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The Safety Net 

From 1946 until 1964 the conservative politicians who domi
nated Congress thought that the federal governmen.t might be 

capable of transforming American society, but they saw this as a dan
ger to be avoided at almost any cost.l For the next twelve years the 
liberals who dominated Congress thought that the federal government 
should try to cure almost every ill,Americans .were he~ to. After 1976 
the political climate in Congress changed agam. The Idea that govern
ment action could solve-or even ameliorate-social problems became 
unfashionable, and federal spending was increasingly seen as waste. As 
a result, federal social-welfare spending, whi~h had grown from 5 pe.r
cent of the nation's gross national product ill 1964 to 11 percent ill 
1976 has remained stuck at 11 percent since 1976. 

In'the early 1980s conservative writers began trying to shift ~e p~e-. 
vailing view again, by arguing that federal pro~s .were n~t Jus: ill
effective but positively harmful. The "problem," ill this emergmg VIew, 
was not only that federal programs cost a great deal of m~ney that the 
citizenry would rather spend on video recorders and Carlbb~an vaca
tions, but that such programs hurt the very people they were illtended 

to help. . . . 
Losing Ground) by Charles Murray, IS still the most persuasIve state-

ment so far of this new variation on Social Darwinism? Murray's name 
has been invoked repeatedly in Washington's debates. over th,e' bud
get-not because he has provided new evidence on the effects of par
ticular government programs, but because he is widely presumed to 
have proven that federal-social policy as a whole made the poor w~rse 
off after 1964. Murray's popularity is easy to understand. He wntes 
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clearly and eloquently. He cites many statistics, and he makes his statis
tics seem easy to understand. Most important of all, his argument pro
vides moral legitimacy for budget cuts that many politicians want to 
make in order to reduce the federal deficit. 

. Murray sununarizes his argument as follows: 

The complex story we shall unravel comes down to this: 
Basic indicators of well-being took a turn for the worse in the 

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

The question is why . . . 
The easy hypotheses-the economy, changes in demographics, the 

effects of Vietnam or Watergate or racism-fail as explanations. As 
often as not, taking them into account only increases the mystery. 

Nor does the explanation lie in idiosyncratic failures of craft. It is 
not just that we sometimes administered good programs improperly, 
or that sound concepts sometimes were converted to operations 
incorrectly. It is not that a specific prograp1, or a specific court 
ruling or act of Congress, was especially destructive. The error was 
strategic ... 

The most compelling explanation for the marked shift in the for-
'. tunes of the poor is that they continued to respond, as they always 

had, to the world as they found it, but that we-meaning the not
poor and undisadvantaged-had changed the rules of their world. 
Not of our world, just of theirs. The first effect of the new rules was 
to· make it profitable for the poor to behave in the short te~ in ways 
that were destructive in the long term. Their second effect was to 
mask these long-term losses-to subsidize irretrievable mistakes. We 
tried to provide more for the poor and produced more poor instead. 
We tried to remove the barriers to escape from poverty, and inadver
tently built a trap. 

In appraising this argument we must, I believe, draw a sharp distinc
tion between the material condition of the poor and their social, cul
tural, and moral condition. If we look at material conditions we find 
that, Murray notwithstanding, the position of poor people showed 
marked improvement after 1965, which is the year Murray selects as 
his "turning point."3 If we look at social,. cultural, and moral indica-
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to~s, the picture is far less encouraging. But since most federal pro
grams are'aimed at improving the material conditions of life, it is best 
to start;:with them. 

The Poverty Rate 

In m~g his case that "basic social indicators took a turn for the 
worse in the 1960s," Murray begins with the official poverty rate. The 
income level, or "threshold," that officially qualifies a family as poor 
varies according to the number and age of its members and rises every 
year with the Consumer Price Index, so in theory i~ represents the 
same level of material comfort year after year.4 If a family's total money 
income is below its poverty threshold, all its members are counted as 
poor. The official definition of the poverty level is to a large extent arbi
trary. When a 1983 Gallup survey asked .how .much mon~y ,: couple 
with two children needed to "get along ffi. this commuruty, for ex
ample, the typical respondent said $15,000. The "poverty" threshold 
for such a family was only $10,000 in 1983.·But few would deny that 
people with incomes below the poverty threshold are poor. . 

Table 2.1 shows that the official poverty rate fell from 30 to 22 per
cent of the population during the 1950s and from 22 to 13 percent 
during th~ 1960s. This hardly seems to fit Murray'S argument ~at so
cial indicators took a turn for the worse.in the 1960s. The offiCIal rate 
was still 13 percent in 1980, but even this was not exactly a "turn for 
the worse." At most, we could say that "earlier progress stopped." . 

Furthermore, the official poverty statistics underestimate actual 
progress since 1965. To begin with, the Consumer Price Index (cP.!)' 
which the CensUs Bureau uses to correct the poverty thresholds for ffi
flation, exaggerated the amount of inflation between 1965 and 1980 
by about 13 percent, because of a flaw in the way it mea~ured housing . 
costs. The official poverty line therefore represented a higher standard 
of living in 1980 than in 1965. If we use the Personal Consumption 
Expenditure (PCE) deflator from the National Income Accounts to ad
just the poverty line for inflation, Table 2.1 shows that poverty fell 
from 19 percent in 1965 to 13 percent in 1980. 

A more fundamental problem with the official poverty statistics is 
that they do not take account of changes in families' need for money. 
They make no adjustment for the fact that Medicare and Medicaid now 
provide many families with low-cost medical care, or for the fact 
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Table 2.1 The Condition of the Poor, 1950-1980 

Category 1950 1960 1965 1970 1980 
Poverty rate 

Official" 30 22 17 13 13 Corrected offici alb 31 25 19 15 13 "Net" 30 18 10 
Infant mortality 
as a percent of live births' 

White 2.7 2.3 2.2 1.8 1.1 Black 4.4 4.4 4.2 3.3 2.2 Gap 1.7 2.1 2.0 1.5 1.1 
Life expectancy in years' 

White 69.1 70.6 71.0 71.7 74.4 Nonwhite 60.8 63.9 64.1 65.3 69.5 Gap 8.3 6.7 6.9 6.4 4.9 
Median family income 

(in 1980 dollars)d SlO,500 S14,000 S16,200 S19,200 S21,000 
Gross national product' 

(in 1980 dollars) 
Per worker S15,300 S18,900 S22,300 S23,400 S24,600 Per household S21,900 S24,900 S28,900 S30,600 S32,600 

a. From Murray, pp. 65 and 245. The 1950 value is approximate. Corrected for inflation using the 
Consumer Price index. 

b. Corrected for inflation using the Personal Consumption Expenditure deflator and for measurement 
changes in 1966, 1974, and 1979. 

c. Statistical Abstract oftbe United States, 1984. 

. d. US Bureau of the Census, C1IITC1/t Poplliation Rcporn, Series P-60, no. 132, corrected for inflation 
using the PCE deflator, not the CPr. 

e. EcollolllicReportoftbe Pmidmt, 1984. 

that food stamps have reduced families' need for cash, or for the 
fact that more families now live in government-subsidized housing. 

Experts on poverty have devised a number of different methods for 
estimating the value of noncash benefits. Most conservatives prefer the 
"market value" approach, which values noncash benefits according to 
what it would cost to buy them on the open market and adds this 
amount to recipients' incomes. To see what this implies, consider Mrs. 
Smith, an elderly widow living alone in Indiana, who is covered by both 
Medicare and Medicaid. Private insurance comparable to Medicare
Medicaid would have cost Mrs. Smith $4000 in 1979.5 To get Mrs. 
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sffiitli's "true" income, advocates of the market-value approach simply 
add $4000 to her money income. Since, by the official standard, Mrs. 
Smlth'~'P()Verty threshold was only $3472 in 1979, the market-value 
approa~h would put her above the poverty line even if she had no cash 
income whatever. This is plainly absurd. Mrs. Smith cannot eat her 
Medicaid card or trade it for a place to live or even use it for transporta- . 
tion to her doctor's office. 

If we want a more realistic picture of how Medicare and Medicaid 
have affected Mrs. Smith's life, we must answer two distinct questions: 
how it affected her ability to obtain medical care and whether it cut her 
medical bills. 

When the Census Bureau values noncash benefits according to what 
they save the recipient, it finds that they lowered the 1980 poverty rate 
from 13 to 10 percent. 6 The Census has not made comparable esti
mates for the 1950s or 1960s, but we can make informed guesses 
about 1950 ~d 1965. In 1965, Medicare and Medicaid did not exist, 
food stamps reached fewer than 2 percent of the poor, and there were 
600,000 public housing units for 33 million poor people. In 1950 
food stamps did not eXist at all and there were 200,000 public housing 
units for 45 million poor people. Taken together, these programs 
could hardly have cut the poverty rate by more than one point in either 
year. On this assumption Table 2.1 estimates the "net" poverty rate at 
10 percent in 1980, 18 percent in 1965, and 29 percent in 1950.7 

It should go without saying that since the original poverty threshold 
was arbitrary, these statistics do not prove that only 10 percent of the 
population was "really" poor in 1980. The figure could be either 
higher or lower, depending on how you define poverty. The figures do, 
however, tell us that the proportion of the population living below our 
arbitrary threshold was almost twice as high in 1965 as in 1980, and 
almost three times as high in 1950 as in 1980. At least in economic 
terms, therefore, Murray is wrong: the poor made a lot of progress 
after 1965. 

Furthermore, even these "net" poverty statistics underestimate the 
improvement in poor people's material circumstances. Mrs. Smith's 
$4000 Medicaid card may not lift her out of poverty, but it has dra
matically improved her access to doctors and hospitals. In 1964, before 
Medicare and Medicaid, middle-income families typically saw doctors 
five times a year, whereas the poor saw doctors four times a year. By 
1981, middle-income families were seeing doctors only four times a 
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year, while the poor were seeing them almost six times a year. Since the 
poor still spent twice as many days in bed as the middle classes, and 
w:re ~ee .tim:s as likely to describe their health as "fair" or "poor," 
this redistrIbutIon of medical care still fell short of what one would 
exp'ect if access depended solely on need.8 But it was a big step in the 
right direction. ' 

Increased access to medical care seems to have improved poor 
people's health. The most widely cited health measure is infant mor
tality. The United States does not collect statistics on infant mortality 
by parental income, but it does collect these statistics by race, and it 
seems reasonable to assume that differences between whites and blacks 
parallel those between rich and poor. Table 2.1 shows that the gap be
tween blacks and whites, which had widened during the 1950s and 
narrowed only trivially during the early 1960s, narrowed very rapidly 
~er 1965. The table tells a similar story about overall life expectancy. 
Life expectancy rose more from 1965 to 1980 than it had from 1950 
to 1965, and the disparity between whites and nonwhites narrowed 
faster after 1965 than before. Nobody knows how much Medicare and 
Medicaid contributed to these changes, but notwithstanding all the de
fects in the American medical care system, it is hard to believe they 
were not important. 9 

. Nonetheless, despite all the improvements since 1965, Murray is 
nght that, apart from health, the material condition of the poor im
proved faster from 1950 to 1965 than from 1965 to 1980. The most 
obvious explanation is that the economy turned sour after 1970. In
flation was rampant, outpl!-t per worker increased very little, and un
employment began to edge upward. The real income of the median 
American family, which had risen by an average of 2.9 percent a year 
between 1950 and 1965, rose only 1.7 percent a year between 1965 
and 1980. From 1950 to 1965 it took a 4.0 percent increase in median 
family income to lower net poverty by one percentage point. From 
1965 to 1980, because of expanding social-welfare spending, a 4.0 per
cent increase in median income lowered net poverty by 1.2 percent. 
Nonetheless, median income grew so much more slowly after 1965 
that the decline in net poverty also slowed.lO 

Murray rejects this argument. In his version of economic history the 
nation as a whole continued to prosper during the 1970s. The only 
p~obl.em, he claims, was that "the benefits of economic growth stopped 
trICkling .down to the poor." He supports this version of economic 
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hi~tory with statistics showing that gross national product grew by 
3.2 percent a year during the 1970s compared to 2.7 percent a year 
betWeen 1953 and 1959. This is true, but irrelevant. The economy 
grew during the 1950s because output per worker was growing. It 
grew during the 1970s because the labor force was growing. The 
growth of the labor force reflected a rapid rise in the number of fami· . 
lies dividing up the nation's economic output. GNP per household 
hardly grew at all after 1970 (see Table 2.1)Y 

But a question remains. As Table 2.2 shows, total government 
spending on social-welfare programs grew from 11.2 to 18.7 percent 
of GNP between 1965 and 1980. If all this money had.been spent on 
the poor, poverty should have fallen to virtually zero. But social
welfare spending is not mostly for the poor. Although it includes pro
grams aimed primarily at the poor, such as Medicaid and food stamps, 
it also includes programs aimed primarily at the middle classes, such as 
college loans and military pensions, and programs aimed at almost 
everybody, such as medical research, public schools, and social security. 
In 1980, only a fifth of all social-welfare spending was explicitly aimed 
at low-income families, and only a tenth was for programs providing 
cash, food, or housing to such families. 12 Table 2.2 shows that cash, 
food, and housing for the poor grew from 1.0 percent of GNP in 1965 
to 2.0 percent in 1980.13 This was a large increase in absolute terms. 
But redistributing an extra 1.0 percent of GNP could hardly be ex
pected to reduce poverty to zero. 

A realistic assessment of what social policy accomplished between 
1965 and 1980 must also take accoimt of the fact that if all else had 
remained equal, demographic changes would have pushed the poverty 
rate up during these years, not down. Table 2.2 shows that both the 
number of people over sixty-five and the number living in families 
headed by women grew steadily from 1950 to 1980. We do not have 
poverty rates for these groups in 1950, but in 1960 the official rates 
were roughly 33 percent for the elderly and 45 percent for families 
headed by women. Since neither group includes many jobholders, eco
nomic growth does not move either group out of poverty very fast. 
From 1960 to 1965, for example, economic growth lowered official 
poverty from 22 to 17 percent for the nation as a whole, but only 
lowered it from 33 to 31 percent among the elderly and from 45 to 
42 percent among households headed by women. 

When poverty became a major social issue during the mid-1960s, 
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Table 2.2 Social·Welfare Spending and Need, 1950-1980 

Category 

Percent of GNP spent on 
"Social welfare" 
Means-tested cash benefits, 
food stamps, and housing . 
subsidies' 

Percent of persons who were 
Over 65 
In families headed by women 
In AFDC families 

Illegitimate births as a percent 
of all births 

Percent of personal income 
derived from 

S()cial Security and SSI 
AFDC 

Mean monthly payment (in 
1980 dollars) to 

1950 

8.2 

0.9 

4 

0.4 
0.3 

1960 

10.3 

0.8 

9 
7 

1.7 

5 

2.8 
0.3 

11.2 

1.0 

9 
9 

2.3 

8 

3.3 
0.3 

1970 

14.7 

1.2 

10 
10 

4.7 

11 

3.9 
0.6 

1980 

18.7 

2.0 

11 
12 

4.9 

19 

5.9 
0.6 

Retired workers 
AFDC family of four' 

$138 
NA 

$184 
$396 

$195 
$388 

$228 
$435 

$341 
$350 

Official poverty rated 
Persons over 65 
Persons in families headed by 
women 

Percent of all poor people 
who were 

In families headed by women 
Over 65 . 

NA 

NA 

NA 
NA 

33' 

45 

18 
14 

31 ' 

42 

23 
18 

25 

38 

30 
19 

16 

37 

35 
13 

Sources: .StatisticnIAbstmct, 1984; EcollomicRepol'tofthe President, 1984; Histolicnl Statistics 
Of the Umud States; and Current Populatioll RepOl-ts, Series P·60, no. 145. Pre·1980 dollars 
are converted to 1980 dollars using the PCE deflator. 

. a. Includes aU :'Publi~ Aid" and "Housing" expendirures, less Medicaid. "Public Aid" 
Includes some SOCIal servICes. 

b. Estimated fr~m data on percent of families headed by women in 1950 and 1960 d 
percent of persons In such families in 1960. ' an 

c. Benefit level for a family with no other income. (For source see Table 5 5 in Chap 
ter 5.) , . -

d. Co:rected for measurement change in 1966. 
e. Esnmate~ from the total poverty rates in 1960 and 1965 and from the 0' • , 

for the elderly In 1959 and 1966. P \crt:) rates 
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go~e~ent assistance to the elderl~ and t~ families headed by women 
was quite modest. In 1965 the typICal renred person got o~y ~184 a 
month from social security in 1980 dollars, and a large mmonty got 
nothing whatever. Only about a quarter of all families head~d by 
women got benefits from Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC), and benefits for a family offour averaged only $388 a month 

in 1980 dollars (see Table 2.2). 
From 1965 to 1970 the AFDC system changed drastically. Welfare 

offices had to drop a wide range of restrictive regulations th~t had kept 
many women and children off the rolls. It became much easI~r to com
bine AFDC with employment, and benefit levels rose apprec~ably. ~ a 
result of these changes something like half of all persons ill families 
headed by women appear to have been 'receiving AFDC by 1970.

14 

But as the economy floundered in the 1970s legislators began to 
draw an increasingly sharp distinction between the "deserving" ~d the 
"undeserving" poor. The deserving poor were those who~ legISlators 
judged incapable of working, namely the elderly and the disabled. De
spite their growing numbers, they got more and more help. By 1980 
the average social-security retirement check bought 50 percent more 
than it had in 1970, and official poverty among the elderly had fallen 
from 25 to 16 percent. Taking noncash benefits into account, the net 
poverty rate was lower for those over sixty-five than for those under 

sixty-five in 1980Y : 
We have less precise data on the disabled, but we know theIr monthly 

benefits grew at the same rate as benefits for the elderly, and the ~er
centage of the population receiving disability benefits also grew rapIdly 
during the 1970s. Since we have no reason t? sup~ose. ~.at the pe~
centage of workers actually suffering from senous disabilitIes grew, It 
seems reasonable to suppose that a larger fraction of the disabled were 
getting benefits, and that poverty among the disabled fell as a result. 

While legislators w~re increasingly generous to the "deserv,ing" 
poor during the 1970s, they showed no such concern for the 'un
deserving" poor. The undeserving poor were those who "ought" to 
work but did not do so. They were mainly single mothers and mar
ginally employable men whose unemployment bene~ts had run out
or who had never been eligible in the first place. Smgle men whose 
unemployment benefits have run out seldom get federal benefits. Most 
states offer them token "general assistance," but it is seldom enough to 

live on. Data on this group are scanty. 
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Single mothers do better than unemployable men because legis
lators are reluctant to let their children starve and cannot find a way of 
cutting benefits for mothers without cutting them for children as well. 
As Table 2.2 shows, the purchasing power (in 1980 dollars) of AFDC 
benefits for a family of four rose from $388 a month in 1965 to $435 
in 1970. In addition, Congress made food stamps available to all low
income families after 1971. These were worth another $150 to a typi
cal family of four. 16 By 1972, the AFDc-food stamp package for a 
family of four was worth about $577 a month. Benefits did not keep 
up with inflation after 1972, however, and by 1980 the AFDc-food 
stamp package was worth only $495 a month. 17 As a result, the welfare 
rolls grew no faster than the population after 1975, though the num
ber of families headed by women continued to increase. IS 

According to Murray, keeping women off the welfare rolls should 
have raised their incomes in the long run, since it should have pushed 
them into jobs where they would acquire the skills they needed to better 
themselves. This did not happen. The official poverty rate in house
holds headed by women remained essentially constant throughout the 
1970s, at around 37 percent. Since the group at risk was growing, 
families headed by women accounted for a rising fraction of the poor; 

Taken together, Tables 2.1 and 2.2 tell a story very different from 
the one Murray tells in Losing Ground. First, contrary to what Murray 
claims, net poverty declined almost as fast from 1965 to 1980 as before. 
Second, the decline in poverty after 1965, unlike the decline before 
1965, occurred despite unfavorable economic conditions and depended 
to a great extent on government efforts to help the poor. Third, the 
~oups that. benefited from this "generous revolution," as Murray 
nghtly calls It, were precisely the groups that legislators hoped would 
benefit, notably the aged and the disabled. The groups that did not 
benefit were the ones that legislators did not especially want to help. 
Fourth, these improvements took place despite demographic changes 
that would ordinarily have made things worse. Given the difficulties, 
legislators should, I think, look back on their efforts to improve the 
material conditions of poor people's lives with some pride. 

Social Policy and Single Motherhood 

Up to this point I have treated demographic change as if it were en
tirely beyond human control, like the weather. According to Murray, 
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h~we~er what I have labeled "demographic change" was a predictable 
b rodu<r of government policy. Murray does .not, it is true, address 
th~r~J.e of government in keeping old people alive longer. But he does 
argue that changes in so~ial poli<y, p~~arly the welfare system, 
were responsible for the mcrease. m families he~ded by women after 
1965. Since this argument recurs m all conservatl~e~ttacks?n the wel
fare system, and since scholarly research supports It m certam respects, 

it deserves a fair hearing. . 
Murray illustrates his argument with an imaginary PennsylVania 

couple called, Harold and Phyllis. They are young~ PO?rly educated, 
and unmarried. Phyllis is also pregnant. The qu~tlO~ Is,:,hether she 
will marry Harold. Murray first examines her situatlOn m 1960. If 
Phyllis does not marry Harold, 'she can get the equivalent of about $70 
a week in 1984 money from AFDC. She cannot supp~ement her welfare 
benefits by working, and on $70 a week she cannot live by herself. Nor 
can she live with Harold, since the welfare agency checks up on her 
living arrangements, and if she is living with a man she is r:o longer 
eligible for AFDC. Thus if Phyllis doesn't marry Harold she will have to 
live with her parents or put her baby up for ad?ption. If P~yllis does 
marry Harold, and if he gets a minimum-wage J?~' ~ey will ha~e .~e 
equivalent of $124 a week (in 1984 dollars). This Isn t much, but It IS 
better than $70. Furthermore, if Phyllis is not on AFDC she may be 
able to work herself, particularly if her mother w~ ~el~ look after the 
baby. Ullless Harold is a complete loser, Phyllis IS likely to marry 
Harold-if he asks. . 

. Now the scene shifts to 1970. The Supreme Court has struck down 
the "man in the house" rule, so Phyllis no longer has to choose b~
tween Harold and AFDC. She can have both. According to Murray, ~ 
Phyllis does not marry Harold and he does not acknowledge that he IS 
the father of their child, Harold's income will not count when the local 
welfare departnient decides whether Phyllis is eli~ble for AFDC, fo?d 
stamps, and Medicaid. This means she can get paId to stay home With 
her child while Harold goes out to work, but only so long as s~e 
doesn't marry Harold. Furthermore, the value of her welfare p~c~age IS 
now roughly the same as what Harold or s~e could earn. at a nurumum
wage job. Remaining eligi~le for ~elfare IS thus ~or~ unp~rtant than 
it was in 1960, as well as bemg easIer. From Phyllis s vlewpomt, marry-
ing Harold is now quite costly. - . ' .. 

While the story of Harold and Phyllis makes persuasIVe reading, It IS 
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misleading in several respects. First, it is not quite true, as Murray 
claims, that "any money that Harold makes is added to their income 
without affecting her benefits as long as they remain unmarried." If 
Phyllis is living with Harold, and Harold is helping to support her and 
the child, the law requires her to report Harold's contributions when 
she fills out her "need assessment" form. What has changed since 1960 
is not Phyllis' legal obligation to report Harold's contribution but the 
likelihood that she will be caught if she lies. Federal guidelines issued 
in 1965 now prohibit "midnight raids" to determine whether Phyllis is 
living with Harold. Furthermore, even if Phyllis concedes that she lives 
with Harold, she can deny that he pays the bills and the welfare depart
ment must then prove her a liar. Still, Phyllis must perjure herself, and 
there is always some chance she will be caught. 

A more serious problem with the Harold and Phyllis story is that 
Murray'S account of Harold's motives is not plausible. In 1960, accord
ing to Murray, Harold marries Phyllis and takes a job paying the mirU
mum wage because he "has no choice." But the Harolds of this world 
have always had a choice. Harold can announce that Phyllis is a slut 
and that the baby is not his. He can tell Phyllis to get an illegal abor
tion. He can join the army. Harold's parents may insist that he do his 
duty by Phyllis, but then again they may blame her for leading him 
astray. If Harold cared only about improving his standard of living, as 
Murray suggests, he would not have married Phyllis in 1960. 

According to Murray, Harold is less likely to marry Phyllis in 1970 
than in 1960 because, with the demise of the "man in the house" rule 
and with higher benefits, Harold can get Phyllis to support him. But 
unless Harold works, Phyllis has no incentive either to marry him or to 
let him live off her meager check, even if she shares her bed with him 
occasionally. If Harold does work, and all he cares about is having 
money in his pocket, he is better off on his own than he is sharing his 
check with Phyllis and their baby. From an economic viewpoint, in 
short, Harold's calculations are much the same in 1970 as in 1960. 
Marrying Phyllis will still lower his standard of living. The main thing 
that has changed since 1960 is that Harold's friends and relatives are 
less likely to think he "ought" to marry Phyllis. 

This brings us to the central difficulty in Murray's story. Since 
Harold is unlikely to want to support Phyllis and their child, and since 
Phyllis is equally unlikely to WaIlt to support Harold, the usual out
come is that they go their separate ways. At this point Phyllis his three 
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choices: get rid of the baby (through adoption or abortion), keep the 
baby .and ~ontinue to live with her parents, or keep the baby and set up 
horiseld::eping on her own. If she keeps the baby she usuall~ decides to 
stay with her parents. In 1975 three-quarters of all first-tmle ~wed 
mothers lived with their parents during the first year after the birth of 
their baby. (No room for Harold here.) Indeed, half of all urunarried 
mothers under twenty-four lived with their parents in 1975-and this 
included divorced and separated mothers as well as those who had 
never been married.19 

If Phyllis expects to go on living with her parents, she is not likely to 
worry much about how big her AFDC check will be. Phyllis has never 
had a child and she has never had any money. She is used to her 
mother's paying the rent and putting food on the table. Like most chil
dren she is likely to assume that this arrangement can continue until 
she finds an arrangement she prefers. In the short run, having a child 
will allow her to leave school (if she has not done so already) without 
having to work. It will also mean changing a lot of diapers, but Phyllis 
may well expect her mother to help with that. Indeed, from Phyllis' 
viewpoint having a child may look rather like having another littl.e 
brother or sister. If it brings in some money, so much the better, but if 
she expects to live with her parents, money is likely to be far less impor
tant to her than her parents' attimde toward illegitimacy. This is the 
main thing that changed for her between 1960 and 1970. 

Systematic efforts at assessing the impact of AFDC benefits on illegiti
macy rates support my version of the Harold and Phyllis story rather 
than Murray'S. The level of a state's AFDC benefits has no measurable 
effect on its rate of illegitimacy. In 1984, AFDC benefits for a family of 
four ranged from $120 a month in Mississippi to $676 a month in 
New York. David Ellwood and Mary Jo Bane have done a meticulous 
analysis of the way such variation affects illegitimate births.20 In gen- . 
eral, states with high benefits have less illegitimacy than states 'with low 
ones, even after we adjust for differences in race, region, education, in
come, urbanization, and the like. This may be because high illegiti
macy rates make legislators reluctant to raise welfare benefits.' .' 

To get around this difficulty, Ellwood and Bane asked whether a 
change in a state's AFDC benefits led to a change in: its illegitimacy rate. 
They found no consistent effect. Nor did high benefits widen the dis
parity in illegitimate births between women with a high probability 
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of getting AFDC-teenagers, nonwhites, high-school dropouts-and 
women with a low probability of getting AFDC. 

What about the fact that Phyllis can now live with Harold (or at 
le~t sleep with him) without losing her benefits? Doesn't this discour
age marriage and thus increase illegitimacy? Perhaps. But Table 2.2 
shows that illegitimacy has risen at a steadily accelerating rate since 
1950. There is no special blip in the late 1960s, when midnight raids 
stopped and the man-in-the-house rule passed into history. Nor is 
there consistent evidence that illegitimacy increased faster among 
probable AFDC recipients than among women in general. 

Murray's explanation of the rise in illegitimacy thus seems to have at 
least three flaws. First, most mothers of illegitimate children initially 
live with their parents, not their lovers, so AFDC rules are not very rele
vant. Second, the trend in illegitimacy is not well-correlated with the 
trend in AFDC benefits or with rule changes. Third, illegitimacy rose 
among movie stars and college graduates as well as welfare mothers. 21 
All this suggests that both the rise of illegitimacy and the liberalization 
of AFDC reflect broader changes in attimdes toward sex, law, and pri
vacy, and that they had little direct effect on one another. 

But while AFDC does not seem to affect the number of unwed 
mothers, as Murray claims, it does affect family arrangements in other 
ways. Ellwood and Bane found, for example, that benefit levels had a 
dramatic effect on the living arrangements of single mothers. Ifbenefits 
are low, single mothers have trouble maintaining a separate household 
and are likekly to live with their relatives-usually their parents. If 
benefits rise, single mothers are more likely to maintain their own 
households. 

Higher AFDC benefits also appear to increase the divorce rate. Ell-' 
wood and Bane's work suggests that if the typical state had paid a fam
ily offour only $180 a month in 1980 instead of$350, the number of 
divorced women would have fallen by a tenth. This might be partly 
because divorced women remarry more hastily in states with very low 
benefits. But if AFDC pays enough for a woman to live on, she is also 
more likely to leave her husband. The Seattle-Denver "income mainte
nance" experiments, which Murray discusses at length, found the same 
pattern. 

The fact that high benefits lead to high divorce rates is obviously 
embarrassing for liberals, since most people view divorce as undesir-
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able. But it has no bearing on Murray's basic thesis, which is that 
chaqges k social policy after 1965 made it "profitable for the poor to 
behave'in the short term in ways that are destructive in the long term." 
If changes in the welfare system were encouraging teenagers to quit 
school, have children, and not take steady jobs, as Murray contends, he 
would clearly be right about the long-term costs. But if changes in the 
welfare system have merely encouraged women who were unhappy in 
their marriages to divorce their husbands, or have discouraged di
vorced mothers from marrying lovers about whom they feel ambiva
lent, what makes Murray think this is destructive in the long term? 

Are we to suppose that Phyllis is better off in the long run married 
to Harold if he drinks or beats her or molests their teenage daughter? 
Surely Phyllis is a better judge of this than we are. Or are we to sup
pose that Phyllis's children will be better off if she sticks with Harold? 
That depends on how good a father Harold is. The children may do 
better in a household with two parents, even if the parents are con
stantly at each other's throats, but then again they may not. Certainly 
Murray offers no evidence that unhappy marriages are better for chil
dren than divorces, and I know of none. 

Shorn of rhetoric, then, the "empirical" case against the welfare sys
tem comes to this. First, high AFDC benefits encourage single mothers 
to set up their own households. Second, high AFDC benefits encourage 
mothers to end bad marriages. Third, high benefits may make divorced 
mothers more cautious about remarrying. All these "costs" strike me as 
benefits. 

Consider Harold and Phyllis again, but this time imagine that they 
married in 1960 and that it is now 1970. They have three children, 
Harold still has the deadend job in a laundry that Murray says he took 
in 1960, and he has now taken both to drinking and'to beating Phyllis. 
Harold still has two choices. He can leave Phyllis or he can stay. If he 
leaves, Phyllis can try to collect child support for him, but her chances 
of success are low. So Harold can do as he pleases. 

Phyllis is not so fortunate. She is unable to earn much more than the 
minimum wage, so she cannot support herself and three children with
out help. If she is lucky she can go to her parents. Otherwise, if she 
lives in a state with low benefits, she has two choices: stick with Harold 
or abandon her children. Since she hali been taught to stick with her 
children, she has to stick with Harold. If she lives in a state with high 
benefits, she has a third choice: she can leave Harold and take her chil-
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dren with her. In a sense, AFDC is the price we pay for Phyllis's com
mitment to her children. At 0.6 percent of total personal income, it 
does not seem a high price. , 

,Giving Phyllis more choices has obvious political drawbacks. So 
long as Phyllis lives with Harold, her troubles are her own. We may 
shake our heads when we hear about them, bur we can tell ourselves 
that all marriages have problems and that that is the way of the world. 
If Phyllis leaves Harold-or Harold leaves Phyllis-and she comes to 
?epend on AFDC, her problems become public instead of private. Now 
if she cannot pay the rent or does not feed her childt;:n milk, this could 
be because her monthly check is too small, not because she doesn't 
know or care about the benefits of milk or because Harold spends the 
~oney or: ~ink .. Taking collective responsibility for Phyllis' problems 
IS not a trlVlal pnce to pay for liberating her from Harold. Most of her 
problems will, after all, remain intractable. But our impulse to drive 
her back into Harold's arms so that we no longer have to think about 
her is the kind of impulse we should resist. 

Does Helping Hurt? 

The idea that Phyllis will be the loser in the long run if society gives her 
more choices exemplifies a habit of mind that seems as common among 
conservatives as among liberals. First you figure our what kind of be
havior is in society's interest. Then you define such behavior as good. 
Then you argue that good behavior, while perhaps disagreeable in the 
short run, is in the long-run interest of those who engage in it. Every 
parent will recognize this ploy: my son should take our the garbage 
because it is in his long-run interest to learn good work habits, not 
because I don't want to take it out or don't want to live with a shirker. 
The conflict between individual interests and the common interest be-, 
tween selfishness and unselfishness, is thus transformed into a conflict 
between short-run and long-run self-interest. Unfortunately, the argu-
ment is often false. ' 

Early in Losing Ground) Murray calculates what he calls the "latent" 
poverty rate, that is, the percentage of people who fall below the pov
erty line when we ignore transfer payments from the government such 
as s~cial security, AFDC, unemployment compensation, and military 
penSIOns. The latent poverty rate rose from 18 percent in 1968 to 
22 percent in 1980. Murray calls this "the most damning" measure of 
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~bli~ failure, because "economic in~ependence-stan?IDg on on:'s 
own abilities and accomplishments-Is of paramount Iffiportance rn 
dete'nilining the quality of a family's life." This is a classic instance of 
wishful thinking. Murray wants people to work (or clip coupons) be
cause such behavior keeps taxes low and maintains a public moral order 
of which he (and I) approve, so he asserts that failure to work will 
undermine family life. He doesn't try to prove this empirically; he says 
it is self-evident. ("Hardly anyone, from whatever part of the political 
spectrum, will disagree.") But the claim is not only not self-evident; it 
is almost certainly wrong. 

One major reason latent poverty increased after 1968 was that social 
security, SSI, food stamps, and private pensions allowed more old 
people to stop working. These programs also made it easier for old 
people to live on their own instead of moving in with younger rela
tives. Having come to depend on the government, old people suffer 
from latent poverty. But is there a shred of evidence that these changes 
undermined the quality of their family life? If so, why were the elderly 
so eager to trade their jobs for social security and so reluctant to move 
in with their daughters-in-law? . 

Another reason latent poverty increased after 1968 was that more 
women and children came to depend on AFDC instead of on a man. 
According to Murray, a woman who depends on the government suf
fers from latent poverty, while a woman who depends on a man does 
not. But unless a woman can support herself and her children from her 
own earnings, she is always dependent on someone ("one man away 
from welfare"). Murray assumes that AFDC has a worse effect on family 
life than Harold. But that depends on Harold. Phyllis may not be very 
smart, but if she chooses AFDC over Harold, surely that is because she 
expects the choice to improve the quality of her family. life, not under
mine it. Even if, as Murray imagines, most AFDC recipients are really 
living in sin with men who help support them, what makes Murray 
think that the extra money these families get from AFDC makes their 
family life worse? . 

Murray's conviction that getting checks from the government is al
ways bad for people is complemented by his conviction that working is 
always good for them, at least in the long run. Since many people 
do not recognize that working is in their long-run interest, Murray 
assumes such people must be forced to do what is good for them. 
Harold, for example, would rather loaf than take an exhausting, poorly 
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paid jo~ in a laundry. To prevent Harold from indulging his self
desn:uct1ve pre~eren~e for. loafing, we must make loafing financially im
pOSSIble. AmerIca did this quite effectively until the 1960s. Then we 
alle.ge<l!y made it .ea.sier for him to qualifY for unemployment compen-

. sanon If he lost hIS Job, making him less eager to find another. We also 
made it easier for him to live off Phyllis's AFDC check. Once Harold 
had t~sted the pleasures of indolence, he found them addictive, like 
smoking, so he never acquired either the skills or the self-discipline he 
:-,ould have needed to hold a decent job and suppOrt a family. By try_ 
rng to help we therefore did him irreparable harm. 

Although I share Murray's enthusiasm for work, I cannot see much 
e~idence that changes in government programs during the 1960s sig
nificandy affected men's willingness to work. When we look at the un
em~loyed, we find that about half of all unemployed workers were 
~e~g unemployment benefits in 1960. The figure was virtually iden
ncal rn both 1970 and .1980:22 Thus while the rules governing un
~mployment compensanon did change, the changes did not make 
Jobles~ness more a~active economically. Murray is quite right that 
dropprng the man-rn-the-house rule made it easier for Harold to live 
off Phyllis' AFDC check. But there is no evidence that this contributed 
to rising unemployment. Since black women receive nearly half of all 
AFDC money, Murray's argument implies that as AFDC rules became 
more ~beral and benefits rose in the late 1960s, unemployment should 
have nsen among young black men. Yet Murray's own data show that 
black men's un~mpl?yment rates fell during the late 1960s. Murray's 
argument also Iffiplies that young black men's unemployment rates 
should have fall~n in the 1970s, when the purchasing power of AFDC 

benefits was falling. In fact, their unemployment rates rose.23 

Where We Went Wrong 

While Murray'S claim that helping the poor has really hurt them seems 
to me indefensible, his criticism of the ways in which government tried 
to help the poor from 1965 to 1980 still raises a number of issues that 
defende~s of these programs need to face. Any successful social policy 
must strike a balance between collective compassion and individual re
sponsibility. The social policies of the late 1960s and 1970s did not 
strik~ this ~alance very well. They vacillated unpredictably between the 
two Ideals rn ways that neither Americans nor any other people could 
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live ~th over the long run. This vacillation played a major role in the 
backlash -against government efforts to "do good." Murra~s rhetoric .of 
indivi~.iJ. responsibility and self-sufficiency is not the basIS f~r a SOCIal 
policy that wolild be politically acceptable over the long run eIther, but 
it provides a useful starting point for rethinking where we went wrong. 

One chapter of Losing ·Ground is titled "The Destruction of Stan:s 
Rewards" - not a euphonious phrase, but a useful one. The message IS 
simple. If we want to promote virtue, we have to reward it. The soc.ial 
policies that prevailed from 1964 to 1980 ~ften se~med to reward VIc.e 
instead. They did not, of course, reward Vice for Its own sake. But if 
you set out to help people who are in trouble, you almost always find 
that most of them are to some extent responsible for their present 
troubles. Few victims are completely innocent. Helping those who are 
not doing their best to help themselves poses extraordinarily difficult 
moral and political problems. 

Phyllis, for example, turns to" AFDC after she has left Harold. Her 
cousin Sharon, whose husband has left her, works forty hours a week 
in the same laundry where Harold worked before he took to drink. If . 
we help Phyllis much, she will end up better off than Sharon. This will 
not do. Almost all of us believe it is better for people to :work than not 
to work. This means we also believe those who work shoUld end up 
better off economically than those who do not work. Standing the es
tablished moral order on its head by rewarding Phyllis more than 
Sharon will undermine the legitimacy of the entire AFDC system. Nor is 
it enough to ensure that Phyllis is just a little worse off than Sharon. If 
Phyllis does not work, many-including Sharon-will feel that Phyllis 
should be substantially worse off, so that there will be no ambiguity 
about Sharon's virtue being rewarded. 

The AFDC revolution of the 1960s sometimes left Sharon worse off 
than Phyllis. In 1970 Sharon's minimum-wage job paid $275 a month 
if she. worked forty hours every week and was never laid off. Once her 
employer deducted social security and taxes, she was unlikely to take 
home more than $250 a month. Meanwhile, the median state (Oregon) 
paid Phyllis and her three children $225 a month, and nine states paid 
her more than $300 a month. This comparison is somewhat mislead
ing in one respect, however. By 1970 Sharon could also get AFDC 

benefits to supplement her earnings in the laundry. Under the "thirty 
and a third" rule, adopted in 1967, local welfare agencies had to ignore 
the first $30 of Sharon's monthly earnings plus a third of what she 
earned beyond $30 when they computed her need for AFDC. If Sharon 
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lived in Orego~, had three children, and took home $250 a month 
from her job, she could get an additional $78 a month from AFDC 

bringing her total monthly income to $328, compared to Phyllis'~ 
$225. But Sharop. could only collect her extra $78 a month by becom
ing'a ''welfare mother," with all the humiliations and hassles that im
plies. So she seldom applied. Instead, she nursed a grievance against 
the government for treating Phyllis better than it treated her. 24 

Upsetting the moral order in this way may not have had much effect 
on people's behavior. Sharon might well continue to work eve~ if she 
could get almost as much on welfare. But this is irrelevant. Even if 
nobody quit work to go on welfare, a system that provided indolent 
P.hyllis with ~ much money as diligent Sharon would be universally 
VIewed as unjust. To say that such a system does not increase indo
~en~e-or doesn't increase it much-is beside the point. A criminal 
Jus?ce system that. frequently convicts the innocent and acquits the 
guilty may deter crune as effectively as a system that yields just results, 
but that does not make it morally or politically acceptable.· We care 
about justice independent of its effects on behavior. 

Yet ~hile Mur~ay claims to be concerned about rewarding virtue, he 
se~ms mterested m doing this only if it doesn't cost the taxpayer any
thing. Instead of ~ndorsing the thirty-and-a-third rule, for example, on 
the grounds that It rewarded work, he lumps it with all the other un
desirable changes that contributed to the growth of the AFDC rolls dur
ing the late 1960s. His rationale for this judgment seems to be that 
gemr:g money from the government undermines Sharon's self-respect 
even if she also holds a full-time job. This may often be true but, when it 
is, Sharon presumably does not apply for AFDC. 

On. balance, I p~efer the Reagan administration's argument against 
the thirty-and-a-third rule. The administration persuaded Congress to 
drop the rule in 1981, substituting a dollar-for-dollar reduction in 
AFDC benefits whenever a recipient worked regularly. As a result, a 
mother of three is now better off in seven states if she goes on AFDC 

than if she works at a minimum-wage job. The administration made no 
pretense that this change was good for AFDC recipients or that it made 
the system ~ore just. It simply argued that supplementing the wages 
of the working poor was a luxury the American taXpayer could not af
~ord, or at least did not want to afford. While this appeal to selfishness 
IS not morally persuasive, it offends me less than Murray's claim that 
such changes are really in the victims' best interests. 

The difficulty of helping the needy without rewarding indolence or 
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folly recurs when we try to provide "second ch~ces." ~erica was a 
second chance for many of our ancestors, and It remaIns more com
mItted to the idea that people can change their ways than any. other 
society I know. But we cannot give toO many second c?ances Without 
undermining people's motivation to do well the ~rst tlffie around. In 
most countries, for example, students work hard ill secondary scho?l 
because they must do well on the exams gi~en a~ the end of ~chool ill 
order to get a desirable job or go on to a uruverstty. In Amenca, many 
colleges accept students who have learned nothing whatever in hig? 
school, including those who score near the bottom on the S~TS. Is It 
any wonder that Americans learn less in high school than therr coun-
terparts in other industrial countries? .. .. 

Analogous problems arise in our efforts to deal WIth crrrmnals. We 
claim that crime will be punished, but this turns out t? be ~ostly talk. 
Building prisons is too expensive, and putting people ill pnso~~ makes 
them more likely to commit crimes in the future. So we· don't Jail many 
criminals. Instead we tell ourselves that probation, suspended sen
tences and the like are "really" better. Needless to say, such a policy 
conv~ces both the prospective criminal and the public that punish
ment is a sham and that the criminal justice system has no moral 

principles. . . 
Still it is important not to overgeneralize thi~ argument. Many 

people apply it to premarital sex, for exampl~, ar~g that fear, of eco
nomic hardship in an important deterent to illegItlffiacy and that 0a:er-
ing unwed mothers an economic second ch~ce mak~s unmarned 
women more casual about sex and contracepnon. In this case, how
ever, the problem turns out to be illusory. Unmar:ied wo~en d~ n?t 
seem to make much effort to avoid pregnancy even ill states like MiSSIS
sippi, where AFDC pays a pittance. !his. ~eans th~t libe~ legisl~tors 
can indulge their impulse to support ille!:?ltlffi~te.children ill a modicum 
of decency without fearing that generosIty will illcrease the number of 
children born into this unenviable situation. 

The problem of second chances is intimately rela~ed to the larger 
problem of maintaining respect for the rules g?vemmg rew~ds and 
punishments in American society. As M:rrray :Ightly emph~1Ze5, ~o 
society can survive if it allows people to ViOlate Its rules WIth lffipuruty . 
on the grounds that "the system is at fault." Murray also argIles that 
the liberal impulse to blame "the system" for blacks' probl~ms ~layed 
an important part in the social, cultural, and moral detenoranon of 
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black urban communities after 1965. That such deterioration occurred 
in many cities is beyond doubt. Blacks were far more likely to murder, 
rape, and rob one another in 1980 than in 1965. Black males were also 
more likely to father children they did not intend to care for or sup
port. Black teenagers were less likely to be working. 

All this being conceded, the question remains: were these ills at
tributable to people's willingness to blame the system, as Murray 
claims? During the late 1960s crime, drug use, child abandonment, 
and academic lassitude were increasing in the prosperous white sub
urbs of New York and Los Angeles-a,nd, indeed, in London, PragIle, 
and Peking-as well as in Harlem and Watts. Murray is right to em
phasize that the problem was worst in black American communities. 
But recall his explanation: "we-meaning the not-poor and the un
disadvantaged-had changed the rules of their world. Not our world, 
just theirs." If that is the explanation, why do we see the same trends 
among the rich? 

Losing Ground does not answer such questions. Indeed, it does not 
ask them. But it does at least cast the debate over social policy in what I 
believe are the correct terms. First, it does not ask how much our social 
policies cost, or appear to cost, but whether they work. Second, it 
makes clear that a successful program must not only help those it seeks 
to help but must do so in such a way as not to reward folly or vice. 
Third, it reminds us that social policy is about punishment as well as 
rewards, and that a policy which is never willing to countenance suffer
ing, however deserved, will not long endure. The liberal coalition that 
dominated Washington from 1964 to 1980 did quite well by the first 
of these criteria: its major programs, contrary to Murray's argument, 
did help the poor. But it did not do as well by the other two criteria: it 
often rewarded folly and vice, and it never had enough confidence in its 
own norms of behavior to assert that those who violated these norms 
deserved whatever sorrows followed. 




