size, albeit only a modest one (11.5%).

Dynamics from two immigration waves are shaping the shift-
ing ethnic composition of elderly immigrants. The first wave
occurred during the first two decades of this century when the
United States was receiving annual inflows of about 700,000 im-
migrants, largely from European countries. The second immigra-
tion wave started in the late 1960s, reached annual levels of 800—
900,000 by the early 1990s, and continues today. In contrast to
the European origins of most first wave immigrants, the bulk of
today’s immigrants come from Asia or Latin America. Indeed,
in 1990, only 14.6 percent of new immigrants were of European
origin (U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service 1991). Given
these trends and the fact that most Europeans from the first wave
have already reached their elderly years, it is clear that the num-
bers of elderly immigrants of European origin will continue to
declinerapidly in the years ahead while those from Asia and Latin
America will increase (Pitkin and Simmons 1996).2 In addition,
growth of the foreign-born elderly population is being sped up
by the fact that growing numbers of new immigrants admitted to
the United States are already elderly or at older ages. Greenwood,
Hussain and McDowell (1997) calculated, for instance, that only
8.1 percent of newly admitted immigrants in 1972 were aged 50
and older but that 15.5 percent were of that age in 1991.

LIVING ARRANGEMENTS ARE IMPORTANT

Mindel (1979) and others (Wolf 1990; Wolf and Soldo 1988)
show thatindependent living arrangements are increasing among
the elderly and co-residence with kin decreasing. This trend
toward independent living, defined as living alone or with spouse
only, is usually interpreted as reflecting individual preferences
(Soldo, Wolf, and Agree 1990). A number of factors are known
to be important correlates of independent living, including age,
sex, ethnicity, and economic resources. In addition, functional
limitations and availability of kin (Burr and Mutchler 1992 and
1993; Waite and Hughes 1997; Zsembik 1993) shape living ar-
rangements. It is often claimed that elderly who live alone are
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in a more vulnerable situation than those who live with a spouse
and/or own children (Himes 1992; Waite 1997). Mui and Burnette
(1994) found that while elderly who live alone have better physi-
cal and functional health than elderly living with others, they also
experienced more depression, loneliness, and social isolation than
the latter.

Given the increasing numbers of elderly immigrants, a key
question is whether they will follow the trend of native-born
elderly toward increased independent living. Although several
studies of living arrangements among minority elderly show that
Black Americans, Hispanics, and Asians are significantly more
likely than non-Hispanic whites to live in extended households
(Burr and Mutchler 1992, 1993; Choi 1991; Kamo and Zhou 1994;
Lubben and Becerra 1987; Mutchler and Frisbie 1987; Zsembik
1993), most of these s*tudies do not differentiate between the
native-born and foreign-born components of the minority groups
studied. Thus, although immigrants are a large and growing
component of elderly Asian and Hispanic populations, we do not
know the extent to which their living arrangements differ from
those of minority native-born or from native-born non-Hispanic
whites. A study by Kamo and Zhou (1994) suggests, however, that
immigration status is an important factor that accounts for differ-
ences between native whites and Asians in living arrangements.

Wilmoth, DeJong and Himes (1997) did examine the living
arrangements of elderly immigrants of European, Latin Amer-
ican and Asian origin and compared how they differed from
those of their native-born counterparts of same ancestry (i.e. non-
Hispanic whites, Hispanics, and Asians). For all three minority
groups, they found that elderly immigrants are significantly more
likely than their native-born counterparts to live in extended
families. Wilmoth et al.’s study (1997) also suggests that elderly
immigrants’ degree of integration influences outcomes since they
found that those who spoke English poorly or were 60 years of
age or older when they migrated to the United States were signifi-
cantly more likely to reside in extended families than other elderly
immigrants.? They did not, however, examine other integration
indicators or assess how the living arrangements of minority
immigrants compare to those of non-Hispanic whites. A study by
Boyd (1991) of elderly immigrant women in Canada also shows
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that immigrants are more likely than natives to live in extended
families in that context.

In this study, we extend these earlier analyses by examining
first how elderly immigrants differ from native non-Hispanic
whites in their characteristics and living arrangements. We then
focus on the patterns for the ten largest immigrant groups, in
addition to all other foreign born who are treated as an 11th group.
Previous studies of elderly minorities have focused on Hispanic
and/or Asian minorities. In this study, however, we look at dis-
crete national origin groups because we assume that there is con-
siderable heterogeneity within the elderly immigrant population
and that groups defined as of similar ethnicity based on language
(Hispanics) or region of origin (Asians) may differ considerably
from each other in socioeconomic characteristics and living ar-
rangements. Just as earlier studies allowed us to appreciate dif-
ferences in integration processes between Europeans of British,
German, Irish, Italian, Polish and other heritages (Abramson 1973;
Jiobu 1990; Lieberson 1963), we expect that comparative studies
of contemporary immigrants will reveal important differences be-
tween Mexicans, Cubans, Dominicans, Salvadorans, Colombians
and other groups usually aggregated together as Hispanics or
among others (Chinese, Japanese, Filipinos, Koreans, etc.) who
are aggregated as Asians. At the very least, it is important to de-
termine the extent to which there are significant differences across
recent immigrant groups before treating them as homogeneous
populations.*

CHARACTERISTICS AND LIVING
ARRANGEMENTS OF THE ELDERLY POPULATION

Since we are interested in analyzing how the living arrange-
ments of immigrants in specific origin groups differ from each
other and from natives, we need a database that has a large
number of cases. The only databases that satisfy this condition
are the Public Use Microdata Samples (PUMS) from the 1990 U.S.
Census. In this study, we merge data from two 1990 Public Use
Microdata Samples—PUMS-5% and PUMS-O. The PUMS-5% is
a 5 percent sample of the total population counted in 1990 and
the PUMS-O is an independent 3% sample of households in 1990
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that had at least one member aged 60 or over. Since the PUMS-5%
and PUMS-O files are independent samples and have comparable
data on individuals, households, and geographic areas, they can
be merged to form an 8% sample of elderly persons in the 1990
U.S. population.® To assure a sufficient number of elderly immi-
grants from different origins in the database, our analysis sample
includes all foreign-born persons aged 60 and over (N=278,174) in
the merged PUMS-8% file. Inaddition, we drew a 0.0075 sample of
natives from the PUMS-8% (N=24,229) and use weights for popu-
lation estimates.® We assume that foreign-born persons identified
in the census are permanent residents of the United States and
use the terms foreign born and immigrants interchangeably in
the paper.”

Individuals are our unit of analysis. We focus on specific nativ-
ity groups in our descriptive analysis and use dummy variables
in our multivariate analysis to classify immigrants by country of
birth. Table 2 provides demographic, socioeconomic, immigra-
tion and integration statistics for all native-born and foreign-born
elderly in 1990 and for the ten largest origin groups and an 11t cat-
egory composed of all other foreign born. For summary purposes,
we classify the top ten source countries according to conventional
categories of “developed” and “developing.”® While a perusal of
Rows 1 and 2, Table 2, suggests that foreign-born and native-
born elderly are relatively similar in their age, sex, and education
characteristics, it becomes clear when we examine statistics for
the different national origin groups that there is considerable
diversity among elderly immigrants.

On average, elderly immigrants from China, Cuba, Mexico,
and the Philippines tend to be younger than elderly immigrants
from the six “developed” countries. Although over 50 percent
of elderly immigrants in all origin groups are female, elderly
immigrants from China and the Philippines are least likely to
be female, 53.3 and 53.9 percent, respectively. In contrast, over
66 percent of German and British elderly are female. The socioe-
conomic profiles of elderly immigrant groups also differ consid-
erably. While Mexican elderly have only 4.7 years of schooling,
on average, British, Canadian and German elderly have over 9
years. Moreover, the “developed/developing” origins of elderly
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immigrants are not closely associated with the educational levels
of the different groups. Table 1 shows, for instance, that elderly
immigrants from Italy, a developed country, have the second
lowest level of education (6.4 years), while those from Mexico
have the lowest level of education (4.7 years). In contrast, elderly
immigrants from the Philippines, a developing country sender,
are relatively well educated. The national origins of elderly im-
migrants are related to average income levels since Table 2 shows
that elderly immigrants from the “developing” country groups
have lower average income and are less likely to receive Social
Security than those from “developed” countries. Indeed, Social
Security, a principal income source for the elderly, is not received
at all by 55 percent of elderly immigrants from China, Cuba,
Mexico and the Philippines compared to 27.2 percent of those
from “developed” countries. Filipino elderly are least likely to
receive Social Security (67.0%).

The percentage of elderly immigrants who have a functional
limitation, defined as either a physical mobility limitation or a
personal care limitation, tends to be higher for elderly immi-
grants, on average, than it is for native-born elderly—24.7 versus
19.5 percent, respectively. More than 27 percent of Italian, Polish
and Russian elderly had a functional limitation in 1990 but other
groups, namely Chinese, Canadian, and British elderly, were less
likely than native-born to have a functional limitation. The last
three columns of Table 2 show the percentages of elderly immi-
grants in each group who migrated to the United States before
1950, who are citizens, and who speak English only or very well.
As expected, the four groups from developing regions have rela-
tively low percentages who migrated to the United States before
1950, are less likely to be citizens, and have lower percentages
who speak English only or very well. But there are important
differences across the groups. While 40 percent of Mexican elderly
arrived before 1950, only 6.1 percent of Cubans were in the United
States by that year. Among the groups from “developed” areas,
on the other hand, more than 57 percent immigrated before 1950,
over 74 percent are citizens, and over 78 percent speak English
very well.

The living arrangements of the same eleven groups of el-
derly immigrants can be compared to those of natives in Table 3.
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Table 3

Livi_ng arrangements of elderly non-Hispanic white native-born and
foreign-born groups from largest origin countries, 19902

Spouse
Alone  only  Childrent Others® Institutionalized

Native born 257 451 16.7 8.2 4.2

Foreign born 21.8 337 30.3 9.9 4.3

“Developing”

origin groups 12.8 23.8 46.7 15.0 1.6
China 112 26.0 51.6 9.4 1.7
Cuba 165 314 323 18.3 15
Mexico 142 204 49.1 14.4 1.9
Philippines 5.5 16.6 60.1 16.8 1.0

“Developing”

origin groups 27.9 429 184 6.3 4.5
Canada 285 472 14.0 6.1 4.3
England 276 470 15.5 5.9 41
Germany 29.1 46.4 14.5 5.6 4.4
Italy 245 35.7 28.9 6.8 4.0
Poland 26.8 437 18.8 6.5 4.2
USSR 313 379 17.6 7.3 6.0

Other foreignborn  21.0  30.1 32.6 10.4 5.8

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1990 PUMS, combined sample from 5% and

PUMS-O 3%).
2 All numbers are percentages and rows sum to 100 (some rows may not sum

to 100 due to rounding errors).

b Elderly who live with at least one child are included in this category; 57.8% of
these families also include a spouse or an unmarried partner.

¢ Elderly who live with other related or unrelated persons are included in this
category; 28.9% of these households also include a spouse or an unmarried
partner.

We classified the total elderly population by five types of living
arrangements—the percentages living alone, living with spouse
only, living with children, living with others, and living in group
quarters or institutions. Categories one and two, i.e. living alone
or with spouse only, are self explanatory, since no person, other
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than those noted, is included in those families. Elderly living with
children, however, may have a spouse present and others may
also be present. We assume that elderly living with children have a
potential care-giver present and, therefore, allow that condition to
override the importance of a spouse also being present. A similar
situation holds for elderly living with “Others.” These “Others”
may be a relative or a non-relative of the elderly person and no
further condition is specified with regard to the age profile of
“Others” in our analysis. A spouse may also be included in these
families but we assume that the important condition from the
standpoint of care and support for the elderly person is the fact
that at least one other person is also present. We know that 57.8
percent of elderly living with children have a spouse present and
that 28.9 percent of elderly living with “Others” do.

Table 3 confirms that foreign-born elderly are less likely than
native-born elderly to live independently (i.e. alone or with
spouse only) and more likely to live in extended families (i.e. with
children or with others). Those patterns vary sharply, however,
for different origin groups. For instance, while only 5.5 percent
of elderly Filipinos live alone, 16.5 percent of elderly Cubans do,
and over 27 percent of elderly Canadians, British, Germans and
Russians live alone. Italians are the least likely of the “developed”
country groups to live alone (24.5%). The percentages who live
with only a spouse range from 16.6 percent of Filipino elderly
to over 40 percent of Polish, Canadian, British and German el-
derly. Relatively small percentages of Mexicans and Chinese,
on the other hand, live with spouse only (20.4 and 26 percent,
respectively).

Although foreign-born elderly as a whole are almost twice
as likely as native-born elderly to live with children, 30.3 and
16.7 percent, respectively, those rates also vary considerably by
national origin. Elderly immigrants from the Philippines are most
likely to live with children—60.1 percent do so—but only about
14 percent of the elderly from Canada and Germany live with a
child. All of the “developing” country groups are more likely than
“developed” ones to live with children but there is some diversity
within these groupings. For instance, Italians, a “developed”
group, are almost as likely to live with children as Cubans, a
“developing” country group, with rates of 28.9 and 32.3 percent,
respectively. While only 9.9 percent of all elderly immigrants
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live with “Other persons,” that number rises to 18.3 percent for
Cubans and drops to less than eight percent for the “developed”
groups. Finally, the incidence of group or institutionalized living
among foreign-born elderly from “developing” areas is less than 2
percent but rises to 4 percent or more for the “developed” groups.
Elderly immigrants from the USSR are more likely than those
from other countries to be institutionalized (6.0%).

Age and gender are two key dimensions that are known to be
closely associated with living arrangements. For three age groups
(60—69, 70-79, and 80 and over), Figure 1 shows the percentage
in each type of living arrangement for native-born and foreign-
born elderly. Although foreign-born elderly are less likely than
native-born elderly to live alone at each age level, it is clear that
both groups respond similarly to the aging process. For instance,
for both natives and immigrants, the percentages in their 80s who
live alone are more than double what they are for elderly in their
60s. In contrast, the percentages living with spouse only or with
children decline with age for both natives and immigrants and the
percentagesliving in institutions increase with age in both groups.
Figure 2 shows how living arrangements differ for men and
women by nativity status. Regardless of nativity, women are over
twice as likely as men to live alone and much less likely to live with
spouse only. Whether the elderly live with children, however,
depends largely upon their nativity status. Foreign-born men and
women have comparable percentages who live with children and
both are more likely to be in that living arrangement than native-
born elderly. However, women are more likely than men to live
in institutional or group quarters and those rates do not vary by
nativity status.

To explore whether period of immigration makes a difference
for elderly living arrangements, we prepared a line graph that
shows the percentage of elderly immigrants living alone by age,
sex, and immigration period (Figure 3). Immigrants are disaggre-
gated by sex into three immigration cohorts—immigrants who
came to the United States before 1950, between 1950 and 1969,
and between 1970-1990. For comparative purposes, the living
arrangements of native-born elderly are also displayed (bold
lines). Figure 3 suggests that immigration period is very closely
associated with whether elderly immigrants live alone, especially
among women. We find, for instance, that elderly immigrant
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Figure 1
Living arrangements of elderly by origin and age group
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Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1990 PUMS, combined sample from 5% and
PUMS-O 3%).

Note: SpOnly means “living with spouse only,” Inst/Grp means “being
institutionalized or living in a group quarter.”

women who arrived in the United States before 1950 are as likely
to live alone as native-born women at each age level. While the
percentages living alone increase for those two groups of women
in their 60s and 70s, after age 84, they decline. For immigrant men
who came to the USA before 1950 and native men, in contrast, the
rates of living alone steadily increase with age, even among men
in their 80s. Elderly immigrant men who arrived more recently,
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Figure 2
Living arrangements of elderly by orgin and sex group
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Note: SpOnly means “living with spouse only;” Inst/Grp means “being
institutionalized or living in a group quarter.”

however, tend to be less likely to live alone after age 85. Least
likely to live alone are immigrant men who arrived after 1950
and immigrant women who arrived in the 1970-90 period. In
general, Figure 3 supports the argument that integration is an
important factor influencing living arrangements since it shows
that the longer elderly immigrants reside in the United States, the
more their living arrangements correspond to those of natives.



100 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Figure 3
Percentage of elderly living alone by age and immigration period
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SOURCES OF DIFFERENCES BETWEEN ELDERLY
IMMIGRANTS AND NATIVES IN INDEPENDENT LIVING

Thus far our analysis establishes that elderly immigrants from
different origins diverge considerably from natives in their demo-
graphic and socioeconomic profiles and in their living arrange-
ments. We have also established that differentials between elderly
immigrants and natives in living arrangements are closely related
to their age, sex, and immigration period. We next address the
issue of whether differentials between elderly immigrants and
natives in independent living stem mainly from national origins,
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differences in individual characteristics (demographic, economic
resources, and health status) or the extent of integration into
U.S. society. To evaluate the importance of these different di-
mensions, we use logistic regression since that technique permits
us to control for multiple factors. We focus on a single living
arrangement—living alone—since elderly in that arrangement
are considered to be in a more vulnerable situation than elderly
in other arrangements.

Measurement of Covariates and Model Specification

The outcome variable is whether the elderly person aged 60
or over lived alone in 1990. Elderly who are married and have a
spouse present or who are living in institutions or group quarters
are excluded from the multivariate analysis in order to constrain
the sample to elderly who are making choices between living
alone versus living with children or others in extended arrange-
ments.? Since previous research indicates that elderly immigrants’
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, functional lim-
itations, and degree of integration shape their living arrange-
ments, we control for these factors in our analysis. We mea-
sure age as a categorical indicator since Figure 3 shows that it
has a non-linear relationship to living arrangements for women;
the categories used are ages 60—69=[referent], 70-79="1", and 80
and over="1". We include sex as a dummy variable (1=female;
O=male). A measure of functional limitation was constructed
based on responses to two questions: “Because of a health condi-
tion that has lasted 6 or more months, does this persons have any
difficulty (1) going outside the home alone, for example, to shop or
visit a doctor’s office or (2) taking care of his or her own personal
needs, such as bathing, dressing or getting around inside the
home?” If the response was yes to both of these questions, we gave
functional limitation a code of “3”; if the response was yes to one
question, we gave it a code of “2”; and if the response was no to
both questions, we coded it “1.” Because mobility limitation and
care limitation are highly correlated, it is preferable to combine
them into a single measure.

Economic resources are measured by education and income.
Education indirectly assesses earning potential and is measured
by an ordinal variable specifying different years of completed
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schooling. Two income measures are utilized: a dummy variable
set equal to “1” if no Social Security income was received in 1989
and respondent’s total 1989 income. Since Social Security is a
major source of income support for the elderly, we expect elderly
who do not receive that type of income to be more dependent
on spouses, children, or others and, therefore, less likely to live
alone. In contrast, we expect to find increased odds of living alone
as personal income increases. We use the square root of personal
income to capture negative values and correct for skewness, and
divide the resulting measure by ten to reduce scale differences.

Three measures are used to assess elderly immigrant’s degree
of integration into U.S. society—English language fluency, length
of U.S. residence, and citizenship status. Although ideally we
would like to have measures of intentions to remain in the United
States and other behavioral aspects of integration, these are not
available with census data. We expect to find that as elderly im-
migrants become more integrated, they will be more likely to live
alone, i.e. to adopt the independent living arrangements favored
by native non-Hispanic whites. To measure English language
fluency, we use two dummy variables. The first is set equal to “1”
if the respondent speaks only English at home and the second is
setequal to “1” if the respondent speaks English well or very well.
The second integration measure—length of U.S. residency—is an
ordinal measure that ranges from 10 for persons who arrived
before 1950 or were born in the USA to “1” for persons who
entered in the 1987-90 period. Elderly immigrants who arrived
more recently should be more likely than those who arrived years
ago to live with relatives or with others, since they will have
fewer ties to and knowledge of U.S. society . Finally we use a
dummy variable for citizenship status that is coded “1” if the
elderly immigrant is a native or naturalized citizen. This measure
provides a crude assessment of commitment to the United States
and we expect to find that elderly immigrants who are citizens
will be more likely to live alone than non-citizens.®

Relative Importance of National Origin, Characteristics, and
Integration for Living Alone

Since our main interest is to assess whether differences in inde-
pendent living that occur between natives and elderly immigrants
from different origins diminish after controlling for differences
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across these groups in individual characteristics, we focus upon
that relationship in our discussion of findings. To do this, we
specify four sets of models in Table 4 that allow us to observe how
the odds of living alone change for each national origin group
as we control for differentials between natives and immigrants
in characteristics and integration. We examine the same eleven
national origin groups as we did in Tables 1-3. All foreign-born
elderly are classified into one of the eleven groups. The findings
are presented as odds ratios or the exponentiated value of the
unstandardized regression coefficient (Exp[B]). Values in the ratio
that exceed unity express a positive effect of the covariate on the
occurrence of the event of living alone, relative to that which oc-
curs for the referent population; a value less than unity expresses
a negative likelihood that the outcome event occurs.

Model 1, Table 4, gives the odds that immigrants live alone
relative to natives by their national origin status. These ratios were
estimated from a model that included only the 11 dummy vari-
ables for national origin and thus represent the actual population
odds that each origin group lives alone relative to natives. The
national origin groups are ranked by the magnitude and direction
of their difference with natives in odds of living alone. That model
shows that Filipinos are 93 percent less likely than native non-
Hispanic whites to live alone and Chinese, Mexicans, Cubans,
Other Foreign Born, Italians and Poles are also significantly less
likely than natives to live alone. Elderly immigrants from Eng-
land, Canada, and Germany, on the other hand, are significantly
more likely to live alone than natives. Russians are the only group
that is not significantly different from natives.

Model 2 allows us to evaluate whether differences between
elderly immigrants and natives in socio-demographic character-
istics (age and sex) and functional limitation account for the na-
tional origin differences observed in Model 1. Our earlier descrip-
tive analysis indicated that there is considerable diversity across
the origin groups in these and other individual-level character-
istics and, therefore, it is important to determine whether these
differences account for origin differences in living arrangements.
By comparing change in the unadjusted and adjusted odds ratios
(i.e. Models 1 and 2), we can evaluate whether elderly immigrants
would be more or less likely than natives to live alone, if they
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had the same characteristics. Model 2 indicates that controlling
for differences among elderly immigrants and natives in socio-
demographic characteristics and functional limitations has al-
most no effect on their living arrangements. Only for Italians and
Canadians does the odds ratio change somewhat. For instance,
the odds that Canadian elderly live alone drop from 21 percent
more likely than natives in Model 1 to 14 percent more likely in
Model 2. Although socio-demographic characteristics and func-
tional limitation are highly significant for living arrangements,
Model 2 indicates that the relationships between those factors
and living alone do not vary significantly by origin status. As
expected, the odds of living alone increase with age but are less
likely to occur among elderly with a functional limitation—the
latter are 26 percent less likely to live on their own than elderly
with no limitations. Women are slightly less likely to live alone
than men, net of other differences.

In Model 3 we control for economic resources, including ed-
ucation and income. A comparison of odds ratios in Models 2
and 3 shows that for all of the groups, a convergence pattern
occurs after controlling for differences in economic resources even
though large differences persist. For the foreign-born elderly,
limited economic resources are a major reason why they are
more likely than natives to live alone. The three measures of eco-
nomic resources have the expected relationships to living alone.
Education and personal income significantly increase the odds
of living alone and lack of Social Security income significantly
decreases it.

InModel 4, we control for elderly immigrants’ integration into
U.S. society by assessing the importance of their English language
ability, length of U.S. residency, and citizenship status for living
arrangements. A comparison of Models 3 and 4 shows substantial
change for several national origin groups. Indeed, after control-
ling for integration, in addition to characteristics controlled for
in Models 2-3, we find no significant difference between Chinese
and natives in independent living and a considerable reduction
in the difference with natives for Filipinos and Mexicans. Other
foreign born and Italians remain significantly less likely than
natives to live alone but the substantive differences are small. For
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six other groups (Cubans, Russians, Poles, British, Canadians, and
Germans), Model 4 indicates that if these elderly immigrants had
the same integration characteristics as other elderly, they would
actually be more likely to live alone than natives. This finding
is somewhat surprising because it shows a pattern for national
origin groups that has not been picked up by research which
tends to study minorities as larger aggregates, such as Hispanics
or Asians. In other ways the finding is not surprising because re-
search on the elderly indicates that availability of kin is necessary
for co-residence with kin to take place (Wolf and Soldo 1988).
All else equal, immigrants should have fewer kin available to
them than other elderly because the process of migration usually
separates migrants from kin.

All of the measures of other elderly characteristics remain
highly significant in Model 4, although the magnitude of some
of the relationships change from earlier models. For instance,
after controlling for integration, Model 4 indicates that elderly
aged 80 or over are actually slightly less likely to live alone than
those aged 70-79. This finding is consistent with the curvilinear
pattern observed in Figure 3 for older women with longer U.S.
residence and native-born women. Although the odds ratios for
education and personal income appear modest, it should be kept
in mind that they are derived from unstandardized coefficients
and summarize change per unit. Both measures of economic
resources are composed of several units.

In order to gain a better understanding of the nature of the
integration effect, we examined the effects of the characteristic
and integration covariates for each of the 11 immigrant groups
and natives by estimating separate logit models. These models
include all covariates in Model 4, Table 4, except the dummy
variables for group origin. The results (not shown) reveal a high
degree of consistency across origin groups in the impacts of
the integration variables on the odds of living alone. All of the
estimated integration coefficients are in the same direction as
described above for Model 4 or are statistically insignificant.
Period of U.S. residence and citizenship status have the most
consistent impact: in ten of eleven groups, elderly immigrants
are more likely to live on their own if they are a U.S. citizen and if
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they have resided in the United States longer. The exceptions (no
relationship) occur on the citizenship measure for Chinese and
on length of U.S. residency for Canadians. One could speculate
that the pattern for Canadians stems from the fact that this group
is probably more similar to native-born elderly than immigrants
from other origins and thus has limited internal differentiation
on the integration measure. English language fluency also has a
consistent impact for most origin groups. If elderly immigrants
speak only English, they are significantly more likely to live on
their own in eight of eleven groups and if they speak English
well or very well, they are likely to do so in six of eleven groups.
Since England and Canada are two of the origin groups that have
no relationship on that measure, this finding suggests that lack
of variation within the origin population itself is the principal
reason for the lack of a relationship.

DISCUSSION

Our analysis documents that the composition of U.S. elderly
immigrants changed dramatically between 1970 and 1990 and
will continue to change in the years ahead. In the past two
decades, the number of elderly immigrants from Mexico, Philip-
pines, China, Cuba and other developing countries has been
growing rapidly and will continue to do so in the years ahead. On
the other hand, the number of elderly European immigrants will
decline. The shifting composition of elderly immigrants should
have implications for living arrangements. Our analysis of the
living arrangements of elderly immigrants from the ten largest
origin groups shows that two Asian groups (Filipinos and Chi-
nese) and two Latin American groups (Cubans and Mexicans)
differ markedly from European elderly in their living arrange-
ments. The Asian and Latin American immigrants are much more
likely than European elderly to live in families with children or
others and less likely to live independently. Elderly immigrants,
however, are a diverse population and our analysis demonstrates
the merits of looking at differences for discrete groups. Cubans,
while much less likely than European elderly to live alone, are
three times more likely than Filipino elderly to do so. Further
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analysis of additional origin groups is clearly needed to identify
the extent to which other rapidly growing Asian or Latin Ameri-
can groups differ significantly from the groups examined in our
analysis.

Although elderly immigrants from European countries and
Canada are most similar to natives in their living arrangements,
there is some diversity even among that group. Elderly immi-
grants from Italy and the former USSR, for instance, are less
likely than natives (and other European elderly) to be living with
spouses, and Italians are more likely, by over 10 percentage points,
to be living with children. Despite these differences, the major
divide suggested by our analysis is between more recent elderly
immigrants from Latin America and Asia and older elderly immi-
grants from Europe and Canada. These differences will be more
marked in the years ahead as the absolute and relative size of the
immigrant elderly from Asia, Latin America, and Africa increases
in the next millennium.

Our multivariate exploration of the sources of differences
in living arrangements between natives and elderly immigrants
from 11 origins sheds some light on the nature of these differences.
First, the analysis makes it clear that reduced socio-economic
resources and lack of integration significantly constrain indepen-
dent living among elderly immigrants and are important factors
contributing to differences with natives. Socio-demographic char-
acteristics and functional limitations, on the other hand, are not
a major source of differences between immigrants and natives in
living arrangements.

Nonetheless, we observe an interesting pattern, namely that
while the study covariates do, with a few exceptions, reduce
the differentials between immigrants and natives, the remaining
diversity is almost as marked as that which we observe without
statistically equalizing these characteristics. This finding again
suggests the importance of studying discrete immigrant groups
and identifying how they differ from natives in living arrange-
ments and determinants. Our analysis clearly shows that integra-
tion is strongly associated with increased odds of living alone.
From a statistical standpoint, this means different things for dif-
ferent groups. For most of the European groups, equalization on
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integration tends to produce larger differentials with natives than
existed prior to the introduction of statistical controls. Being a
citizen, speaking only English or speaking English well, and being
a longer term resident of the United States are all associated with
increased odds of living alone. Since the effect of English is strong,
even after controlling for duration of residence and individual
characteristics, this suggests that language ability reflects degree
of integration and not just shifts in the selectivity of migrants over
time. Nevertheless, longitudinal data are needed to examine the
issue of selectivity in a more rigorous manner.

From the point of view of social policy these findings provide
an ambiguous message. The ambiguity revolves around how one
evaluates the status of living alone for the elderly. If it is a positive
choice, based on personal preferences and made because of re-
sources, values and abilities, then social policy should encourage
it. One way to encourage it for elderly immigrants would be
to foster the social integration of the elderly through language
programs and efforts that increase English language activities.
The latter, however, should be encouraged from a public policy
stand point for a multitude of reasons that have nothing to do with
elderly living arrangements. Labor force participation, income
generation, and civic participation on the part of immigrants
would all be advanced by increased English language fluency.
Nonetheless, to the extent that such integration occurs, our anal-
ysis suggests that the results will also be correlated with increased
odds of independent living among elderly immigrants.

Though elderly living with own children is not the behavioral
mode in the United States, our culture positively values familial
social support to the elderly. Only time will tell, however, whether
the tendency observed in our analysis for elderly immigrants
from the Philippines, China, Mexico and other Asian and Latin
American countries to be less likely to live on their own and more
likely to live with children will be enduring or transient. Certainly,
the living arrangements of more recent elderly immigrants are
much more likely than those of natives and the immigrant el-
derly from European origins to involve children. This mode of
providing support to the elderly may be more deeply rooted in
the cultures of these newer groups than was the case for most
European groups. Social policy efforts aimed at supporting the
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elderly within the context of households made up of children and
other relatives may provide the greatest level of real assistance.
Perhaps combining such efforts with others aimed at facilitating
integration could simultaneously enhance the overall social wel-
fare of the elderly while opening up choices to them with regard
to living arrangements.

NOTES

1. The other races category includes Asian and Pacific Islanders, American
Indians, Eskimos and Aleuts. Asians are the largest component of that
category.

2. From 1970 to 1990 the foreign-born elderly population decreased from
3,863,303 to 3,555,190. However, Pitkin and Simmons (1996) estimate that
the foreign-born elderly have increased in the 1990s and will reach 4,300,000
by 2000 and 6,000,000 by 2010.

3. Naturalized citizens may petition for their parents to join them as an im-
mediate relative. Included in the immediate relative category are: spouses
of citizens, children under 21 years of age of citizens, parents of citizens 21
years of age or older, and orphans adopted by citizens. Immediate relatives
are exempt from numerical limitations imposed on U.S. immigration (U.S.
INS 1996, pp. 15-17 and A.3-5).

4. Although we are unaware of any study of elderly immigrants from different
national origins, there are some studies of diversity among “younger”
immigrants which show that national origin is an important variable that
determines how integration proceeds (Gurak and Kritz 1978; Kritz and
Nogle 1994; Tienda and Angel 1982; Zsembik 1993).

5. The ICPSR, University of Michigan, created an 8 percent merged sample
and we downloaded that file through the Internet and use it in our analysis.

6. The differential sampling fractions for natives and immigrants do not affect
our findings because we use the person weights provided by the Census
Bureau (pwgtl) to adjust for geographic differences in sampling and other
technical factors. For our descriptive analysis, different sampling fractions
for groups do not matter because statistics are calculated separately for each
population (i.e. native born means on characteristics are calculated for that
population only and Mexican means are calculated for that population). In
the case of population estimates (e.g. used in Table 1), we adjust for the dif-
ference in the sampling fractions of natives and immigrants by multiplying
the census weight for natives by the inverse of our sampling fraction (i.e.
133 X pwgtl) in order to inflate the native-born component to an 8% sample.

7. The U.S. Census does not ascertain legal immigration status. It does gather
data on country of birth, year of entry to the USA, and citizenship status.
Using these measures, it is possible to differentiate persons who are native-
born citizens from those who were born abroad and immigrated to this
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country at some point in time. We also assume that the foreign born who

are elderly are less likely to be illegal or temporary residents than younger

foreign-born persons.

. This usage conforms with the United Nations classification of countries.

9. The sample for the multivariate analysis contains 130,093 cases. Alternative
model specifications, such as including elderly with spouse present in the
sample and using marital status as a covariate, cannot be done because of
the fact that no one who has a spouse present can live alone.

10. Most of the covariates included in our regression analysis are not highly
correlated. The highest correlations occur between length of U.S. residence
and citizenship status (.61) and length of U.S. residence and receipt of Social
Security income (-.52). Nonetheless, all three covariates have the expected
relationships to the outcome measure and, therefore, we use all three in our
models. No other variables have a higher intercorrelation than 0.37.

[o2]
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Rethinking the Concept of “Minority”:
A Task for Social Scientists and Practitioners

DoRis WILKINSON

University of Kentucky
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Although sociologists have articulated the components and scope of the
“minority” concept, many of the characteristics are no longer germane.
Originally those placed in the category were viewed as subordinate and
as possessing cultural or physical qualities not approved or preferred
by the larger population. There has been no systematic questioning of
ingrained seductive words and value-based constructions like “minority”.
This brief critique offers an evaluation of the “minority” conception that is
so pervasive in the social and behavioral sciences, the print and broadcast
media, politics, and the entire language system.

INTRODUCTION

In current academic discourse, feminist theory and critiques
of post-modern thinking have ushered in reappraisals of conven-
tional language, especially about gender. However, this has not
led to objective interpretations of how men and women of non-
white racial and ethnic groups translate their experiences. Nor
has there been any systematic questioning of ingrained seductive
words and value-based constructions like minority. In the United
states, at least, this latter notion represents a classic example of
an ambiguous concept that is accepted as theoretically sound and
scientifically measurable in the social sciences and given credibil-
ity in matters of policy. As an abstraction most often regarded as
virtually synonymous with race, “minority” is actually nonscien-
tific and devoid of conceptual clarity and empirical validity.

American Sociology has played a major role in generating
a specialized vocabulary and in giving legitimacy to concepts
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like “minority.” The field evolved from European philosophical
roots as a social science permeated with values. Numerous biased
terms and expressions like “invasion” and “visibility” comprised
the original sociological frames of reference. The preoccupation
in the United States with racial differences institutionalized the
minority idea and resulted in the absence of historical explana-
tions of causal social forces (e.g., slavery, discrimination). Conse-
quently, existing sociological concepts and theoretically derived
assumptions linked to “minority” are without historical or scien-
tific merit. Actually, they have suppressed realistic and unbiased
examinations of racial attitudes, beliefs, and ideologies.

Although sociologists have articulated the components and
scope of the “minority” concept, many of the characteristics are
no longer germane. Originally those placed in the category were
viewed as subordinate and possessing cultural or physical qual-
ities not approved or preferred by the larger population. The
assertion was that minorities have a shared sense of group iden-
tity. Interestingly, this was overlooked as also being a feature of
majority groups. The initial definitions emphasized being self-
conscious and viewing themselves as “objects of collective dis-
crimination” (Wirth, 1945: 347). In establishing the boundaries
of the identity of the excluded, Wirth stated that they posses an
inherited status. Without presenting the influences of divergent
power relations, he and other sociologists thought of a minority
as a group singled out from others for “differential and unequal
treatment.” This formulation included biology, culture, struc-
tural, and perceptual aspects. Several of the traits assigned to
“minorities” covered all racial and ethnic groups and economic
classes including the “power elite.”

Basically, the label “minority” is engulfed in political conno-
tations and refers to behaviors as well as biological traits. As
a multidimensional and generic notion, it encompasses behav-
ior but negates ethnicity and cultural distinctiveness. Addition-
ally, this linguistic tool does not denote the vast contrasts that
are characteristic of ethnic and racial group life. The variabil-
ity embodied in ethnic traditions, lifestyles and group modes
of affirming collective identity are not reflected in the assorted
meanings of “minority” (Aguirre and Messineo, 1997; Snyder,
1990; Wright, 1997).
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. Moreover, “minority” does not accurately incorporate the
histories and biographies of diverse ethnic and racial populations
such as American Indian, Mexican American, African American,
Puerto Rican, and Asian American (Feagin and Sikes, 1995; Gar-
cia, 1997; Harjo, 1993; Mendoza, 1994; Snipp, 1989; Wilkinson,
1990). That is, the concept appears to have no relevance to ances-
tral linkages that provide a sense of family and community unity.
An underlying thesis of this discussion is that social science inter-
pretations of identities must be group-centered as well as racially
specific. Ethnic affiliation and racial attachment, as opposed to
externally ascribed “minority” status, are essential parallels with
social placement and self-images (Plummer, 1995; Ramsey, 1991).

This brief critique offers an evaluation of the “minority” con-
ception that is so pervasive in the social and behavioral sciences,
the print and broadcast media, politics, and the entire language
system. Given my long-term interest in the language that frames
sociological theory and research, an insightful review of the con-
cept in Race, Gender & Class (Nibert, 1996) was well received.
While I have a different perspective on alternatives, the author
correctly described “minority” as a “sociological euphemism.” In
the discussion, the evolution of the abstraction is interpreted with
respect to the reasons for the sustained reliance on this particular
term instead of “oppressed groups.” The author states that “the
term [constitutes] a social scientific euphemism for the victims of
widespread exploitation, injustice and incalculable hardship and
suffering . . .” Highlighting trends involving possible substitu-
tions, aspects of the thesis offer a starting point for this discussion
(Nibert, 1996: 131).

As this critical analysis will show, unlike other immigrant
populations designated as minorities, African Americans have
encountered a myriad of barriers since their forced arrival.
Throughout the twentieth century, obstacles to upward mobility
and equal life chances have confronted them. No other ethnic
group in the United States has been enslaved or has faced per-
petual racial segregation and discrimination in all institutional
domains. Only the American Indian’s history approximates this
legacy, to some degree. Against this background, the reasons
given for continuing the “minority” classification in the 21st
century are overshadowed by historical forces. The expression
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simply does not enable understanding of the immense cultural
and racial heterogeneity that typifies American society.

OBJECTIVES

Contextualized within the culture of the United States, two
central questions guide this argument. (1) What are some major
deficiencies associated with the minority concept? (2) How can the
minority idea be transformed and removed from the social science vo-
cabulary? Another important question guiding this inquiry is what
are the scientific and policy issues associated with the word minority?
At the outset, the basic principle is reaffirmed that identifying
individuals by their race or ethnic background is no less important
than recognizing them by their gender or sexuality. All of these
indicators provide a sense of the essence of individuality and
communal solidarity. Self-knowledge and feelings of personal
worth are enhanced through articulating the components of one’s
identity. Learning is similarly advanced by becoming cognizant
of the specific groups comprising the society.

Animportant related scientific and “sociology of knowledge”
issue is why the word “minority” has been retained in the sciences
and in the language system itself. While used in other countries
where it most often refers to language minorities, in the United
States the concept has always been ambiguous and value-laden.
Since its origins, the word has been framed in negative imagery.
Juxtaposed with problems of definition, typically those so labeled
have been depicted as lacking in political and economic power.
In addition, they have been considered as occupying the status
of the culturally disadvantaged. Each of these descriptors carries
a stigma (See: D’ Amico, 1997; Goffman, 1963; Riggs, 1997; Sny-
der, 1990).

POLITICAL LANGUAGE IN THE SOCIAL SCIENCES

Science and the various professions have special modes of
constructing and using language. Among the principal require-
ments in scientific reasoning is that concepts should be reliable,
capable of measurement, and empirically verifiable. Correspond-
ingly, clinical fields seek to rely on relatively precise diagnos-
tic tools for behaviors and emotions. In spite of the particular
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paradigms in disciplines like sociology, innumerable words are
obscure and without a reality basis. “Minority” is one of the key
words that is imprecise.

The clarity and logic of concepts is a critical area in the social
and behavioral sciences. While “minority” is applied incessantly,
the category lacks concrete indicators and its miscellaneous at-
tributes tend to be flawed and conflicting. Thus, given the wide
variability among the diverse groups to whom the label refers,
problems emerge with its application in social science paradigms.
The difficulties disclosed with its usage are multiple. In fact, the
contemporary qualities appear to confuse the initial definitions
offered by sociologists.

Frequently, “minority” indicates only races (African Ameri-
cans) or ethnic populations (Hispanics, Asians). At times, it ex-
tends to occupationally subordinated groups (e.g., women) and
socially isolated populations. Multiracial (biracial persons) and
economically depressed persons (unemployed, poor) are sub-
sumed under the minority label. Sexual orientation, physical
handicapped status and being white and male or female are sim-
ilarly classified. It is also applied to processes and changes such
as access to college, aging, migrants, opportunities, businesses,
rights, issues in mental health, political perspectives ad infinitum.

Of special concern in this critical review is the use of the mi-
nority concept as representational and as an analytical medium.
This interest stems from the interpretations and consequences of
the word and its diversified nature as illustrated in the sciences
and in the national media. Because “minority” does not meet any
of the conventional standards for concept validity, it is an ex-
tremely problematic term in sociological inquiry. The numerous
referents for the idea are not mutually exclusive. Thus, the array
of meanings associated with it produce misleading conclusions.
Ultimately, the complications surrounding minority have serious
ramifications for social science generalizations as well as clinical
practice.

THE MINORITY CHALLENGE

A few selected examples illuminate the contradictions inher-
ent in the use of minority. In an instructive essay by William
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Raspberry, a perceptive and influential African American jour-
nalist, the mistake is made of using the word “minorities” to
denote Blacks only, the group to whom he is referring. The au-
thor notes that “Black students at the College of Holy Cross
[had] won the right to exclude whites from membership in the
school-supported Black Student Union.” The theme of the arti-
cle is “In some instances, separation of the races helps minori-
ties” (Raspberry, 1995: p. A9). However, the essay focuses solely
on race.

Similarly, an article appeared in Black Issues in Higher Education
on the challenges to private scholarships for minorities (Wright,
1997: 14-16). From the title, it was not clear whether the emphasis
was on African Americans, sexual orientation, or handicapped
status. Actually, the report focused on a student who felt that
a community college in Northern Virginia violated the law by
preventing Whites from applying for a particular scholarship. A
mathematics instructor was quoted as saying that there “appears
to be a major hysteria, or fear, of more minority students gain-
ing access to colleges and universities” (Wright, 1997: 16). This
comment is obviously not about females and gender issues nor
sexual orientation. For, the single “minority” group presented is
the African American.

Numerous studies have been designed to examine racial and
ethnicbias in a variety of areas from housing and the occupational
sphere to advertising. With respect to the latter, a Federal Com-
munications Commission report on this subject appeared in USA
Today (January 14, 1999). The findings revealed that “advertisers
regularly discriminate against minority-owned radio stations and
those that have large African American or Hispanic audiences”
(Alexander, 1999). Throughout the article, the word minority pre-
ceded the following: radio stations, listeners, consumers, media,
hiring, and magazines. But, as one examines the results from the
study by the Civil Rights Forum on Communications Policy, the
consumer groups, stations, and audiences discussed are African
American and Hispanic. In this context, minority was used as
equivalent with race since the focus was on just two racial pop-
ulations. Questioning such research as well as the presumption
that minority is a useful classification provides a foundation for
this discussion.
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Finally, a USA Today report pertained to Denny’s becoming
one of the first advertisers to launch a campaign about race. The
author stated that “with a high number of minority customers,
Denny’s can’t ignore them” (Horovitz, 1999: 1B). Again, the pri-
mary “minority” being referred to is the African American. In
most of the examples relating to African Americans, “minority”
is used as a politically correct term to conceal racial specificity.
As a matter of fact, the concept epitomizes one of the notable
forms of politically correct language permeating sociology and
the broader culture. The choice of this word marks the “sociolog-
ical imagination” as well as the American national consciousness.
Nibert (1996: 133) noted that “sociologists have been reluctant to
call ‘minority groups’ oppressed because such a perspective is
outside the range of accepted political discourse.” Regardless,
the term is not only deceptive in advertising but is inaccurate in
the social sciences and inappropriate for policy decisions.

In earlier writings, I have used “minority” as a result of indoc-
trination in sociological reasoning and forced compliance with
editorial stipulations (Wilkinson, 1980a, 1980b, 1987b). However,
whenTincorporated the term in an examination of psychotherapy,
its coverage was clearly restricted.

“...white therapists [must] be trained to understand the multi-
cultural history of the society and to cope with racial and ethnic
biases and race/sex role stereotypes, since these have an impact on
the therapeutic experiences of minority women.” (Wilkinson, 1980b:
297).

Selected issues encountered in psychotherapy with women from
economically and educationally disadvantaged strata were ex-
plored. A significant void was observed in examinations of ther-
apeutic processes and outcomes with “minority women (i.e.,
American Indian, Black or African American, Mexican American
and Puerto Rican)” (Wilkinson, 1980b: 285). I pointed out that
“most studies of racial and ethnic minorities had not been sex-
specific.” Nevertheless, my principal thesis at the time centered on
African American women. Dissonance was evident throughout
my usage of the term.

Again, inademographicreview of “Ethnicity” in the Handbook
of Marriage and the Family, my hesitancy in using “minority” was
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obvious. In order to minimize misrepresentation, in the introduc-
tion I stated that:

“To date, most of the information on minority families had tended
to mirror biases intrinsic in the nation’s dominant culture. To coun-
teract these biases an attempt has been made to incorporate the . . .
conceptual frameworks. .. offered by contemporary minority
scholars” (Wilkinson, 1987: 183).

“Minority families” were limited to those delineated by their
racial heritage and ethnic lineage.

“Minority families differ from those in the majority population on
the basis of race, ancestry, and other characteristics. They are part of a
socially, politically, and economically subordinated population. Dif-
ferential treatment is a significant consequence of minority status.
The dominant minority groups (or populations) in the United States
are Blacks or Afro-Americans, Chicanos or Mexican-Americans,
Puerto Ricans, Japanese, Chinese, and Filipinos” (Wilkinson, 1987:
183).

As this discussion demonstrates, the word “minority” has
substantial variation and hence translations. This invites illogical
reasoning in its numerous applications. Groups so defined have
very few shared attributes with respect to race, ethnicity, social
class, gender, sexuality, and /or culture. In other words, minimal
social and behavioral traits are held in common. Most groups de-
tailed as minorities have separate class positions, racial and ethnic
origins, family backgrounds, and life styles. Likewise, exposure
to the opportunity structure and with oppression vary. Only one
population assigned minority status in the Americas has ever
been subjected to slavery and centuries of systemic racism (Darity,
1996; Dyson, 1997; Frankberg, 1993; hooks, 1998; Hutchison, 1994;
Levy, 1998; Reed, 1992; Wilkinson, 1987).

A MISSING DIMENSION: HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS

Dissecting the minority construction, a lack of understanding
or even acceptance of macro-social forces and power differen-
tials is evident with its use. Certainly, the impressionistic notion
nullifies the effects of a post-slavery culture and the prevailing
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race-based and class hierarchy. Anchored within the matrix of
economic inequality, the minority idea does not allow for the
residual outcomes from race and class-related disparities. Using it
to suggest sex/gender or behavior has an entirely different set of
meanings and outcomes than applying the classification to ethnic
and racial populations.

In most basic texts on race and ethnic relations, a “minority
group” is defined as one that “has restricted power and an inferior
status” or is “any group that has less than its proportionate share
of wealth, power, and/or social status” (Farley, 1995: 7; Marger,
1991: +4-54). Size is usually not considered as the most important
sociological factor. Thus, a minority group is one that

“experiences a pattern of disadvantage or inequality, has a visible
identifying trait, and is a self-conscious social unit. Membership
is usually determined at birth and group members have a strong
tendency to marry within the group” (Healey, 1995: 14).

Introducing the “visible trait or characteristic” that justifies mis-
treatment by the majority population, the above definition blends
with “blaming the victim” assertions. Presumably, the traits may
be of a variety of types ranging from cultural to physical or
combinations of the two. Depending on the perspective, some
groups are called ethnic minorities, while others are referred to as
racial minorities. “The visibility factor” confirming membership
in a particular racial or ethnic group has been explained as central
to the minority thesis (Wirth, 1945). However, more recent inter-
pretations maintain that minorities are determined not merely
by race or ethnicity but by “sex, physical disability, lifestyle, or
sexual orientation” (Farley, 1995: 7). Despite this, the historical
and contemporary relationships between people of African and
European descent are completely unlike those of any other groups
so categorized.

Concentrating on visibility and embarrassed self-awareness
does not permit grasping the pervasiveness of racial animosi-
ties and associated forms of prejudicial treatment. These are en-
tirely separate social processes from the discrimination against
groups because of their behaviors or physical limitations. Thus,
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the perplexing nature of “minority” is revealed in the virtually
opposite groups included in its coverage.

In the final analysis, groups presented as minorities have
faced vastly dissimilar patterns of acceptance and integration as
well as exclusion and residential isolation. Further, intolerance
and segregation have always been more injurious and perma-
nent for African Americans than for any other ethnic Ameri-
cans, regardless of social position or “visible” traits. Therefore,
highlighting populations by their actual identities situates them
within a narrative frame along with the dilemmas linked to the
ethos of equal opportunity. With respect to the limited choices
facing women of any ethnic or racial heritage, the minority con-
ception calculatedly omits the intersection of class, gender and
race (Wilkinson, 1997).

Probing the content of “minority” permits viewing it as de-
priving groups of their lived experiences. Its incongruous mean-
ings have been created and reaffirmed by those who have not
been among the economically, politically, and/or racially hin-
dered populations. As pointed out earlier, the concept is devoid of
historical specificity. Neither the aftereffects of American slavery
on self identification nor the influence of the class system on
economic status can be explained through its use. No provisions
are made for interpreting the circumstances surrounding contem-
porary inequities that are repeated by other groups also classified
as “minorities.” Therefore, past and current disparities in oppor-
tunities and privileges are discounted through reliance on this
impressionistic label. Since it is embedded in the political culture
of the United States and hence in the social sciences, questions
will be raised when confronting its idiosyncratic and ideological
nature. Significant adjustments will be encountered by attempts
to replace it since “minority” has been retained through custom
and practice. Rationales will proliferate for preserving the concept
in spite of the justifiable quest by groups to reclaim and define
their own identities.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CHANGE

Researchers, clinicians, and teachers must seek ways to in-
corporate race and ethnicity in all relevant contexts and omit
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entirely the “minority” concept. Since race is such a highly sen-
sitive subject in the United States, a host of avoidance strategies
restrict weighing its impact. On one hand, its influence is perva-
siveness throughout American society and culture. On the other,
the “minority” idea negates this reality. Fields that emphasize
research and document identity issues must be among the first to
reappraise the diffuse “minority” constellation.

Insisting on race and ethnic precision and race-consciousness
is fundamental for addressing in a meaningful way economic
and status disparities. The “minority” tag cannot yield solutions
to issues bearing on racial injustices in the United States. Poli-
cies cannot be based on obscure ideas or presumed neutrality in
the identification of groups in need. Specificity is imperative in
policy formulation (Allen, Hunt and Gilbert, 1997; Culp, 1994;
Reed, 1992; Rhode, 1997; Snyder, 1990; Wilkinson and King, 1987;
Wright, 1997). With respect to this, in an examination of the
Banneker scholarship program at the University of Maryland,
researchers found that race-specificity remains necessary. This
recommendation was made because of past, present and cumula-
tive discrimination against African Americans (Allen, Hunt, and
Gilbert, 1997). In other words, race-conscious policies in higher
education are sound and necessary.

Scholars who explore language have described words as in-
dicators of power and privilege. Ruling classes and majorities
engage in identity dialogue that continually estranges existing
disenfranchised and disadvantaged populations (Riggs, 1997).
Thus, “minority” is substantively Eurocentric and reinforces erro-
neous racial assumptions. Along with its negative referents, the
absence of commonalities among those so classified makes the
word political and lacking in theoretical usefulness. Since “mi-
nority” is so deeply grounded in the American language system
and psyche, as stated earlier, inevitably any change will become
an arena of controversy.

Particularizing groups in the United States within the context
of their racial and ethnic backgrounds is past due. No systematic
evidence exists indicating that in this country, American Indians,
Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, Asianand African Americans
prefer assigning themselves a “minority” image or status. Rather,
their orientation is toward the distinctiveness of their family
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lineage and the racial/ethnic groups to which they belong. In
contrast to the vagueness of “minority group” (Nibert, 1996),
the self-views of these populations have definitive historical and
cultural meaning.

Additionally, the “minority” construction does not lead to
any solutions for the numerous social problems correlated with
economic levels and racial constraints in the United States. Ratio-
nal policies cannot be designed using generic categories. Unless
words like subordinated or inferiorized are used, “minority” has no
plausible substitutes. Specific group recognition is an imperative
in research and in policy formulation. Race and ethnic specificity
and race-consciousness are indispensable for addressing prob-
lems and major forms of inequality.

Various contemporary perspectives have suggested that tra-
ditional modes of thinking have been devoid of the capacity to
address the needs and self actualization experiences of diverse
populations. This indicates that the different ways that women
and men translate their lives is identity related. “Minority” does
not convey either personal identity nor historical continuity. In
order to accurately incorporate the life stories of women and men
of different ethnic backgrounds, interpretations of their unique-
ness must be gender-centered as well as racially and ethnically
grounded. “Minority” serves as an anachronistic political device
that obliterates natural and contingent social distinctions.

The comments presented in this discussion have not been
without forethought. Also, they are not presented for continu-
ous argument but rather for self-reflection, learning and under-
standing. They should prove helpful to those in the social and
behavioral sciences and to others who have reinforced illogical
constructs. Considering the numerous incongruities in the “mi-
nority” concept, scientists and practitioners will have to dissect
all applications and cease using it. As noted earlier, while I have
regrettably used the word in my early writings, I have sought to
discontinue this practice (Wilkinson, 1980a; 1987b; 1980b; 1992).

Currently, the “minority” image is so broad that it includes
groups exposed to a whole range of majority beliefs and norms
of exclusion. Some of the groups are members of the numerically
and politically dominant population. Since science is the study of
difference, classifying on the basis of race, ethnicity and economic
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class should be normative. Continued attempts to connect, at
any level, disabilities, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, economic
position and gender under a vague symbol is prejudicial and
unreasonable. Describing the experiences of African Americans
as characteristic of those encountered by sexual, language or
handicapped “minorities” minimizes the far-reaching impact of
the country’s race ideology.

CONCLUSION

Via the “minority concept, the social sciences are weakened
in theoretical logic. For among the predominant problems of the
modern era and hence in sociology are those relating to class, race,
ethnicity, immigrant status, and gender. While all frame social
placement and self-conceptions, race is the most challenging and
complex. The “minority” idea reduces the scientific challenges
associated with careful and objective study of race and racism
(Dyson, 1997; Hochschild, 1996; Levy, 1998).

In addition to hindering understanding of the effects of past
and present exclusionary processes on identity, the “minority”
classification disregards group attachments and the legitimacy
of difference. By maintaining this ideologically encumbered and
politically correct word, those who embrace it in their teach-
ing impede the imaginations of others. Ironically, the “minority”
concept restricts and simultaneously politicizes the “sociological
imagination.”

The unremitting incorporation of “minority” in scholarly
writings and social science language ushers in the need to include
ethnic origins and race in scientific analysis. African Americans
should be called by their racial heritage which they may decide
is “Black”, Afro-American, or African American. The purposive
act of dismissing identity through the “minority” lens eliminates
being informed of the ongoing purposive subordination of par-
ticular populations on the basis of their race or ethnic status.

Social and behavioral scientists and social workers are prod-
ucts of cultures and distinct populations. They must be able to
deal objectively with race, ethnic group membership and racism.
To do so, requires immediate abandonment of the “minority”
theme. A rational alternative is needed to eliminate it from the
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scientific literature, the print media, and the national conversa-
tion. When confirming theoretical principles and attempting to
facilitate understanding of group differences, taking into account
race and ethnic ancestry is mandatory.

Nearing the end of the twentieth century, it is thus imperative
that we begin to alter the language and our mind-sets regarding
the manifest and latent implications of the minority misnomer.
Perhaps, one way to begin is to delineate possible options. The
first involves deleting “minority” from the social and behavioral
sciences because of its intrinsic biases, lessening of the significance
of racialized economic inequality, and elimination of personal
preferences. This step alone could improve the scientific credi-
bility of selected disciplines. Retaining obscure and controversial
language at the outset of the present century poses an especially
compelling paradox for sociology.

The accent on minority standing overrides the necessity for
bringing race and racism into research as well as into clinical
therapy and social work practice. Dismissing race, ethnic identity,
class status, and even gender through repeated use of the “mi-
nority” label reduces the ability to understand the authenticity of
the life stories of distinct populations. The narratives of those so
named are actually eradicated.

Considering gender, the “visibility” component of “minority”
is offensive and unsuitable in the social sciences and in other
fields. This feature does not contribute toward explaining out-
comes bearing on the lives of women of Spanish, Asian, African
and American Indian origin, for example. It is chronically mis-
leading and undermines any appreciation of the personal stories
of these racial/ethnic women. Recognizing the special identities
that they have is much more principled than analyzing them us-
ing nebulous symbolism. The internalization of gender roles and
ethnic and racial “being” is a central part of the self-definition pro-
cess for women (Beale, 1970; Garcia, 1997; Morgan, 1993; St. Jean
and Feagin, 1998; Wilkinson, 1995).

To reiterate, examinations of racial obstacles are clouded via
the use of the term “minority.” The word conceals the realities
of particular group circumstances. Comparisons among those so
typed erase the differential economic and political inferiorization
of one population over another. Given this, the most important
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recommendation from this critique is that the concept must be
instantly dismantled and constructive possibilities introduced
that specify individual and collective identities. Ethnic and racial
consciousness is a rational choice.

Overall, racial and ethnic specificity could have several pos-
itive outcomes: (1) accepting a population’s authentic request
to be defined and related to in terms of ancestry or other pre-
ferred status qualities, (2) facilitating sensible communication and
meaningful interaction between the self and others, (3) providing
a sense of in-group solidarity for those now portrayed as mi-
norities, (4) enhancing knowledge of American history and the
country’s rich cultural diversity. These possibilities reinforce the
recommendation that the exclusionary motif embodied in the no-
tion of “minority” must be eradicated from social theory, research,
and all policy decisions.

In the United States, race, class and ethnicity have been the
principal molders of group interaction, work roles, power, and
social hierarchy. Historical forces and change have dramatically
shaped family life and occupational outcomes. The “minority”
idea does not grasp these realities. Greater explicitness in setting
priorities can be forthcoming with the deletion of the concept from
the social sciences. Expectedly, any move toward change of this
linguistic symbol will be an area of dispute and rationalization for
its continuation. This is due to the fact that the word is entrenched
in the broader cultural mores. Nevertheless, it must be recognized
that the “minority” idea does not reflect America’s racial and
ethnic mixture.

Ultimately, the minority marker is not pertinent for dissecting
the roots of racial inequality in the employment sector nor biases
in the workplace. The term does not account for the stratification
in employment nor contrasting occupational advantages among
persons within the “minority” category some of whom are labeled
on the basis of lifestyles. Several groups in the category have
greater opportunities for upward mobility than others. That is, for
selected populations judged as comparable, systemic differences
in chances for success prevail. Thus, intermingling handicapped
status, health conditions, and behaviors with race and ethnic
heritage is problematic, unwarranted, and unfair to heretofore
disenfranchised racial and ethnic populations.



130 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

“Pretending that U.S. society . . . has moved beyond racial and gen-
der biases to meritocracy ignores its long and continuing history of
bias and inequality” (Rhode, 1997).

As interpreted in this critical assessment, “minority” is not an
appropriate formation. Members of particular ethnic populations
do not automatically describe themselves using this figure of
speech. In contrast, those so defined by the dominant sector
seek to have their stories, encounters, and needs included in
analyses of their experiences. Their family and ancestral sagas
are important to them. Removing “minority” from the lexicon
of the social and behavioral sciences means that clarification in
establishing hierarchies of need and sound public policy will be
forthcoming.
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Who Cares about Racial Inequality?

GLENN C. Loury

Boston University
Institute on Race and Social Division

The issue of Affirmative Action is discussed, identifying some difficulties
with the way that this policy has been pursued in the past: Racial preferences
can be a poorly targeted method of closing the gap in social status between
Blacks and Whites, and can have negative unintended consequences for
incentives and for the reputations of its beneficiaries. Nevertheless, it
is argued that some form of affirmative action continues to be needed.
The concept of “developmental affirmative action” is introduced. This
form of racially targeted policy focuses primarily on the enhancement
of competitive skills. In so doing, it avoids many of the aforementioned
difficulties.

INTRODUCTION

I have been known over the years as a critic of affirmative
action policies. However, in the wake of a successful ballot ini-
tiative banning affirmative action in the state of California, I now
find it necessary to reiterate the old, and in my view still valid,
arguments on behalf of explicit public efforts to reduce racial in-
equality. Indoing so, [ want to stress that I am not defending racial
quotas, or race-based allocations of public contracts, or racial
double standards in the workplace, or huge disparities in the test
scores of blacks and whites admitted to elite universities. These
practices are deservedly under attack. But, I do defend the U.S.
Army’s programs to commission more black officers, the public
funding of efforts to bring blacks into science and engineering,
the attempts by urban law enforcement agencies to recruit black
personnel, and the goal of top universities—public and private—
to retain some racial diversity in their student bodies. The mere
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fact that these efforts take race into account, I will argue here,
should not be disqualifying.

My basic position is that the current campaign against “pref-
erences” goes too far by turning what prior to Proposition 209
had been a reform movement to which I was happy to belong
into an abolitionist’s crusade that I feel constrained to oppose.
True enough, the slogan “mend it, don’t end it” was a cynical
device, used by a president heavily dependent on black political
support who sought to avoid genuine reform. But, taken seri-
ously, this slogan describes pretty well what our national policy
should be.

The most zealous affirmative action abolitionists hold as their
fundamental principle that knowing the race of the persons bur-
dened or benefited by a public action can never legitimately
influence the desirability of that action. Yet, moral queasiness
about the use of race arises for historically specific reasons—
namely, slavery and Jim Crow segregation. Those reasons cen-
trally involve the caste-like subordination of blacks, a matter that,
in actual historical fact, was not symmetrical as between the races.
As such, to take account of race while trying to mitigate the effects
of this subordination, thought certainly ill advised or unworkable
in specific cases, should not be viewed as morally equivalent to
the acts of discrimination that affected the subjugation of blacks
in the first place.

It is important to distinguish here between legal and ethical
modes of reasoning. Justice Scalia’s famous dictum that “the
rule of law requires a law of rules” militates in favor of the
simple prohibition of all racial discrimination by public agents.
But, the moral case is not so straightforward. I stipulate that an
isolated individual’s race, as such, is ethically irrelevant. That is,
the weight given to an affected person’s welfare when selecting a
course of public action should not depend on race. Nevertheless,
there are circumstances where the ability of a public policy to
advance the general interest of all persons is enhanced by taking
cognizance of the racial identities of particular persons. Under
these circumstances, the steadfast refusal to take into account
how a policy might impact members of different racial groups, in
the name of legal consistency, can turn out to be an act of moral
obtuseness.
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SOCIAL ETHICS

Of course it is a basic principle of political liberalism—some-
times called the “non-discrimination principle”—that personal
characteristics like race, sex, and ethnicity should have no moral
relevance.? People are to be valued as individuals, not as the
representatives of groups. In the economic theory of social choice,
for example, this idea is captured by the concept of “anonymity”:
the idea that the legitimacy of any given government benefit
depends upon the fact that it is distributed without regard to
the identities, as distinct from the conditions, of those who get
the benefit and those who do not. This is the ideal.

However, ordinary people are not as fastidious as are social
choice theorists. They do care, sometimes passionately, about the
social identities of those who are helped or harmed by their gov-
ernment’s policies. As Tip O’'Neill once said, all politics is local.
This implies that no politics can be truly anonymous. Government
must be responsive to a public that is often motivated by group
loyalties and antagonisms. At the same time, ideally it should not
distribute benefits or burdens to citizens based on traits that are
morally irrelevant, such as race.

For multicultural America, this poses a permanent, intractable
dilemma. How can we manage it? Some say that all government
policies should be “color-blind.” And, given our troubled racial
history, the simplicity and clarity of this color-blind formulation
can, indeed, seem compelling. But, the problem is more com-
plicated than this “simple” position can accommodate. For, by
focusing intensely on how government treats citizens in discrete
encounters, advocates of color-blindness give too little weight
to the purposes government is trying to achieve when it acts. I
maintain that procedural color blindness is neither a necessary
nor a sufficient condition for the attainment of substantive racial
justice. Public policy can be color-blind yet unfairly contrary to
the interests of a racial minority—"benign neglect” being the
most obvious example. Conversely, policies that are intended
to have wide beneficial impact, regardless of race, may require
that cognizance be taken of the reality of racial identity. This
occurs, for example, when a president, to enhance the legiti-
macy of his government among the nation as a whole, tries to
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ensure that his top appointments are, to some degree, racially
representative.

The distinction between procedural and substantive justice,
between means and ends, is of little interest to the color-blind
purist, however. In fact, these days you often hear conservatives
spuriously likening the defenders of affirmative action to the
southern segregationists. For instance, Todd Gaziano wrote in
the May-June 1998 issue of Policy Review, published by the Her-
itage Foundation, as follows: “Forty years ago many Americans
felt anger and disgust toward segregationists such as Arkansas
Governor Orval Faubus who earned their place in history as lead-
ers of the massive resistance to desegregation. Today’s massive
resistance to racial equality is led by another former governor of
Arkansas, Bill Clinton.” This is irresponsible hyperbole bordering
on the absurd.

Is it not obvious that the racial sentiments to which Orval
Faubus was responding to were morally illegitimate and unde-
serving of ratification by government action? And, is it not equally
obvious that not all racial sentiments are of this kind?

Thus, we arrive at the fundament question: Why should we
care about racial inequality per se? What is wrong with a situation
in which blacks are roughly 12 percent of the U.S. population, but
some 40 percent of welfare recipients, 50 percent of incarcerated
felons, and 3 percent of newly graduating engineers? Why should
we care about the racial composition of the police forces in large
cities, of Presidential appointees to the federal bench, or of the
freshman class at a state university? Why should a large corpora-
tion actively seek a qualified black candidate for a position in its
upper management? After all, thinking in the abstract, a growing
welfare population or an increasing number of incarcerated felons
is a problem for society no matter what the color of those citizens.
What matters is that we reduce the total numbers, right?

Actually, I will argue that this is not right, or at least not for
America, not today. A President who appoints hundreds of local
federal judges among whom there are no blacks invites a wholly
unnecessary political firestorm. He would rightly find himself in
trouble. A corporation that neglects to bring along some blacks
into upper management exposes itself needlessly to potential
difficulties with its customers or its lower-level employees. A
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racially diverse big city fielding a nearly all white police force
is asking for big trouble the next time a drunken black motorist
has to be forcibly subdued. A freshman class devoid of blacks
teaches it students some lessons about our society that are not
listed in the course catalog. And to accept with equanimity the
blackening of our prisons or welfare rolls is to be indifferent, I
suggest, to an important aspect of social justice.

REASONS TO CARE

A. Racial Identities Matter

Onereason to care about racial inequality is that race forms an
important part of the personal identity of many citizens. Ideally,
these racial identities should be irrelevant to our dealings with
one another. Yet clearly they are not. As a result, all kinds of
circumstances, having nothing to do with “racial preferences,”
require a government to depart from the strictly “color-blind”
treatment of its citizens in order to discharge its legitimate func-
tion. A front page story in the October 28, 1996 San Francisco Chron-
icle makes the point nicely. Reporting on an FBI investigation into
excessive fighting among inmates at the Corcoran California state
prison, the story traces the trouble to “an obscure prison edict is-
sued during the 1980s—the integrated yard policyellipsis[which]
required all prison yards to be integrated by race and gang affilia-
tion.” This article quotes a veteran prison guard calling that policy
“naive and stupidellipsis|[A]nybody that’s worked inside a prison
would say that.” Yet for a prison warden to allocate exercise time
among inmates as to minimize racial conflict, he would have to
behave in something other than a color-blind manner.

This example is not trivial. In the summer of 1996, the con-
servative federal judge Richard Posner (in Wittmer v. Peters, Nos.
95-3729, 95-4034 (7th Cir. July 2, 1996)) upheld the preferential
hiring of a black prison guard in an Illinois boot camp for young
offenders. He argued that, with an inmate population that was
three-quarters black, and given that “aversive training” methods
familiar to marine enlistees were to be employed at the boot
camp, the state might have a compelling and thus constitutionally
justifiable interest in providing for some racial diversity in the
camp'’s officer corps.
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Faced with such examples, supporters of the “color-blind”
position invariably reply that race here simply serves as a proxy
for some non-racial trait—like the ability to win the trust of
black inmates. But this response is insufficient, for the crux of the
matter is not the state’s use of race as a proxy for some desirable
characteristic in an employee, but rather some citizens’ tendency
to view the world through a racially tinted lens. In the boot camp,
a young inmate is bullied mercilessly by guards who either have
his best interests at heart or do not. When black youths refuse
to believe that this bullying is for some useful purpose when
none of the guards are black, then the success of the training
technique requires racial diversity on the staff. And this is true
no matter how sophisticated the prison personnel office may be
at discovering, without using race, whether an applicant “truly
cares” about his prospective charges.

B. Race Conveys Information

Another reason to care about racial inequality is that race is
an important source of information in many situations. Race is
an easily observable trait that, as an empirical matter, is corre-
lated with some hard-to-observe traits about which employers,
lenders, police officers and others are concerned.? Direct evidence
from employer interviews indicates that both black and white
employers are reluctant to hire black, urban young males who
exhibit lower-class behavioral styles. Racial identity is also used
as information in a variety of ways by police. Some evidence
indicates that it shapes their law enforcement decisions. Indeed,
the dramatic disparity between the races in the rates of arrest and
incarceration for criminal offenses must be taken into account
when discussing racial differences in the labor market experi-
ences of males, thought the direction of causality is difficult to
untangle.

Racial-statistical discrimination can be quite damaging to
both the efficiency of market allocations and to equity. This is due
to the very real possibility that the empirically valid statistical
generalizations lying at the heart of such discrimination can be
self-fulfilling prophecies. There is an informational externality
present whenever decision takers take actions based on group
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inferences. It is not difficult to give straightforward economic
accounts of how this process might work in a variety of contexts.

Suppose only a few taxi drivers will pick up young black men
aftera certain hour. Given that behavior by taxidrivers as a class, it
is plausible through a process of adverse selection that the “types”
of young black men who will attempt to hail taxis during those
hours contain an especially large fraction of potential robbers.
This makes it rational to avoid them. But if most drivers willingly
picked up young black men, then this behavior might induce
a less threatening set of black males to select taxi transportation
after dark, confirming the rationality of the drivers’ more tolerant
behavior.

Or, suppose employers have an a-priori belief that blacks are
more likely to be low effort trainees than are whites. Then, they
will set a lower threshold for blacks on the number of mistakes
needed to trigger dismissal, since they will be quicker to infer
that black workers have not tried hard enough to learn the job.
But knowing that they are more likely to be fired for making a few
mistakes, more black employees may elect not to exert high effort
during the training period in the first place, thus confirming the
employers’ initial beliefs.

Or, if car dealers believe that black buyers have higher reser-
vation prices than whites, then dealers will be tougher when
bargaining with blacks than with whites. Given this experience of
tough bargaining, a black buyer anticipates less favorable alterna-
tive opportunities and higher search costs than a white buyer, and
so may rationally agree to a higher price. This behavior confirms
the dealers’ initial presumption that “color” predicts bargaining
power.

Such stories are not difficult to produce, and at least to my ear,
they have a certain ring of truth about them. The key to all of these
examples is their self-reinforcing nature: they begin with racial
beliefs that then bring about their own statistical confirmation.
These examples are not unrelated to the historical problems of
race, as they have developed in our society. Race is an easily
discernable characteristic that has salience in our culture, making
it operate powerfully in many venues because it is common
knowledge that people are taking it into account.
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C. Social Networks

Yet another reason to care about racial inequality is that race
influences the social networks that are open to individuals, and
these networks in turn have a major effect upon individuals’
opportunities.* Here are two observations that illustrate the key to
my argument: First, all societies exhibit significant social segmen-
tation. People make choices about whom to befriend, whom to
marry, where to live, to which schools to send their children and
so on. Factors like race, ethnicity, social class, and religious affili-
ation influence these choices of association. Second, the processes
through which individuals develop their productive capacities
are shaped by custom, convention, and social norms, and are
not fully responsive to market forces, or reflective of the innate
abilities of persons. Networks of social affiliation are not usually
the result of calculated economic decisions. They nevertheless
help determine how resources important to the development of
the productive capacities of human beings are made available to
individuals.

One can say that an adult worker with a given degree of
personal efficacy has been “produced” from the “inputs” of edu-
cation, parenting skills, acculturation, nutrition, and socialization
to which he was exposed in his formative years. While some of
these “inputs” can be bought and sold, some of the most crucial
“factors of production” are only available as by-products from
activities of social affiliation. Parenting services are not to be
had for purchase on the market, but accrue as the consequence
of the social relations between the custodial parents and the
child. The allocation of parenting services among a prospective
generation of adults is thus the indirect consequence of social
activities undertaken by members of the preceding generation.
An adolescent’s peer group is similarly a derivative consequence
of processes of social networking.

I concede that this is an artificial way of thinking about human
development, but the artifice is quite useful. For it calls attention
to the critical role played by social and cultural resources in the
production and reproduction of economic inequality. The rele-
vance of such factors, as an empirical matter, is beyond doubt.
The importance of networks, contacts, social background, family
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connections, and informal associations of all kinds has been am-
ply documented by students of social stratification.

I can put this somewhat less abstractly. There is one view of
society in which we are atomistic individuals, all of us pursuing
our own paths to the best of our ability, given the opportunities
available in the marketplace. Some of us work harder, some are
luckier, some are more talented than others, and so the outcomes
are not equal. That is one view, but it is a false, or at least an
incomplete, view of the way in which our society actually works.
For the fact is that each and every one of us is embedded in a
complex web of associations, networks, and contacts. We live
in families, we belong in communities, and we are members of
collectivities of one kind or another. We are influenced by these
associations from the very first day that we draw breath. Our
development—what and who we are become—is nourished by
these associations.

It is a severe disadvantage to be born to parents who are not
interested in your development. It is a great impediment for a
talented youngster to be embedded in a social network of peers
whose values do not affirm the activities the youngster must
undertake to develop his talent. Children do not freely choose
their peers. To a significant degree they inherit these associations
as a consequence of where they live, what their parents believe,
what social group they belong to, and so on. In American society,
given our history, racial identity is one important component of
that complex of social characteristics that define the networks
in which we live. Opportunity travels along the synapses of
these networks. We learn about what we can do with our talents
from the conversation taking place over dinner, from the family
friend who says “Why doesn’t your kid do this or that?,” from
the business owner who offers a summer job. These kinds of
opportunity-enhancing associations are not just out there in the
marketplace to be purchased by the highest bidder. Nor are they
allocated randomly so as to create some kind of level playing
field.

RACIAL JUSTICE

Now as someone who values liberty it is my view that we
cannot and should not seek to equalize for all persons access to
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such networks of social affiliation. They are to a large degree the
inheritance of history, and we must take them as they come. But
we do not have to accept the inegalitarian consequences of these
structures without reflection, nor must we impute naturalness or
an inevitability to those unequal consequences.

We do not, in other words, have to take one seventeen-year-
old who has grown up in a suburban, affluent, two-parent family
with wholesome neighbors and peers, attending schools that
work, and compare him with another seventeen-year-old who
has grown up under less felicitous circumstances, and then stamp
on the forehead of the former the big “M” for merit and say of the
latter, “He has not earned the right to further develop his talents.”
When it comes time to allocate state-funded opportunities for
the intellectual development of the two youngsters, we need
not pretend that the playing field has been level all the time
and that, by favoring the first kid, we are merely giving scarce
opportunities to the most deserving recipient.

I am arguing that inalienable non-marketed social and cul-
tural resources play a critical role in the production and repro-
duction of economic inequality. In this context, it is crucial to
realize that even the values, attitudes and beliefs held by an
individual—of central import for the attainment of success in
life—are shaped by the cultural milieu in which that person de-
velops. Whom one knows affects what one comes to believe, and in
that way influences what one can do with one’s God-given talents.
Do we collectively, as a society, have any responsibility for the
debilitating, even pathological cultural milieus that exist in our
midst? This is an important component of the racial inequality of
our day. Are these subcultures of despair just facts of nature about
“those people,” toward whom the rest of us have no obligations
whatsoever? Or are they products of a history in which we are
implicated?

My claim here is that the “social pathology” to be observed in
some quarters for our society did not come out of thin air, but to
some extent is a consequence of historical practices, including, in
the case of blacks, the practice of racial oppression.® Moreover, the
ongoing racial segmentation of our society—most clearly visible
in the social isolation of today’s urban black poor—is an impor-
tant social inequity that helps to perpetuate the consequences of
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our troubled racial history. I believe this analysis has an important
ethical implication: Because the creation of a skilled workforce is a
social process, the meritocratic ideal—that in a free society individuals
should be allowed to rise to the level of their competence—should be
tempered with an understanding that no one travels that road alone. We
should not embrace the notion that individuals have “merit” that
must be rewarded without some awareness of the processes by
which that merit is produced. Theses are social processes, with
a racial dimension. It should be evident that, notwithstanding
the establishment of a legal regime or equal opportunity, histor-
ically engendered economic differences between racial groups
could well persist into the indefinite future, and not as some
have argued, perniciously, because of the genetic inferiority of
blacks. Thus, the pronounced racial disparities to be observed
In American cities are, at least, in part, the product of an unjust
history, propagated across the generations by segmented social
structures of our race conscious society. This is what I mean by
the problem of racial injustice.

For this reason I would argue that, as a matter of social ethics
and social science, there should be collective public effort to mit-
igate the economic marginality of those who are languishing in
the ghettos of America. Prevailing social affiliations, including
the extent of racial segregation in our society, influence the de-
velopment of the intellectual and personal skills of the young.
As a result, the, patterns of inequality—among individuals and
between groups—must embody, to some degree, social and eco-
nomic disparities that have existed in the past. To the extent that
past disparities reflect overt racial exclusion, the propriety of the
contemporary order is called into question.

I'stress that this is not a reparations argument. I am not saying
that some individuals are due something because of what was
done to their ancestors. Neither is this a group entitlement argu-
ment, in which racial collectivities are seen as having “rights” that
take precedence over those of individuals. Indeed, my argument
here is entirely consistent with individualism as a core philosoph-
ical premise. I am simply acknowledging the additional fact that
in society, people are not atoms. They are, rather situated within
systems of mutual affiliation. And in our society, these systems
are defined, in part, by race.
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Taking note of this situatedness and understanding its his-
torical roots leads me to some recognition of race as a legitimate
factor in consideration of social justice. When the developmental
prospects of individuals depend on the circumstances of those
with whom they are socially affiliated, and when social affiliation
reflects a tendency toward racial segregation, even a minimal
commitment to equality of opportunity for individuals can re-
quire, I am arguing, a willingness to take racial identity into
account. In our divided society, given our tragic past, this implies
that public efforts to counter the effects of historical disadvan-
tage among blacks are not only consistent with, but indeed are
required by widely embraced, individualistic, democratic ideals.

COLOR BLIND EXTREMISTS

This argument leads naturally to the question of whether
affirmative-action policies are necessary and justified. To em-
phasize that racial group disparities can be transmitted across
generations through subtle and complex social processes is not
necessarily to endorse employment or educational preferences
based on race. But recognizing the importance of social segmen-
tation does cause one to doubt the ethical viability, and indeed
the logical coherence, of “color-blind absolutism”—the notion
that the Constitution requires government agents to ignore the
racial identity of citizens. Ironically, recent claims by some con-
servatives® to this effect bear an eerie resemblance, in form and in
substance, to the similarly absolute claims of some card-carrying
civil libertarians on behalf of a “wall of separation” between
church and state.

Consider that, as a practical matter, the government cannot
enforce laws against employment discrimination without taking
note of a gross demographic imbalance in an employer’s work
force. Yet, the government’s requiring that employment data be
reported by race is already a departure from pure color-blind
behavior. So too is the practice, nearly universal in the public and
private sectors, of targeted outreach efforts designed to increase
the representation of blacks in the pool of persons considered for
an employment opportunity. Accordingly, the more intellectually
consistent of the color-blind absolutists now recommend, as logic
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would require, that we repeal the civil-rights laws and abandon
even those efforts to achieve racial diversity which do notinvolve
preferential treatment. But is that stance consistent with fairness?

Coming up with cases that challenge the absolutist claim is not
difficult. How can a college educator convey to students the lesson
that “not all blacks think alike,” with too few blacks on campus
for this truth to be evident? Can the police consider race when
making undercover assignments? Can a black public employee
use health insurance benefits to choose a black therapist with
whom to discuss race-related anxieties? Can units in a public
housing project be let with an eye to sustaining a racially inte-
grated environment? What about a National Science Foundation
that encourages gifted blacks to pursue careers in the fields where
few now study? Clearly, there is no general rule that can resolve
all of these case reasonably.

COSTS OF RACIAL PREFERENCES

I want to be clear. This criticism of color-blind absolutism is
not an unqualified defense of the affirmative action status quo.
There are many reasons to suspect that in particular contexts
the costs of using racial preferences will outweigh the benefits.”
One such reason for questioning the wisdom of affirmative action
in certain contexts is that the widespread use of preference can
logically be expected to erode the perception of black competence.
This point is often misunderstood, so it is worth spelling out
in some detail. The argument is not a speculation about the
feelings of persons who may or may not be the beneficiaries
of affirmative action. Rather, it turns on the rational, statistical
inferences that neutral observers are entitled to make about the
unknown qualifications of persons who may have been preferred,
or rejected, in a selection process.

The main insight is not difficult to grasp. Let some employer
use a lower threshold of assessed productivity for the hiring of
blacks than whites. The preferential hiring policy defines three
categories of individuals within each of the two racial groups
which I will call “marginals,” “successes,” and “failures.” Mar-
ginals are those whose hiring status is altered by the policy—
either whites not hired who otherwise would have been, or blacks
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hired who otherwise would not have been. Successes are those
who would be hired with or without the policy, and failures are
those who would be passed over with or without the preferential
policy. Let us consider how an outsider who can observe the hir-
ing decision, but not the employer’s productivity assessment, would
estimate the productivity of those subject to this hiring process.

Notice that a lower hiring threshold for blacks causes the
outside market to reduce its estimate of the productivity of black
successes, since, on average, less is required to achieve that status.
In addition, black failures, seen to have been passed over despite
a lower hiring threshold, are thereby revealed as especially un-
productive. On the other hand, a hiring process favoring blacks
must enhance the reputations of white failures, as seen by out-
siders, since they may have been artificially held back. And white
successes, who are hired despite being disfavored in selection,
have thereby been shown to be especially productive.

We have thus reached the result that, among blacks, only
marginals gain from the establishment of a preferential hiring
program—they do so because the outside observer lumps them
together with black successes. They thus gain a job and a bet-
ter reputation than they objectively deserve. Moreover, among
whites, only marginals are harmed by the program, for only
they lose the chance of securing a job and only they see their
reputations harmed by virtue of being placed in the same category
as white failures. In practical terms, since marginals are typically
a minority of all workers, the outside reputations of most blacks
will be lowered, and that of most whites enhanced, by preferential
hiring. The inferential logic that leads to this arresting conclusion
is particularly insidious, in that it can serve to legitimate otherwise
indefensible negative stereotypes about blacks.

Another reason for being skeptical about the practice of af-
firmative action is that it can undercut the incentives for blacks
to develop their competitive abilities. For instance, preferential
treatment can lead to the patronization of black workers and
students. By “patronization,” I mean the setting of lower stan-
dards of expected accomplishment for blacks than for whites
because of the belief that blacks are not as capable of meeting
a higher, common standard. In the 1993 article “Will Affirmative
Action eliminate Negative Stereotypes?”?, Stephen Coate and I
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show how behavior of this kind can be based on a self-fulfilling
prophesy. That is, observed performance among blacks may be
lower precisely because blacks are being patronized, a policy that
is undertaken because of the need for an employer or admissions
officer to meet affirmative-action guidelines.

Consider a workplace in which a supervisor operating under
some affirmative-action guidelines must recommend subordi-
nate workers for promotion. Suppose further that he is keen to
promote blacks where possible, and that he monitors his subor-
dinates’ performance and bases his recommendations on these
observations. Pressure to promote blacks might lead him to de-
emphasize deficiencies in the performance of black subordinates,
recommending them for promotion when he would not have
done so for whites. But his behavior could undermine the ability
of black workers to identify and correct their deficiencies. They
are denied honest feedback from their supervisor on their per-
formance and are encouraged to think that one can get ahead
without attaining the same degree of proficiency as whites.

Alternatively, consider a population of students applying to
professional schools for admissions. The schools, due to affirma-
tive action concerns, are eager to admit a certain percentage of
blacks. They believe that to do so they must accept black appli-
cants with test scores and grades below those of some whites
whom they reject. If most schools follow this policy, the message
sent out to black students is that the level of performance needed
to gain admission is lower than that which white students know
they must attain. If black and white students are, at least to some
extent, responsive to these differing expectations, they might, asa
result, achieve grades and test scores reflective of the expectation
gap. In this way, the schools’ belief that different admissions
standards are necessary becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

DEVELOPMENTAL AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

The common theme in these two examples is that the desire
to see greater black representation is pursued by using different
criteria for the promotion or admission of black and white candi-
dates. But the use of different criteria reduces the incentives that
blacks have for developing needed skills. This argument does not
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presume that blacks are less capable than whites; it is based on
the fact that an individual’s need to make use of his abilities is
undermined when that individual is patronized by the employer
or the admissions committee.

This problem could be avoided if, instead of using different
criteria of selection, the employers and schools in question sought
to meet their desired level of black participation through a con-
certed effort to enhance performance, while maintaining common
standards of evaluation. Call it “developmental,” as opposed to
“preferential,” affirmative action. Such a targeted effort as per-
formance enhancement among black employees or students is
definitely not color-blind behavior. It presumes a direct concern
about racial inequality and involves allocating benefits on the
basis of race. What distinguishes it from preferential hiring or
admissions, though, is that it takes seriously the fact of differential
performance and seeks to reverse it directly, rather than trying to
hide from that fact by setting a different threshold of expectations
for the performance of blacks.

For example, given that black students are far scarcer than
white and Asian students in the fields of math and science, en-
couraging their entry into these areas without lowering standards
—through summer workshops, support for curriculum develop-
ment at historically black colleges, or the financing of research
assistantships for promising graduate students—would be
consistent with my distinction between “preferential” and “de-
velopmental” affirmative action. Also consistent would be the
provision of management assistance to new black-owned busi-
nesses, which would then be expected to bid competitively for
government contracts, or the provisional admission of black stu-
dents to the state university, conditional on their raising their
academic scores to competitive levels after a year or two of study
at a local community college. The key is that the racially targeted
assistance be short-lived and preparatory to the entry of its recip-
ients into an arena of competition where they would be assessed
in the same way as everyone else.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, I am arguing that if our interest is achieving a
justsociety, then there is nothing in the sorry history of affirmative
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action abuses that requires us to tie our hands with a color-
blind formalism. Consider the common sense observation that, in
this country, an army where blacks are one-third of the enlisted
personnel but only three percent of the officer corps is likely to
function poorly. The U.S. Army cares about the number of black
captains because it needs to sustain effective cooperation among
its personnel across racial lines. That the racial identities of cap-
tains and corporals sometimes matters to the smooth functioning
of a military institution is a deep fact about our society, one that
cannot be wished away.” Now, monitoring the number of blacks
promoted to the rank of captain, and formulating policies to
increase that number, are activities that inherently involve taking
account of some individual’s race. Yet, depending on how they
are undertaken, such activities need not entail the promulgation
of racial double standards, nor need they seem to declare, as a
matter of official policy, that racial identity is a determinant of
an individual’s moral worth. As the military sociologist Charles
Moskos is fond of pointing out, the Army is the only place in
American society where large numbers of whites routinely take
orders from blacks. Ironically, the irrelevance of race to a per-
son’s moral worth may be more evident to the members of this
institution than elsewhere in our society precisely because the
government has taken account of race in the conduct of its military
personnel policies.

The color-blind principle, while consistent as a self-contained
legal rule, is in my opinion neither morally nor politically coher-
ent. It requires that we not care about racial inequality, per se,
when, as I have argued above, there are many compelling rea-
sons to reject that position. For instance, the color-blind principle
would seem to imply that we should discontinue all racial classi-
fications associated with the collection of government statistics.
To what proper use could the agencies possibly put the racial
information—on crime, housing, employment, welfare receipt,
test scores—which they collect? Yet, monitoring the racial dimen-
sion of social and economic trends is an obviously vital public
function. Why? For one reason, consider that these data are the
sole source of our knowledge that discrimination has declined
over the years, a key aspect of the case for reforming the practice
of affirmative action. Moreover, without these data, the vast over
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representation of blacks among imprisoned felons in this country
could not be rationalized in such a way as to refute the charge of
systematic racism in the administration of criminal justice. These
examples illustrate how, despite the moral irrelevance of race at
the individual level, there remains an operational need to attend
to racial disparity in the conduct of our public affairs.

Moreover, as I have suggested, racially targeted recruitment
and racially defined anti-discrimination enforcement mechan-
isms inevitably entail a form of mild “reverse discrimination,”
because they guarantee a labor market environment in which
the targeted group receives more favorable treatment. Color-
blind employment policy, if faithfully and uniformly pursued,
must mean the abolition of racial representation as a goal. (See,
eg., the recent Silberman decision for DC Circuit in Lutheran
Church—Missouri Synod v. Federal Communications Commission,
No. 97-1116 (D.C. Cir. September 15, 1998), where a federal judge
seems prepared to go this far.)

All of this shows the confusion of those color-blind advocates
who offer the criminalization of employment discrimination as
a quid pro quo for the abolition of affirmative action. Jailing
employers for not finding enough black workers would only
lead to a dramatic increase in the amount of covert, reverse
discrimination against white job-seekers. Indeed, since all anti-
discrimination enforcement requires classifying, monitoring, and
counting employees by race, the only fully consistent color-blind
position is to advocate the repeal of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.
I respect the intellectual consistency, but doubt the moral probity
of those like Richard Epstein of the University of Chicago Law
School, who so advocate.

NOTES

1. This point is developed more fully in Loury (March 1998).

2. The discussion in this section draws on Loury (August 1998).

3. For a more complete discussion, see Loury (Journal of Economic Perspectives,
Spring 1998).

4. These ideas are developed more fully in Loury (1997).

5. Foramore complete argument in this vein, see Loury, Brookings Review, Spring
1998.

6. For example, America in Black and White (1997) by Abigail and Stephan
Thernstrom.



Inequality 151

7. See Loury (Spring 1997).

8. See Coate and Loury (1993).

9. See All that We Can Be (1997), by Charles Moskos and John Sibley Butler, for
an informative discussion of affirmative action in the U.S. Army.
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This article reviews the basis for the policy of affirmative action within
the context of changing social values. Both the aims and unanticipated
consequences of affirmative action are explored, the latter of which have
resulted in substantial backlash and the real possibility of policy overturn.
Within this context, the position of the social welfare community toward
and involvement in affirmative action is traced. An agenda for social work
in current and future debates about affirmative action is offered which
takes into account the original social problem—discrimination—uwithin
redefined societal values and political realities. Alternative remedies to
affirmative action, it is argued, can be congruent with the mission and
values of the social welfare community in its quest to achieve social justice.
Such options include targeting specific professions that interface with
the inner city African-American underclass; reframing the purpose of
affirmative action from that of correcting injustice for the victims of racial
discrimination to social engineering; and targeting specific geographical
areas which are characterized by economic deprivation.

INTRODUCTION
The debate about the future of affirmative action occupies

center stage on our national agenda. Incremental changes have
already been implemented in the direction of diluting the scope
and impact of affirmative action and the current socio-political
environment suggests continued “chipping away” at the foun-
dation of this public policy. It is essential that the social welfare
community be an active participant in the debate about the future
of anti-discrimination efforts and that it offer viable alternatives to
preserve and extend efforts to fight discrimination in this country.
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This article has a three-fold focus. First, the basis for the policy
of affirmative action is reviewed within the context of changing
social values. Both the aims and unanticipated consequences of
affirmative action are explored, the latter of which have resulted
in substantial backlash and the real possibility of policy overturn
through sustained reductions in the scope of judicial or legislative
policy. Second, the position of social work, as the practicing social
welfare profession, toward and involvement in affirmative action
is traced. Third, an agenda for social work in current and future
debates about affirmative action is offered which takes into ac-
count the original social problem—discrimination—within rede-
fined societal values and political realities. Alternative remedies
to affirmative action, it is argued, can be similarly congruent with
the mission and values of the social welfare community in its
quest to achieve social justice.

In the past few years, there has been a plethora of books
on race and representation, with particular focus on affirmative
action. As the debate about the future of affirmative action has
gathered momentum, the quantity of books and popular maga-
zine articles has risen exponentially (see for example, Curry, 1996;
Post & Rogin, 1998; Skrentny, 1998). In general, this accumulation
of literature is descriptive—seeking to explore the debate, detail-
ing why we do or do not need affirmative action—but with few
prescriptions for constructive alternatives.

Social work has not been an active contributor to the debate
when compared to the disciplines of sociology, political science,
and law, and even descriptive information is sparse within the
social work literature that would help to clarify this complex
issue. A commitment on the part of the social work profession
to affirmative action, in principle and in policy, can be assumed
from the procedures and practices of social welfare agencies, from
the standards of accrediting bodies for social service agencies,
from position statements of the National Association of Social
Workers, and from the NASW Code of Ethic (NASW, 1996a; NASW,
1996b; COA, 1997). However, discussion within the social wel-
fare community has centered largely on support for affirmative
action, without full recognition of the breadth and intensity of
society’s opposition to its continuation. This view is short-sighted.
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Afﬁrmative action concerns not only public policy and social
justice priorities and commitments, but also the well-being of
the clients represented in social work practice. Human service
professions have much to contribute to the dialogue about viable
alternatives, but must do so within the context of prevailing socio-
political realities and in concert with other groups which seek to
ensure that combating discrimination in any form continues to
be a high and demonstrated public priority. The credibility of
the profession’s contributions to this dialogue must be rooted in
a solid knowledge of what affirmative action is and why it has
come to occupy center stage as detractors seek to dismantle it.

Although affirmative action addresses discrimination against
women, the physically disabled, and other designated groups,
the focus of this discussion is primarily on racial minorities, par-
ticularly African-Americans. This is because much of the current
debate centers on racial discrimination and recent Supreme Court
decisions (e.g., Adarand Constructors v. Pena) focus on establishing
tougher standards to justify policies designed to benefit racial
minorities (Biskupic, 1995). Similarly, an analysis of the full intri-
cacies and ramifications of affirmative action is beyond the scope
of this discussion. Rather, the focus is on viewing affirmative
action—past, present, and future directions—from a social justice
perspective.

For purposes of this discussion, social justice refers to con-
ditions in which “all members of society have the same basic
rights, protections, opportunities, obligations, and social bene-
fits” (Barker, 1995, p. 354). Social injustices, as referenced in the
NASW Code of Ethics, refer to such conditions as poverty, un-
employment, and discrimination (NASW, 1996a, p. 5). Although
there are different perspectives on what constitutes social justice
and how it can be achieved, Van Soest (1994) found that justifi-
cations for an investment in human services and rebuilding the
nation’s economy were apparent in the diverse views of libertar-
ians, utilitarians, and egalitarians. Based on Rawl’s conception
of social justice, Figueira-McDonough (1993) argues that equality
in the distribution of social goods, such as education and work,
is the means to achieve equal opportunity. Equal opportunity, in
turn, is the pre-condition for the exercise of freedom.
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FROM DISCRIMINATION TO EQUAL OPPORTUNITY

Within the context of changing values, of increased concern
about social justice for all, and of grass roots mobilization for
change, this nation slowly but steadily over the past 100 years
moved toward identifying discrimination as a social problem. The
term “social problem” suggests that society has recognized the
existence of a social condition which is deemed, by the majority,
to be unacceptable in some form or way and which requires
the intervention of government, through judicial or legislative
remedy, to rectify (DiNitto, 1991; Gilbert, Specht, & Terrell, 1993;
Chambers, 1993). The fact of discrimination came to be seen as
the problem of discrimination against racial minorities, particu-
larly African-Americans who had been subjected to decades of
enslavement.

Affirmative Action Antecedents

Various legislative, judicial, and executive branch efforts were
initiated to correct discriminatory practices, the earlier initiatives
of which focused on prohibitions against discrimination. The Fif-
teenth Amendment, which took effect in March, 1870, guaranteed
that the right of citizens to vote should not be denied because of
race, color, or previous condition of servitude (Pritchett, 1968).
Laws which were intended to prevent blacks from exercising
their voting rights were declared unconstitutional. The momen-
tum had begun, however slowly. President Truman took steps to
desegregate the military in 1946. In Brown v. Topeka Board of Edu-
cation (1954), the Supreme Court ruled that separate educational
facilities were inherently unequal (Day, 1997).

In 1961, President Kennedy issued Executive Order 10925
which created the President’'s Committee on Equal Employment
Opportunity whose charge it was to recommend “affirmative
steps” that executive branch departments and agencies could take
to more fully integrate the federal work force. The Order went
further in prohibiting federal contractors from discriminating
on the basis of race, creed, color, or national origin by federal
contractors. In fulfilling their contracts, these contractors were
ordered to take affirmative steps to hire African-American and
other racial minorities (Wells & Idelson, 1995).
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The Civil Rights Act of 1964 attempted to ensure that
the Constitutional guarantees afforded to all citizens were ap-
plied equally. The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
(EEOC) was created to enforce civil rights (Day, 1997). Title VII
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 expanded equal opportunity to
cover private employers by making it unlawful to discriminate
against potential or actual employees on the basis of race, gender,
color, religion, or national origin. The law provides for redress
of discriminatory actions: courts have the authority to order em-
ployers to take affirmative steps such as reinstating, hiring, or
paying retroactive wages to employees (Wells & Idelson, 1995).
The provisions of the 1964 Act made all discrimination illegal; this
prohibition did not in any way imply that positive or aggressive
efforts need be made. And, in fact, they were not.

The slow but steady progress (albeit with some instances of
backward movement) in the affirmation of civil rights for African-
American and other minorities is consistent with an incremental
model of social change, a model embraced by American society
and congruent with its conservative leanings (Chambers, 1993).
However, even these changes which form the backdrop for affir-
mative action did not occur without significant resistance. There
are members of our society who do not see the unequal division
of resources by race as a function of centuries of social policy, but
rather as a function of reward for inherent worth or lack of worth,
as the case may be (Kraft, 1996).

AFFIRMATIVE ACTION AS POLICY

The policy of affirmative action is, in itself, unusually brief
and straightforward. In 1965, President Johnson, through Exec-
utive Order 11246, expanded President Kennedy’s earlier order
by requiring contractors to take affirmative steps in all business
operations, not just in fulfilling federal contracts (Pecora, 1995).
Companies were required to submit the “numerical goals and
timetables” used in carrying out their affirmative action plan
(Wells & Idelson, 1995). The Order did not require specific timeta-
bles or “quotas” (numerical imperatives in absolute or propor-
tionate terms), although, in time, individual businesses, bolstered
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by the courts, have instituted such. This far-reaching Executive
Order and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 which preceded it were exe-
cuted at a time of widespread interest in and support for the civil
rights movement. Liberal Democrats controlled the presidency
and both branches of Congress, making opposition to affirmative
action politically impractical. The backdrop of the growing civil
unrest of the 1960s was also a motivating factor for government
action (Day, 1997; DiNitto, 1991).

Building on the groundwork laid by the Civil Rights Act of
1964, the Act was amended in 1991, through Title VI, to pro-
hibit discrimination based on race, color, or national origin in
any program or activity that receives federal government finan-
cial assistance (Wells & Idelson, 1995). Included in this category
are programs that receive loans, tax breaks, or grants and con-
tracts from the government. Few are exempt. However, the 1991
amendments also inserted language to clarify that employers
are not required to meet statistical quotas. In 1992, the Equal
Employment Opportunity Act was passed by Congress, which
amended Title VII to increase the EEOC’s powers to bring civil
suits against employers for discriminatory practices. These suits
must be brought by the U.S. Justice Department. Heretofore, the
EEOC had relied on dialogue and conciliation efforts, with the
potential threat of withdrawal of government funds.

Affirmative action rejects the notion that policies are insuffi-
cient if they simply do not discriminate against individuals on
the basis of gender, race or ethnic background. The word “af-
firmative” suggests that positive steps must be taken to achieve
equality in admissions to institutions of higher education, in hir-
ing and promotion in employment settings, and in other arenas
(Kraft, 1995). Inequities must be reduced and eliminated through
active intervention (DiNitto, 1991; Pecora, 1995).

The broad goal of these policies was to correct the discrimina-
tory practices of the past and to create a balance in the work force
and in higher education that was reflective of the balance between
the races and genders in American society. Specific objectives
were to increase the numbers of under-represented women and
minorities in all businesses and programs benefitting from federal
support in proportion to their numbers in the general population.
Have these goals been achieved? Progress has been made (see, for
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example, Burstein, 1994; Taylor, 1995; Wolfe, 1996; AAD Project,
1998). Has discrimination been eliminated? No.

IMPLEMENTING AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

Value Issues

There are a number of value conflicts and different assump-
tions about the nature of people which have affected the suc-
cessful implementation of affirmative action as a social policy.
Although equality is a widely held value, it is a value for some
that is based on worth. The assumption that all people are not
equally worthy and that there are differences in worth based
on racial group identity is one that many Americans hold; such
attitudes have been used to justify social, political, and economic
discrimination and exploitation for decades. The view that race
and class differences are the result of genetic factors and therefore
not subject to social intervention received widespread attention
with the publication of The Bell Curve (Hernstein & Murray, 1994).
To the extent that people believe that inequities are a function
of inherent worth, then inequality becomes a descriptive reality
rather than a social problem (Kraft, 1996).

Even among those who agree that inequality is a function
of centuries of social injustice, there are some who believe that
once the law made discrimination illegal, it is up to individuals to
overcome whatever obstacles confront them in acquiring their fair
share of resources or achieving personal aspirations. Adherents
of this laissez-faire position would argue that a policy of affir-
mative action infantilizes the population it seeks to help, thereby
exacerbating the consequences of years of discrimination (Kraft,
1996). Even those who agree that inequity is a function of unequal
treatment and that affirmative action is part of a useful remedy
might still object on the grounds that you can’t address one evil
(inequality) with another (quotas or preferential treatment). These
disparities in viewpoints signify a conflict in values and create
serious obstacles to the successful implementation of the policy
of affirmative action. It is therefore not surprising that, thirty
years after affirmative action was implemented, the policy itself
has come to be defined as creating unacceptable conditions for
mainstream America.
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There were several unique aspects to the development and
implementation of affirmative action. Here, the executive, rather
than the legislative branch of government set forth the goals,
private institutions created methods for implementation, and the
administrative departments, with legislative assistance, worked
on enforcement. The implementation of affirmative action was
left to employing organizations, most of which have developed
affirmative action divisions or departments to create and mon-
itor institutional policy. Thus, the policy was implemented in
thousands of businesses, agencies, and educational institutions
through their own structures and with varying levels of commit-
ment and effectiveness. The government bureaucracy maintains
the power to sanction and the wielding of that power has ap-
parently been sufficient to generate significant compliance. The
EEOC continues to investigate and adjudicate complaints, often
with substantial back log to its heavy load. Most states have
passed similar legislation and have created parallel agencies to
further ensure that affirmative action is carried out.

Unanticipated Consequences

Executive Order 11246 did not single out specific sub-sections
of the population nor were financial resources set aside to imple-
ment the order. Instead, it simply authorized the EEOC to use
its good offices to monitor and assist institutions in developing
methods to achieve the general goal of the policy—to achieve
more equitable racial balances. The EEOC and the various state
commissions perform more of a judicial than legislative function,
monitoring the impact of the policy through the processing of
complaints. However, unlike the courts, the decision of one ad-
ministrative body is not binding on the decisions of other bodies
adjudicating similar matters. Therefore, a body of “case law” does
not exist and comparable data are not available to contrast the
different ways in which the policy has been applied (Kraft, 1995).

As a policy, affirmative action attempts to enforce equal op-
portunity by monitoring the outcomes of the hiring and promo-
tion processes of businesses. It is the responsibility of businesses
to demonstrate that they are in compliance with equal oppor-
tunity laws. In general, this internal process includes analyzing
employee utilization patterns in regard to women and minorities
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and submitting a plan to correct any identified under-utilization
(Lundberg, 1994). In implementation, under-utilization has been
applied to those situations in which a job category contains fewer
women or minorities than might be found based on their presence
in the available qualified labor pool. Corrective plans, which
“good faith” effort must address, are generally based on numer-
ical goals and schedules.

Thirty-one years after employment discrimination was pro-
hibited under the Civil Rights Act, the definition and manifes-
tations of and remedies for discrimination remain elusive. The
nature of our policies and programs to combat discrimination
may be as responsible for this continuation as the entrenched
attitudes of the American public. Are we clear, as a society, about
what constitutes discrimination? And are there always remedies
available? What denotes a pool of “qualified” candidates?

Title VII of that Act simply fails to define discrimination. It
prohibits some specific practices, such as failing to hire because
of race, color, religion, sex, or national origin, but adds that it is an
“unlawful employment practice . . . otherwise to discriminate”
(42 U.S.C. 2000e, sec. 702(a)), without providing insight into the
meaning of this clause. In 1971, the Supreme Court, in Griggs v.
Duke Power Company, expanded the definition of discrimination
to include not only intentional disparate treatment, but also un-
intentional practices which have an adverse impact on minorities
or women, such as requiring all applicants for particular jobs
to meet specified educational credentials (Burstein, 1994). Critics
have charged that this revised legal definition creates a situation
in which any negative labor market outcome can be interpreted to
be the result of discrimination. The result, it is argued, is reverse
racism, quotas, and an over concern with group representation
rather than individual justice (Burstein, 1994).

The Supreme Court has an inconsistent record in regard to
affirmative action although clarification of the policy is frequently
sought through this Court. For example, the charge of “reverse
discrimination” was clearly enunciated in the decision of Regents
of University of California v. Bakke (1978). Here, the Court ruled that
Alan Bakke was unfairly denied admission to the University of
California-Davis Medical School because his qualifications were
stronger than many minority candidates admitted to the school
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(Day, 1997). Court challenges continue through today, with inter-
pretation subject to the vicissitudes of prevailing socio-political
values. In the 1997-98 session of the Supreme Court, the modern-
day counterpart of reverse discrimination claims was scheduled
to be heard, but an unprecedented out of court settlement caused
the case to be withdrawn. This case concerned a white school
teacher in Piscataway, New Jersey who was laid off as part of
personnel retrenchment in favor of a black teacher with the same
qualifications. Civil rights groups had anticipated an adverse
ruling by the Supreme Court and court experts believed that the
settlement only temporarily forestalled decisions which would
set affirmative action back (Holmes, 1997). Although the 1998-99
Supreme Court calendar does not include any major cases involv-
ing affirmative action, several cases are now being heard in state
courts which raise issues similar to those in the Piscataway case.
To date, the major impediments to the implementation of
affirmative action have been sociological, but political barriers are
surfacing which affect the ultimate outcome and future direction
of the policy, itself. The 1990s have seen a shift of politics to the
right. Republicans, who now control both houses of Congress,
are calling for an end to affirmative action. The courts, too, are
showing a willingness to chip away at the foundations of af-
firmative action. In Adarand Constructors v. Pena, the Supreme
Court ruled, in 1995, that federal programs or policies based
on race or ethnicity must meet a legal test of “strict scrutiny”
(Jaschik, 1995). This decision affects dozens of federal affirma-
tive action programs which have benefitted minority students
or faculty members. California’s ban on the use of racial and
gender preferences in hiring, contracting, and education, went
into effect in August, 1997(Schmidt & Lederman, 1997), despite
unsuccessful challenges through the courts (Schmidt, 1997). The
impact has already been felt in California. Minority admissions on
three campuses of the University of California were reported to
have dropped sharply for the freshman class of 1998, the first class
to be admitted since the ban on the use of racial preferences took
effect (Staff, 1998). In the four states in which affirmative action
can no longer be used in higher-education admissions (Califor-
nia, Louisana, Mississippi, and Texas) enrollment of members of
minority groups has dropped 17 percent (Campbell, 1997).
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The rhetoric focuses on instrumental values, e.g., you can't
fight discrimination with another form of discrimination. How-
ever, the debate fuels old prejudices and stereotypes, with claims
that it has stigmatized those whom it seeks to help (Peebles-
Wilkins, 1996). The arguments suggest the cyclical nature of soci-
etal values and the weight of conservatism now characteristic of
our citizens and their elected representatives. The shift in values
is evident in the following views:

* Race-conscious policies lead to preferential treatment and un-
fair advantages for some at the expense of others;

* Justice should entail equal opportunity for individuals, not
statistical parity for groups identified by government;

* Affirmative action gives some people in society benefits they
have not earned and do not deserve;

* The practice of filling “slots” designated for people of color sets
up for failure those hired into these positions;

* Practices that limit or deny opportunities to others lead to
heightened racial tensions;

* Minorities who are intended to profit from affirmative action
are hurt by the reinforcement of stereotypes; and

+ Affirmative action excludes [white] individuals on the basis of
race, and hence constitutes reverse discrimination (Gamson &
Modigliani, 1994; Kraft, 1996, Peebles-Wilkins, 1996).

Such arguments lead logically to a repudiation of the compen-
satory features of affirmative action based on the legacy of past
discrimination and the goal of redressing resulting inequalities.
These views set the framework for the current and future debate
on affirmative action. Some want to end equal opportunity pro-
grams entirely; others want to bring about change, but disagree
about what constitutes equality of opportunity and how it can
best be achieved.

Many of these prevailing perceptions about affirmative ac-
tion can be challenged on the basis of hard data. For example,
complaints of “reverse discrimination” by white males represent
less than two percent of all complaints made to human rights
commissions (Kinsley, 1995). There is no significant evidence to
indicate that individuals or groups are suffering as a consequence
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of these programs (Merida, 1995) or that economic productivity
and efficiency have declined. To the contrary, a study focused
the racial make-up of Chicago’s largest corporations (including
Amoco, Beatrice, MacDonald’s, Sears, and Quaker Oats) found,
in comparing productivity and efficiency of the participating
companies with percentage of minority workers, no significant
differences McMillen, 1995). Unfortunately, “facts” do not nec-
essarily alter perceptions, particularly with an emotional-laden
issue. The extent of emotionalism is evident in the pervasive
misconceptions about affirmative action—that it is a single policy
with one purpose, that it concerns racial issues only, and that
preferential treatment of some groups over others is the only
(unacceptable) option (Skrenty, 1998).

The weight of public opinion and recent supportive judicial
and legislative actions supporting an end to affirmative action as
we know it are suggestive of a building momentum for change.
The social welfare community needs to acknowledge this polit-
ical reality, rooted as it is in prevailing values. With recognition
that affirmative action has not fully resolved inequities among
the races, we need to promote the examination of alternatives
within a social justice framework. Anti-discrimination needs to
be defined in terms of the larger public good (that which is in
the interest of all segments of society), rather than as competition
between individual or group interests. The problem needs to be
reframed ina way thatbetter addresses the educational, socialand
economic conditions which continue to challenge the concepts of
a society that espouses equality and equity for all.

WHERE DOES THE SOCIAL
WELFARE COMMUNITY STAND?

The social welfare community has, not surprisingly, asserted a
position in favor of affirmative action, but without noticeable dia-
logue about the broader mandate for change or possible directions
of such change. The NASW Code of Ethics (1996a, p. 27) is explicit
in regard to a proactive professional position on discrimination:
Social workers should promote . . . policies that safeguard the
rights of and confirm equity and social justice for all people. But
what does this mean? What policies should be promoted? How?
By whom?
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In August 1996, the NASW Delegate Assembly endorsed a
policy statement affirming NASW’s support of affirmative action
as a tool to prevent and eliminate discrimination. Included among
the principles set forth in this statement is that “social workers
should join others to denounce attempts to end affirmative action
initiatives” (1996b, p. 3). Such principles suggest that social work
efforts should be directed to maintaining current policy, surely an
unrealistic and perhaps counterproductive professional stance.
Simply stated, ongoing verbalizations of our support for affir-
mative action as currently stipulated in public policy point to a
level of political naivete. To assert “keep things as they are” ina
socio-political environment in which the reverse (radical change
or total demolishing) is being forcefully pursued implies our own
brand of inflexibility.

More in line with a proactive position which recognizes
the mandate for change are two other principles contained in
the NASW statement: “Changes in affirmative action should
strengthen practice and policy aimed at ending discrimination
and its impact” (1996b, p. 4), and “Social workers should work
with others to develop more effective and cogent policies and
strategies to guide society and communities to strengthen affir-
mative action”. Even here, such broad mandates lack the level of
specificity and direction needed toserve asa guide to professional
behavior.

Social workers need to be able to actively apply social plan-
ning knowledge and policy development skills to identify new
solutions. Further, social work must lend its expertise to the
collection and analysis of empirical data on the outcomes of
past, present, and future approaches to end discrimination. The
credibility of the profession in the affirmative action debate may
well depend on being able to document, through our practice,
the continued negative impact of discrimination and, conversely,
the positive outcomes of anti-discrimination strategies. The pro-
fession must also be clear about its potential contributions to an
interdisciplinary dialogue.

The failure to identify alternative remedies to combat discrim-
ination is not solely a failure of social work, since politicians as
well as concerned disciplines and society in general have similarly
come up wanting in terms of viable options. This failure can be
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attributed to the fact that alternatives are not only difficult to
identify, but are also far more complex than affirmative action in
terms of value issues, policy content, and program interventions.

Intra and inter-disciplinary arenas for discussion include:
targeting specific professions that interface with the inner city
African-American underclass; reframing the purpose of affirma-
tive action from that of correcting injustice for the victims of
racial discrimination to social engineering, and targeting specific
geographical areas which are characterized by economic depri-
vation. These arenas do not purport to be solutions, per se, but
rather broad categories of potential intervention in which specific
options may be considered.

THE FUTURE: OPTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION

Some possible directions for change that maintain the in-
tegrity and intent of the original policy can be gleaned from a
sociological perspective. Discrimination goes beyond the deci-
sion making of individual employers; it is rooted in institutional
racism that has denied minorities not only access to jobs, but to
education and training, as well (Burstein, 1994). Although there is
a growing African-American middle class and blacks have made
educational and economic inroads, there is a growing underclass.

African-Americans are disproportionately under-represented
in the labor market at all levels and in higher education. So-
cial workers know this intuitively and anecdotally, since the
consequences of under- and unemployed are seen in the lives
of the clients we serve. A recent study demonstrated that al-
though blacks are closing the gap in educational disparity vis-
a-vis whites, they are losing ground with jobs (Rich, 1995). Data
also show that where African-Americans do hold jobs, there is
a disparity in pay for the same work between black and white
Americans. College educated black men earn, on average, 76 per-
cent of what their white counterparts earn (Walsh, 1995). A study
conducted by the U.S. Office of Personnel Management found that
African-American federal employees were two and a half times
more likely to be fired than white employees, even when variables
such as age, education, and years of experience were controlled
(Barr, 1995). The highest levels of management remain almost
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all white and male (Kilborn, 1995). African-Americans comprise
10 percent of the work force, but only 4 percent of physicians, 3
percent of lawyers and architects, and 2 percent of airline pilots
(Cohn & Vobejda, 1993). African-Americans remain largely absent
from the most prestigious private sector jobs.

These troubling statistics suggest that the problem is more far-
reaching than opportunity disparity. These data negate a compen-
satory approach to address past discrimination and suggest that
a socio-economic model may be more viable. The consequences
of large numbers of minorities who are in poverty and who do
not contribute to the economy or the culture affect all of us. We all
suffer from the drain on our productivity, the reality that many
do not share the tax burdens of society, and the manifestations
of poverty—including rising crime rates and drug abuse (Kraft,
1996). These consequences of discrimination suggest the enor-
mity of the social justice issues still to be addressed. Dialogue
that acknowledges these socio-economic disparities reframe the
repetoire of alternative remedies by focusing on assistance to the
most victimized, with program eligibility criteria grounded in
economic need rather than gender or racial category.

Reframing the Purpose

The current debate about affirmative action revolves around
our responsibility to correct the injustices of the past and promote
social justice for the future. The left argues that society is to blame
for centuries of slavery and generations of discrimination. The
right argues that there are no excuses for individuals’ failure to
take responsibility for their lives and the lives of their families.
This focus is counter-productive, as it promotes blame rather than
change.

What is undeniable is that a growing black underclass hurts
all Americans and any policy that changes this condition will
serve all of us. The key to this approach is to generate a respect
for different points of view and approaches and a willingness
to subject such approaches to empirical testing. If the left wants
the right to agree to strategies which emphasize the provision
of help and resources, then the left must be willing to attempt
programs which are strict and include enforceable sanctions. A
potential path for success is to start with an acknowledgment that
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there is a serious problem affecting the whole of society, that we
do not now know what the solutions are, but that solutions are
identifiable if we are willing to explore and experiment (Kraft,
1996). Social work needs to enter this dialogue with coalitions of
other professions and politicians. Social engineering to achieve
change in norms, mores and social institutions (Barker, 1995)
needs to be approached purposefully, with societal manipulation
a positive rather than negative goal. Social work has much to
contribute in terms of anecdotal successes and a burgeoning
empirical research base pertaining to social justice issues. Further,
the skills of social workers in mediation and negotiation can
assist those whose views are at polar ends to identify and build
consensus around areas in which there is agreement.

Targeting Geographical Areas

New social programs aimed at increasing opportunities ought
to be piloted in those areas which are creating the highest social
cost. These areas tend to be urban, largely minority in composi-
tion, with high crime and poverty ratios. The number of arrests,
number of people receiving social service benefits, and number
of school drop-outs are easy to quantify and serve as benchmarks
for assessing the success or failure of programs. The application
of appropriate research methods can provide a relatively low-cost
indicator of the potential of new programs for success, with equal
attention to measuring the outcomes of interventions.

A concurrent strategy in targeted neighborhoods is to actuate
the principles of community organizing and change, principles
widely heralded within social work yet largely downplayed in an
overwhelmingly clinical profession. Empowering communities
to create their own affirmative circumstances through self-help
networks, community economic development, and the use of
political power warrant renewed experimentation, also subject
to empirical testing. Such tenets fit with a socio-economic base
for the development of new initiatives to achieve equality.

The remaining question is: who is going to accomplish these
social experiments? It is becoming increasingly clear that govern-
ment cannot continue to be relied upon as the source of ideas
or the funder of programs. Partnerships between the not-for-
profit sector and business have been highly successful in other
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ventures, but have not been adequately explored in the area of
social engineering. Such partnerships are worthy of pursuit.

Targeting Specific Professions

If one of the major sociological problems inherent in racial
issues concerns the motivation of the oppressed and disad-
vantaged, as some have alleged in the most recent welfare
reform debate, certainly their exposure to people who look
like them and who occupy the jobs and social positions with
which they most frequently interface would have an important
lmpact.

Social work can and should be a model for other professions.
The ability of the profession to relate to the communities it serves
suggests the imperative of a more diverse human services labor
force. The composition of the profession must be brought more
in line with the proportion of clients served by social work-
ers who are racial minorities. The current profile of African-
Americans in the social work profession (at least in regard to
the NASW membership) reflects less than one-half of the 11.8
percent that this group comprises of the U.S. population (Gibel-
man & Schervish, 1997). These numbers are unacceptable for a
profession that would like to see itself in the vanguard of pro-
gressive social change. Strategies to recruit ethnic minorities into
the profession deserve greater attention and resources. Schools
of social work have an essential role to play in recruiting ethnic
minorities through outreach and scholarships. This means reach-
ing potential students earlier (perhaps in high school) and more
effectively. “Marketing” social work as a career has never been
more important. More concentrated efforts to promote diversity
within social work will be a signal to others of our commitment
in action as well as in words.

Similarly, the teaching profession is crucial in terms of its
interface with African-Americans. A large percentage of African-
Americans teaching African-Americans would have a significant
impact on creating hope and motivation. Other important profes-
sional groups to target include police, attorneys, and correctional
officers. Targeting efforts ought to go well beyond scholarships
and slots, and extend to early identification of potential can-
didates for these professions and the provision of information
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and incentives that would encourage youth at the time they are
forming opinions about the course of their future.

The social welfare community needs to increase its expertise
in using the media to promote the visibility of these professions
and the opportunities they afford for African-Americans. Dur-
ing 1997, an NBC public service announcement series, featur-
ing African-American and other actors of some fame, promoted
teaching as a profession. Other professions need this type of
visibility and promotion.

Intra-Professional Change

The consequences of discrimination are widely known to
the social welfare community. The problems of under and un-
employed, of poor education and skill deficits, poverty, substance
abuse, inadequate housing, family breakdown, and lives of de-
spair play out in various ways in the presenting problems of
the people with whom social workers work. Despite the over-
whelming evidence that major stress factors are related to socio-
environmental problems, of which discrimination is a notable
example, the major emphasis in social work practice continues
to be on the nurturing services, such as mental health counseling,
that reflect a focus on “fixing the individual” rather than on
sustaining services which view problems and interventions as
grounded in societal causes and societal solutions. The “person
in environment” perspective, which holds claim as the theoretical
base of social work practice, falls short in implementation, with
the person too often the sole center of attention, while the effects
of the environment are ignored. As noted by Greene (1991, p. 9),
“the clear integration of a seemingly dual perspective on both the
theoretical and action levels sometimes seem to have eluded the
profession”. Haynes (1998) clarifies that the it is not a question
of social reform or individual treatment; the two foci need not be
mutually exclusive and divisive.

Thus, there is a substantial and long-standing discrepancy
between the content of policy statements issued by professional
associations representing social workers and the actions and in-
terventions of professionals who work with the disenfranchised.
This lament is not new and the predominance of a clinical fo-
cus within the profession seems to grow continuously stronger
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(Gibelman & Schervish, 1997). Specht and Courtney (1994) de-
voted an entire book to chastising the profession for its abandon-
ment of a systems-change perspective. Haynes and Mickelson
(1997) continue to echo the belief that the profession has adopted
a “dispassionate, objective, and apolitical stance” (p. xiii). They
urge, in a spirit similar to Specht and Courtney, that “advocacy
become the central mission of our professional association, a
mandated standard for all social work practice, and a daily part
of every social worker’s experience” (p. xiv).

The obligation of professional associations, schools of social
work, and practice agencies to teach, encourage, and allow politi-
cal practice must go beyond lip service. The predominant interest
of social workers in clinical practice, the realities of limited time
and funds for advocacy activity, and the pressures upon human
service organizations to focus on only reimbursable activities
highlight some of the reasons why there is a substantial gap
between what the social work professes and what it does. The
credibility of the social welfare community to be legitimate play-
ers in shaping the anti-discrimination policies and programs of
the future depends on the extent to which the dual perspective can
be realigned to emphasize both the person and the environment.

CONCLUSION

The examples of possible avenues of intervention discussed
above place the social welfare community in a position to con-
tribute, from a social justice perspective, to deliberations about the
future course of anti-discrimination efforts. The ongoing disman-
tling of affirmative action raises fundamental questions about
the future of this society. Policy practice, much heralded as an
essential component of social work practice, provides the basis
for a more active leadership role in the debate. Inherent in such
practice is the mandate to inform politicians about the effects of
discrimination, as garnered through the day-to-day work of social
workers with disenfranchised groups. Collecting and aggregat-
ing such data is both realistic and necessary and can provide an
important counter-argument to those who urge dismantling of
affirmative action without first identifying how its aims can be
achieved through other means.
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The conditions which led to the need for affirmative action
have been unrelenting in their persistence. The situation for many,
if not most African-Americans and other minorities has improved
only marginally and sometimes not at all (Day, 1997). The opinion
of Justice Thurgood Marshall in Regents of University of California
v. Bakke, 438 U.S. 265 (1978) included this testimonial to the con-
tinuous need to pursue a course of equal opportunity, no matter
what its form:

“If we are ever to become a fully integrated society, one
in which the color of a person’s skin will not determine the
opportunities available to him or her, we must be willing to take
steps to open those doors. (as cited in Ezorsky, 1991, p. 133)”
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Book Reviews

Barry D. Adam, Jan Willem Duyvendak and Andre Krouwel
(Eds.), The Global Emergence of Gay and Lesbian Politics: National
Imprints of a Worldwide Movement. Philadelphia, PA: Temple
University Press, 1999. $59.95 hardcover, $22.95 papercover.

Adam, Duyvendak, and Krouwel wanted to provide an over-
view of both existing lesbian and gay social-political movements
and to place these movements into an historical context. They
acknowledge that little work has been done in this field, and, in
an effort to explore the phenomenon of gay and lesbian politics
form a worldwide perspective, the editors provided what they
call “portraits” of fourteen countries. To ensure a global perspec-
tive, countries from each of the five continents are included. The
attempt to present a global perspective related to lesbian and gay
political and social movements is an ambitious one and the editors
have done alaudable job of exploring content that has been largely
overlooked by other scholars.

The 318 page, indexed text includes introductory and sum-
mary chapters authored by the editors and 12 chapters that in-
clude content from the United States, Canada, Brazil, Argentina,
Britain, the Netherlands, France, Spain, Romania, Hungary, the
Czech Republic, South Africa, Japan, and Australia. A total of 17
different authors contributed to this effort, and while there is some
unevenness in chapter length and scholarship, the book is fasci-
nating if one has an interest in gay and lesbian political, historical,
or social movements. There are several recurring themes woven
throughout chapters that focus on specific countries. Specifically
related to the country being analyzed, themes include: legal is-
sues, an historical overview of the lesbian and gay movements,
AIDS and its impact, political realities, and differences between
lesbian and gay men’s views and approaches.

Most of the authors try and link their essays to existing the-
oretical or conceptual frameworks thereby demonstrating how
lesbian and gay sociopolitical activities fit into existing constructs.
And the overarching theme has to be viewed as one of empow-
erment. Across the globe political activism in gay and lesbian

175



176 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

communities has evolved from small groups meeting in house-
hold kitchens to national demonstrations and parades. Once de-
nied legal rights, lesbians and gay men on every continent are
demanding personal freedom. Continuing hate crimes, lingering
discrimination, and ongoing homophobia shadow these positive
outcomes. But the themes of resiliency and determination are
clearly evident.

The book has many strengths. Each chapter has been well
researched and includes notes and references. It is generally well
written and easily read. The reader must be prepared to move
through it slowly only because there is a vast amount of con-
tent included. The final summative chapter does a fine job of
synthesizing, comparing, and contrasting earlier materials which
helps the reader integrate content. There are some weaknesses
too. There is a tendency for some authors to rely heavily on
secondary references when exploring history and some of the
chapters were written four years before the book ever reached
the press. Therefore, one must trust that the data from the orig-
inal sources has been accurately portrayed and then correctly
interpreted by the current authors (sometimes a quantum leap).
Further, one must be aware that some of the materials are dated
and perhaps do not reflect current ideology (or even country
structure). Some chapters are hard to read simply because of the
extensive use of acronyms. For those who are monolingual, when
the acronym’s letters do not fit the actual title, it may become
confusing.

In a world of diversity, this book should find a home first
in the libraries of queer scholars and then in the offices of so-
ciologists, political scientists, and historians. Its worldwide per-
spective should make The Emergence of Gay and Lesbian Politics
of interest beyond the United States as its major themes have
importance for wherever lesbians and gay men are struggling
for legal and human rights, and its historical analysis provides
tips for emerging gay and lesbian sociopolitical organizations and
movements.

Carol T. Tully
Tulane University
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Roger Goodman, Gordon White and Huck-ju Kwon (Eds.), The
East Asian Welfare Model: Welfare Orientalism and the State. New
York: Routledge, 1998. $90.00 hardcover, $29.99 papercover.

This collection of papers examines five Asian countries
(namely Japan, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, and South Korea;
Chinais included as contrast) and attempts to answer the question
whether there is an East Asian welfare model. There are two other
research questions: First, how does one explain the structure and
dynamics of East Asian welfare systems and second, is the East
Asian welfare experience worthy of emulation in other countries
facing the challenge of welfare reform? In its attempt to answer
these questions, the book is divided into three parts: an overview
on Welfare Orientalism, a review of East Asian welfare systems,
and country case studies.

The book reveals that the Eat Asian countries constitute a
distinct welfare experience with some common elements but they
are far from homogeneous. They find that:"with regard to its
relevance to Western societies, and Britain in particular, we are
comparing chalk and cheese.” (p. 20) Cultural explanation for
welfare development in terms of Confucianism is dismissed as
unhelpful and ideological. Welfare programs are often introduced
by those in power with political motives. Welfare spending is
considered wasteful by the governments and funded systems are
set up to get financial resources for investment in industry and
infrastructure.

The relevance of this collection should be placed in the current
ideological context. Under the challenge from neo-liberalism, the
welfare state in the advanced industrialized countries has been in
disarray. This has driven policy-makers and researchers to seek
policy alternatives. With very spectacular economic development
since 1970’s, the East Asian countries have impressed the world.
Not surprisingly, their successful welfare system is brought up
by the both the Conservative Party and Labour Party in Britain
as possible model for emulation.

For a long time, comparative policy analysts who theorize rig-
orously on the basis of research findings from the advanced west-
ern countries have completely neglected East Asian countries,
either treating them as developing societies which fall outside
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their scope of analysis or contending that these countries will
sooner or later be like the industrialized countries in all respects.
There is thus a lamentable void in comparative social policy
analysis. Seen in this perspective, this book is most timely. As
it stands, it is an invitation to the emerging field of social welfare
in Asia and a pioneering guide to this relatively unknown terrain.

This book has a number of strengths. The two introductory
chapters are particularly interesting. The first by Goodman and
White set the stage by thoroughly and perceptively reviewing
their idea of Welfare Orientalism. The cultural explanation of
welfare development is extensively reviewed. They find that it
only imbues certain basic societal features with a sense of time-
lessness and serves to marginalize other forms of explanations.
The importance of the state cannot be overemphasized: “Most
notable is the strategic role of states in directing a process of
economic development with distributive as well as growth ob-
jectives, resulting in a relatively egalitarian pattern of income
distribution compared with other industrializing regions such as
Latin America.” (p. 13) The second chapter by Huck-ju Kwon is
a comparative analysis of their welfare development. Rejecting
the relevance of public expenditure approach, this paper rightly
focuses on the role of the state and the political dynamics of the
evolution of the individual welfare systems.

The main criticism of this volume is one that can be directed
at many edited books: its struggle to integrate the chapters under
a central theme. This is particularly true for the six country case
studies. Although Kwon promises that: “The directions in which
they are likely to go—and implicitly whether they are likely to
go along similar paths—is the subject of the individual coun-
try case-studies” (p. 67), most chapters (except Tremewan’s and
Goodman'’s chapters) only look at one particular welfare policy.
Christopher Tremewan in Chapter 3 gives an analysis of social
welfare development in Singapore, emphasizing the manipula-
tion of welfare by an authoritarian regime. Chapter 4, written
by Huck-ju Kwon, shows the South Korean pension program as
a means of legitimation and the impending financial problems.
Yeun-wen Ku examines Taiwan’s National Health Insurance in
Chapter 5 and attributes its development to democratization, a
decline of Kuomingtang (the party in power) authority and social
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movement. Roger Goodman in Chapter 6 looks at minseiiin system
in Japan which represents a compromise between professional
and voluntary institutions. Next, Nelson Chow examines Hong
Kong's social security and surmises that a provident fund will be
introduced by the new government. Finally, Gordon White looks
at China’s pension reform and concludes that China seems to con-
verge toward the East Asian welfare system which emphasizes
self-sufficiency, personal savings and hard work.

Moreover, while some contributors blend comparative liter-
ature with their country studies, other supplies no more than an
insider’s cursory look at his own social welfare development.
Overall, labor welfare, a key element which carries much po-
litical connotations in Asia, is not sufficiently explored. Despite
these shortcomings, there are two chapters which are thought-
provoking. White breaks new ground in his discussion of China’s
social security reform by linking this issue up with the social
development perspective. Tremewan’s analysis of Singapore is
a fine example of how critical thinking is applied to examine
welfare development of an Asian city-state.

Overall, this is an important addition to the field of compara-
tive social policy. It is the best one on East Asia that is available. A
theoretical introduction to comparative social policy analysis and
discussion of the various models of social welfare would make it
more readable. A spate of comparative reports on Asian welfare is
on the horizon. The quality of this volume will ensure that it will
be an essential reader for many years to come. As the leading text,
it will provide insights to researchers who examine the nature and
development of East Asian welfare.

Kwong-leung Tang
University of Northern British Columbia

Jonathan Gruber and David A. Wise (Eds.), Social Security and
Retirement Around the World. Chicago, University of Chicago
Press, 1999. $62.00 hardcover. [June 1, 1999].

The relationship between social security programs and labor
participation rates of older persons has been a subject of con-
siderable attention in cross-national research for the past several



180 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

decades. The literature has lent credibility to a number of plau-
sible causal relationships between labor force activity and social
security benefit provisions. However, none has been conclusive.
There continues to be debate and dialogue on exactly how much
of a role benefit provisions in social security systems, particularly
old-age pensions, play in an individual’s decision to stop or re-
duce their work activity when they become eligible for benefits.

The debate often centers around a number factors that seem
to influence decisions and, consequently, labor force participation
rates: the level of the benefit amount; health care coverage; early
retirement options based on age or disability; monetary penalties
assessed against the pension for continuing work; job satisfaction
in the place of employment; health conditions of the individual
or family members; working conditions; auxiliary sources of in-
come that enhance the value of a public pension; and a range
of quality of life issues (more time with family, care of a family
member, hobbies, etc.). Determining which of these factors or mix
of multiple factors has the most influence is a daunting task. The
challenge is made all the more formidable by the difficulty of
developing an analytical framework that does more than merely
describe predominant trends and patterns on a case by case basis
in selected countries.

There is no general agreement on suitable analytical com-
parative models that tend to reflect the biases of professional
disciplines and government policy analysts with backgrounds in
economics, sociology, or public policy. Nevertheless, almost any
empirical evidence of how individual decisions are influenced
by particular program provisions is welcomed by policy makers
who seek to make informed decisions that are likely to impact
retirement decisions. Such information is particularly timely in
today’s political and economic environment given the pressures
of government in all industrialized countries to explore mea-
sure to reduce expenditures for old-age pension programs (and
health benefits) in the face of unfavorable demographic shifts
that have been accompanied by early entitlement provisions for
benefits.

This textapproaches the challenge by relating the documented
decline in labor force participation rates to social security provi-
sions in eleven industrial nations. Each country study provides an
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overview of historical trends and a description of the institutional
aspects of the social security old-age pension. The analytical
framework used to provide a comparative context to the study
is a detailed examination of the inherent social security program
incentives that appear to influence retirement behavior. The anal-
ysis for each country is partially based on a simulation model
using economic variables to calculate social security wealth in
the country. In general, social security wealth is a reference to
benefitaccrual minus taxes or payroll contributions paid in partial
retirement.

The discussion in each chapter provides an abundance of very
valuable descriptive and explanatory information in a historical
context. Graphs and charts are used to illustrate trends and pat-
terns related to specific public and private program provisions.
The data clearly show that options for early retirement and a
generous benefit package have influenced choices about working
and receiving old-age benefits over the past several decades,
contributing to a significant decline in labor force participation
rates among older men.

The comparative analysis framework has an economic orien-
tation giving heavy weight to economic determinants in decisions
about work and full or partial withdrawal from the labor force.
Some consideration is given to the influence of related social and
health factors that may impact decisions, but there is sparse atten-
tion to a large body of literature that suggests health and quality of
life issues have a major impact on retirement decisions. Another
limitation in the study to understanding overall retirement trends
is that there is insufficient comparative analysis of data on women
labor force participation rates and retirement patterns. Most of the
cross-country data and analyses are based on the experiences of
men due to logistical difficulties in interpretation for similar data
on women in the labor force.

Despite these shortcomings, the book is highly recommended
for the serious student of retirement age trends and social security
old-age pension policies of industrial nations in a cross-national
context.

Martin B. Tracy
Southern Illinois University
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David Stoesz, Charles Guzzetta and Mark Lusk, International
Development. Boston, Allyn and Bacon, 1999. $56.67 hardcover.

The challenge of identifying and implementing development
strategies which promote economic progress while successfully
addressing problems of mass poverty and social deprivation has
spurned a vast literature over the past four decades. Reductionist
modernization and Marxist meta-theories with their blueprint
solutions have given way to a multi-institutional third way’ which
combines the attributes of State and civil society as well as arange
of international institutions. The present volume represents a
useful, if at times frustrating, addition to this debate by searching
for elements of what the authors term an integrative model of
development’, which incorporates broad-based economic and
social development goals with environmental sustainability.

The first four chapters provide an overview of the colonial
history, post-War development experience and current devel-
opment tasks facing Asia, Latin America, Africa and Eastern
Europe. Necessarily concise, they are however extremely useful
summaries for non-specialists, although the treatment of Latin
America is the thinnest and merits more space. These accounts
underline the extent to which rapacious colonial greed on the
part of European powers, combined with dictatorship, corruption
and genocide (especially in the case of Sub-Saharan Africa, the so-
called fourth world’) has led to patterns of distorted development
whose problems now seem so intractable. In one sense, they
belie the claim made in the book’s introduction that the authors
present a reasoned optimism about the prospect of international
development’ (p. xi).

However, the prospects for international development appear
brighter in the following sections, which consider a number of
strategies and case studies showing exactly what can be achieved
through creative thought and action. Chapter 5 provides a fasci-
nating account of the work of Catholic and Protestant mission-
aries in their ambiguous historical roles, colonizing the minds
of indigenous peoples while promoting economic development.
Some mention is made of their progressive development work
since the 1970s but this aspect is greatly underplayed and de-
serves far more attention from the author in this section, given its
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importance in relation to the application of Liberation Theology
in Latin America and close associations with the work of non-
governmental organizations (NGOs). Chapter 7 contains a wide-
ranging treatment of community development in both the North
and South but much of it is abstract and there is too little analysis
of actual program experiences in the developing world. Although
the importance of NGOs in this context is acknowledged there is,
surprisingly, little discussion of how traditional, State-directed
community development has given way to radical grassroots
movements for social and environmental action in defense of
people’s livelihoods. A link could also have been made here with
the subsequent chapter on sustainable development’, a process
in which community-based movements and NGOs have in many
instances become partners and an essential linchpin in the quest
for equitable, non-destructive and non-polluting strategies.

Further chapters examine a series of creative attempts to over-
come the obstacles to development generated by prejudice, dis-
crimination and bureaucracy. The pioneering work undertaken
by Rebecca Adamson with the First Nations Development Insti-
tute on behalf of Native Americans and other indigenous groups,
described in Chapter 10, should inspire young practitioners and
activists everywhere. Likewise, the success of the Grameen Bank
micro-credit program in Bangladesh and several other countries,
as well as of the Habitat for Humanity low-cost housing scheme,
illustrate what can be achieved through sheer perseverance and
dogged determination by committed individuals in the face of
all the odds. Although not without their critics, of course, these
ventures have yielded highly positive economic and social re-
turns for deprived communities, something which many of the
multi-million dollar schemes funded by mainstream official de-
velopment agencies have often failed to achieve.

The volume has some quirks. Sections dealing with devel-
opment theories and with the measurement of economic and
social advancement—or lack of it—(6 and 13 respectively) should
have been grouped together. An introductory chapter (rather than
just a brief foreword) setting out the central theme and synthe-
sizing the central arguments would have been helpful. Despite
the book’s valid and well-documented criticisms of Capitalism
and Communism, there is no discussion of post-modernism, the
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power of agency or stucturation theory. Some coverage of these
newer theoretical frameworks would have helped to provide a
conceptual basis for analysis of the changing roles of the State,
community, the church and NGOs in the development process.
The volume refers continually to Malthusian notions of demo-
graphic pressure as a source of poverty and environmental degra-
dation. Yet relatively little weight seems to be given to other,
arguably more critical factors such as structural obstacles at both
domestic and international levels as well as severe policy bias in
all economic and social sectors which marginalizes the poor.
The final chapter, entitled An Integrative Model of Develop-
ment’, promises much but delivers little. It is something of an
anti-climax, since the reader is really not much wiser about what
actually constitutes the stated ideal of integrative’ (or integrated’)
development. Indeed, although meant to underpin the volume,
it is defined only in very general terms and is mentioned just
briefly in the foreword and merits barely two pages in the fi-
nal section. Integrative’ development seems to equate with the
UNDP’s notion of Human Development’, which is quoted in sup-
port. Yet integrative development’ remains an elusive concept—
fine practice but difficult in theory! It is to be hoped that any
subsequent volume from the authors would develop this concept
more centrally and comprehensively. However, in spite of the
above-mentioned shortcomings, the book contains much valu-
able material to inform and provoke development policy-makers
and practitioners into working for a better world.
Anthony Hall
London School of Economics and Political Science

Jane Waldfogel, The Future of Child Protection. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1998. $39.95 hardcover.

The field of child protective services (CPS), and scholarly
examination of it, invokes deep passions and fears, involving as
it does the safety of children as well as abiding suspicions of the
poor. “Child protection” has come to mean protection of children
from their parents, and in practice, CPS interventions have pre-
dominantly been directed toward impoverished families.
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. For many years now, amongst those who have been engaged
in CPS and/or study it, there has been widespread agreement
and concern that CPS dominates the child welfare system in the
United States, and that there is a continuing crisis in that sys-
tem’s abilities (or inabilities) to protect children, and to preserve
families or otherwise provide children with permanent living
arrangements.

Much has been written about these issues, and individuals
and committees have made various recommendations to “re-
form” the system in order to increase its efficiency and effective-
ness. Jane Waldfogel, in writing her book, draws partly on the
deliberations of one of these groups, of which she was a member,
the so-called Executive Session on CPS at Harvard’s Kennedy
School of Government, funded by the Annie E. Casey and Edna
McConnell Clark Foundations. In the process, she exhibits a very
competent personal grasp of the recent literature pertaining to
many aspects of the crisis, and presents a good summarization of
recent facts and controversies, particularly those concerning the
“front end” of the system.

Waldfogel gives us a carefully drawn and statistically detailed
overview of recent trends in the annual volume of reports of
alleged child abuse and neglect received by CPS agencies, the
sources of such reports, the demographics of the children in-
volved, and percentages (that constitute a descending order) of
reports that are screened in, “substantiated,” prompt the opening
of cases, and involve child removal. Moreover, while focusing
on the United States, she provides a comparative analysis with
Canada, Britain, and Australia on all or most of these variables,
although noteworthy here is how surprisingly minor are the dif-
ferences revealed. CPS systems in these countries and ours seem
to be far more alike than different.

Waldfogel accurately and fairly analyzes recent and current
debates (and their implications) concerning overreporting, un-
derreporting, subsequent underinclusion and overinclusion of
families in the system, and the crisis of system overcapacity. She
considers “front end” alternatives for change, such as narrowing
the gateway to CPS intervention at the point of reporting, screen-
ing, and/or investigation, and perhaps coupling this with the
building of an alternative service delivery system. Waldfogel opts
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for a “differential response” paradigm that she claims would in-
clude these elements, in addition to “a community-based system,
in which CPS continues to play the lead role”; modifications of the
processes through which case-specific assessments and service
plans are developed; and a more active role for “informal and
natural helpers” in prevention of child maltreatment “in partner-
ship with CPS.” She is not unfair in her brief portrayals of recent
alternative proposals, and demonstrates considerable awareness
of the weaknesses of the proposal that she puts forth here.
However, although Waldfogel is fully aware that operating
definitions of abuse and neglect vary greatly even from worker
to worker, throughout the book she refers to and compares statis-
tics concerning children who were “abused and neglected,” in
tacit acceptance of some presumed common meaning. Similarly,
credence is given to statistics concerning “substantiated” reports
although, in practice, the “substantiation” process is highly vari-
able and arbitrary. There is little discussion here of the process
itself or of what “substantiation” means. Likewise, there is little
discussion of the foster care system and adoption, of why very siz-
able proportions of all impoverished children are removed from
their homes and placed in foster care, or of the costs involved.
Currently, the CPS system is forced to institute “differential
responses,” that is, it is obliged to turn away many cases, simply
because of the overwhelming volume of reports that it has gen-
erated for itself. This in itself is not reform. Moreover, although
Waldfogel contends that her paradigm differs sharply from the
current CPS approach, it merely extends it. While CPS would keep
for its own caseload only “high risk” cases, it would maintain
oversight over everything, and families would be “reassessed”
on an ongoing basis. “Community partner agencies” and “family
and community members” would be enlisted as coercive social
control agents for “protective oversight” and “shared responsibil-
ity.” The CPS gateway to “services” would straddle child welfare
even more extensively than it does today, with the possibility of
net-widening in terms of the CPS caseload itself. This will appeal
to those who believe that if we don’t keep a vigilant and menacing
eye over the poor, who knows what horrible things they’ll do.
Her suggestions for change confuse social work with coercion
(which she politely terms “the use of authority”). Waldfogel is
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partial to collaborations, collaborative processes, and “partner-
ships,” even with the very families that the system coerces. But
to speak of “partnerships” between the coercively powerful CPS
and the powerless impoverished families reported to it is to raise
further questions of meaning. In addition, there is the problem of
the further diffusion of responsibility and diminishment of any
agency’s accountability that “sharing” CPS responsibility with
other agencies entails.

Finally, although many of the examples of collaborative proce-
dures that Waldfogel favorably describes in Britain, New Zealand,
and some states have been in place for some time now, we are
given only anecdotal evidence of what participants (workers,
police, and others) say about their cross-training, team-working,
collaborating, and partnering. There is little discussion of actual
outcomes in terms of impact on children and families. One starts
to wonder if “collaboration” is an end in itself. Nonetheless, there
are some suggestions here that any commissioner of child welfare
would be wise to take under consideration.

It is time to reexamine the deeper issues that CPS terminology
and statistics tend to obscure. The level of explicit discussion must
shift to that of underlying values, political philosophy, attitudes
toward the poor, the political meaning of “authority,” the nature
of social justice, and what we mean by social services and social
work. If it does not, the future of child protection is dim, indeed.
This book does not confront these matters but, if read along with
work from other sides of the debate, might help us to see the need
to move forward to this level of discussion.

Leroy H. Pelton
University of Nevada, Las Vegas






Book Notes

Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis, Recasting Egalitarianism: New
Rules for Communities, States and Markets. New York: Verso,
1999. $13.00 papercover.

Theideal of equality is central to the agenda of those on the left
of the political spectrum. Liberals, social democrats and Marxists
have all argued that social well-being and human contentment
can only be achieved if inequalities in society are significantly re-
duced. In the past, various policy instruments have been adopted
to promote greater equality. Employment generation, job security,
wage bargaining, progressive taxation and the provision of pub-
licly funded social services have all helped to reduce disparities
in income and wealth. However, in recent times, the quest for
greater equality has been stalled by the claim that these and other
egalitarian measures stifle economic growth. Their arguments
have been persuasive. Today, political leaders and electorates
believe that the need for economic development is greater than
the drive for equality. As a result of changes to the tax system, the
weakening of labor unions and retrenchments in the social ser-
vices, the degree of inequality in American society has increased
substantially during the last two decades.

In this important book, Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis
propose a new strategy for promoting equality. This strategy
is based on the recognition that income redistribution policies
are unlikely to secure political support. Instead, they argue that
a strategy based on asset redistribution has a good chance of
success. Four components of an asset redistribution strategy are
outlined. They include the creation of worker-owned firms, the
promotion of home ownership, the provision of educational
vouchers and the adoption of policies that give children access
to parental property.

In addition to outlining their proposals, Bowles and Gintis
invited 16 social scientists and philosophers to comment on their
ideas. Unfortunately for egalitarians, these commentaries suggest
that however ingenious Bowles and Gintis’s proposals may be,
they suffer from numerous difficulties and are unlikely to result

189
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in a significant reversal in current thinking about economic de-
velopment and equality. Nevertheless, Bowles and Gintis may
have initiated a debate that could have far reaching repercussions.
Their clear explication of how a grossly unequal society harms the
well-being of ordinary people may be persuasive in fostering an
egalitarian agenda that is electorally palatable.

Myra Marx Ferree, Judith Lorber and Beth B. Hess (Eds.), Revi-
sioning Gender. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1999.
$72.00 hardcover, $34.95 papercover.

Feminist scholarship in sociology has expanded rapidly over
the last twenty or so years. This expansion has moved steadily
along a trajectory of shifting gender analysis from the margins
of sociological interest to its very center. Today feminist scholars
insist that gender be viewed as a central element in all sociological
research. Since gender is a central element of social life, the gender
lens must be applied to all sociological questions.

As the editors of this book point out, sociology has not yet
reached the stage where gender is central to its concerns. While
gender inquiry is today given much more prominence than be-
fore, it is still viewed as a specialized field within the discipline. To
attain centrality, they urge feminists scholars to continue to stress
the importance of gender in all sociological and indeed, social sci-
ence research. Irrespective of whether social science investigation
is concerned with issues closely associated with gender, such as
the family or employment, or with less obviously relevant issues
such as economic development, social policy or law, gender must
be fully integrated into the research agenda.

To promote this goal, this book offers a broad overview of
the current state of feminist scholarship. Based on a summer
conference funded by the American Sociological Association, it
provides an commendably comprehensive account of the field. Its
sixteen chapters cover a wide range of topics. These are grouped
into five major categories dealing with the conceptualization of
gender; gender and social policy; science and gender; gender and
sexuality; bodies, gender and sport; gender and culture and so
on. The list is impressive.

Equally impressive is the way most of the authors summarize
their topics in a readable and engaging way, and successfully
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avoid obfuscating the narrative with jargon. For this reason, the
book should appeal not only to academics but to all those who
are interested in contemporary social questions. For example,
the chapters on gender and globalization, and gender and the
welfare state do not focus exclusively on the gender dimension,
but succeed in summarizing the field in its entirety, successfully
demonstrating that gender issues cannot be relegated to the mar-
gins of social policy discourse. The authors also show that their
subject is exceedingly complex and that it contains few simple
and universally agreed upon generalizations. Their ability to
combine sophistication of presentation with a readable and easily
understood exposition of the field is impressive.

This book will be an essential resource for students, faculty
and researchers in the social sciences. As suggested earlier, it
should also appeal to those with a wider interest in contemporary
social issues. It deserves to be the standard resource book on the
subject.

Christine Cousins, Society, Work and Welfare in Europe. New York:
St. Martin’s Press, 1999. $55.00 hardcover.

It is only in relatively recent times that social policy scholars
have again focused on the role of employment in the promotion
of social welfare. Although full employment was a fundamental
component of both the New Deal and Beveridge proposals, main-
stream social policy paid little attention to labor market issues
and focused instead on the social services, and on issues of social
service delivery. Today, employment is once again an important
element in social policy. The requirement that needy people be
required to work is central to so-called welfare reform in the
United States and Britain. In Europe, where unemployment rates
are comparatively high, labor market flexibility is a perennial
theme in social policy discourse.

In this interesting and ambitious book, Christine Cousins
examines diverse aspects of employment policy in Europe and its
relationship with social policy. The book traces developments in
four European nations—Britain, Germany, Spain and Sweden—
and examines the way changing employment patterns over the
last fifty years have affected social policy thinking. The four
countries chosen offer examples of both policy divergence and
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convergence. All four have been described as ‘welfare states’ and
all four have adopted policies that link employment to social
welfare. On the other hand, there are siginifcant differences in the
way these policies operate and the way they address fundamental
social needs.

The book covers an enormous field and at times, appears
to lack coherence. However, this is largely due to its ambitious
sweep over a wide range of topics. These include discussions of
Fordism and flexible specialization in industrial production, the
growth of ‘mon-standard’ employment, the increasing role and
significance of women in the labor market, regional differences
inlabor markets and industrial production, gender inequality and
discrimination in employment, and the merits of social exclusion
asanalternative concept to that of poverty. The book also provides
an excellent summary of employment trends in the four European
nations since the Second World War.

Although Cousin’s does not attempt to compare European
trends with those in the United States, her book contains much
information that will be of interest to American readers. The
problem of persistently high unemployment; the idea of social
exclusion as a uniquely European approach to conceptualizing
social ilfare; and the idea that active labor market policies are
a major responsibility of government deserves the attention of
readers in the United States and indeed, other countries as well.
This book should be widely read. Hopefully, it will encourage so-
cial policy scholars to pay more attention to issues of employment
and social policy.

Stephen P. Wernet, Managed Care in Human Services, Chicago, IL:
Lyceum Books, 1999. $32.95 papercover.

The term ‘managed care’ is widely used today but there is
still much confusion about its meaning and implications. In the
popular media, it is used primarily to criticize HMOs for fail-
ing to provide adequate medical services to people with serious
health conditions. In psychotherapy, it gloomily foretells the im-
minent end of private practice. In the social services it is more
broadly used to refer to the contracting out of services to non-
governmental organizations. Frequently, it connotes the involve-
ment of for-profit groups in the provision of these services.
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As these examples show, there is a need to clarify these differ-
ent meanings and to provide a comprehensive account of devel-
opments in the field. This helpful book, edited by Stephen Wernet
goes a long way towards meeting this goal. It contains a number
of interesting contributions on different aspects of managed care.
Wernet’s opening chapter sets out to describe managed care and
to define the complex jargon which is used by those working
in managed care programs. Several chapters discuss managed
care in the context of child welfare, mental health and children’s
behavioral health. One chapter deals with the way managed care
is impacting psychotherapeutic practice and the book concludes
with a brief assessment of some of the issues and debates sur-
rounding the topic.

While the book makes a useful contribution to the literature,
it does not fully meet the need for a comprehensive account of
managed care. The role of managed care in corrections is only
mentioned fleetingly, and the implications of managed care for
mainstream medical social work are not discussed. Some of the
chapters tend to repeat material presented by other contributors.
These deficiencies stem largely from the fact that the book is an
edited collection and not a systematic, single authored explication
of the subject. Nevertheless, it contains much useful information
and should be widely consulted by social workers and human
services personnel.



JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY AND SOCIAL WELFARE
CORRESPONDING AUTHORS

MARCH 2000

VOLUME 27, NUMBER 1

Wilma Peebles-Wilkins
Dean

School of Social Work
Boston University

264 Bay State Road
Boston, MA 02215
email: wpeebles@bu.edu

Glenn C. Loury

Director

Institute on Race and Social Division
Boston University

704 Commonwealth Ave., 5% Flr.
Boston, MA 02215

email: gloury@bu.edu

Stanley Eitzen

Professor Emeritus
Department of Sociology
Colorado State University
Fort Collins, CO 80523-1784
email: SEITZEN@aol.com

Maxine Baca Zinn

Professor

Department of Sociology
Michigan State University
East Lansing, MI 48824
email: ZINNM@pilot.msu.edu

Ruth Sidel

Professor

Department of Sociology
Hunter College

695 Park Avenue

New York, NY 10021

Mary Kritz

Douglas Gurak

Likwang Chen

Population and Development Program
Cornell University

221 Warren Hall

Ithaca, NY 14853-7801

email: mmkS5@cornell.edu

Doris Wilkinson

Professor of Sociology
Patterson Office Tower-1561
University of Kentucky
Lexington, KY 40506-0027
email: CC0003@ukcc.uky.edu

Margaret Gibelman

Professor

Wurzweiler School of Social Work
Yeshiva University

2495 Amsterdam Avenue

New York, NY 10033

email: MGIBELMAN@aol.com






JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY AND SOCIAL WELFARE
2000 PUBLICATION INFORMATION

Volume:
Volume Year:
Publication Period:

Frequency of Publication:

Publication Dates:
Subscription Rates:

Postage:
Currency:
Payment:
Multiple Year Sub. Rate:
Cancellation Policy:
Claim Policy:

Back Issues:

ISSN:

Tax-Free Registry No.:
Federal Tax I.D. No.:
Index:

Contact Person:

& SUBSCRIPTION RATES

XXVII
2000
1/00 to 12/00
QUARTERLY
MARCH, JUNE, SEPTEMBER, DECEMBER
COST TO
RETAIL SUBSCRIPTION
COST SERVICES
1. INDIVIDUAL IN U.S. $35 $35
2. INDIVIDUAL OUTSIDE U.S. $40 $40
3. INSTITUTION IN U.S. $75 $65
4. INSTITUTION OUTSIDE U.S. $85 $75

INCLUDED IN PRICE

U.S. DOLLARS (Firm Exchange Rate Not Available)

PREPAYMENT (Must accompany order)

NOT AVAILABLE

NONCANCELLABLE

FREE REPLACEMENT WITHIN SIX (6) MONTHS OF
PUBLICATION

$15.00 PER ISSUE

0191-5096

A-154961

386007327

INCLUDED IN ISSUE NUMBER 4 AT NO EXTRA COST

Frederick (Fritz) Ma<Donald, Ph.D.

Managing Editor

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

School of Social Work

1201 Oliver Street

Kalamazoo, MI 49008-5034 USA

TEL (616) 387-3205

FAX (616) 387-3217



INSTRUCTIONS FOR AUTHORS
(Revised June, 1995)

JSSW welcomes a broad range of articles which analyze social welfare Insti-
tutions, policies, or problems from a social scientific perspective or otherwise
attempt to bridge the gap between social science theory and social work practice.

Submission Process. Submit manuscripts to Robert Leighninger, School of Social

Work, Louisiana Sate University, Baton Rouge, Louisiana 70803. Send three

copies together with an abstract of approximately 100 words. Since manuscripts

are not returned by reviewers to the editorial office, the editorial office cannot

return them to the authors. Submission certifies that it is an original article and

that it has not been published nor is being considered for publication elsewhere.
Reviewing normally takes 120 days.

Preparation. Articles should be typed, doublespaced (including the abstract,
indented material, footnotes, references, and tables) on 8% x 11 inch white bond
paper with one inch margins on all sides.

Anonymous Review. To facilitate anonymous review, please keep identifying
information out of the manuscript. Only the title should appear on the first page.
Attach cover pages that contain the title, authors, affiliations, date of submission,
mailing address, telephone number and any statements of credit or research
support.

Style. Overall style should conform to that found in the Publication Manual of
the American Psychological Association, Fourth Edition, 1994. Use in-text citations
(Reich, 1983), (Reich, 1983, p. 5). The use of footnotes in the text is discouraged.
If footnotes are essential, include them on a separate sheet after the last page of
the references. The use of italics or quotation marks for emphasis is discouraged.
Words should be underlined only when it is intended that they be typeset in
italics.

Gender and Disability Stereotypes. Please use gender neutral phrasing. Use plu-
ral pronouns and truly generic nouns (“labor force” instead of “manpower”).
When dealing with disabilities, avoid making people synonymous with the
disability they have (“employees with visual impairments” rather than “the
blind”). Don’t magnify the disabling condition (“wheelchair user” rather than
“confined toa wheelchair”). For further suggestions see the Publication Manual of
the American Psychological Association or Guide to Non-Sexist Language and Visuals,
University of Wisconsin-Extension.

BOOK REVIEWS

Books for review should be sent to James Midgley, School of Social Welfare
University of California, Berkeley, CA 94720.

Founding Editors
Norman Goroff and Ralph Segalman



8IET-PHP0TZ QW ‘VIFWATOD
ID WOINVHd €LTS
NITIIVHD SIUdVH

8006% TN ‘OOzeWeeYy

SNIOM [B1D0G JO [00YdG

TAVATIM TVIDOS ANV ADOTOID0S 40 TYNINOI
Ays1aATU) URSIYDIIA] WISISIM



	Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare Vol. 27, No. 1 (March 2000)
	Recommended Citation

	Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare Vol. 27, No. 1 (March 2000)

