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Introduction

THE IDEA that scientific knowledge holds the key to solving social problems
has long been an article of faith in American liberalism. Nowhere is this more
apparent than when it comes to solving the “poverty problem.” For well over
a century, liberal social investigators have scrutinized poor people in the hopes
of creating a knowledge base for informed social action. Their studies have
generated massive amounts of data and a widening array of research tech-
niques, from the community-based social surveys of the Progressive Era, to
the ethnographic neighborhood studies conducted by Chicago-school social
scientists in the 1920s, to the technically sophisticated econometric analysis
that forms the basis of the poverty research industry today. Although its origins
can be traced to what historian Daniel Rodgers calls the transatlantic “bor-
rowings” of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century progressives, contem-
porary poverty research is very much an American invention, with a degree of
specialization and an institutional apparatus that is unmatched in other parts
of the world.1 And yet, poverty remains a fact of life for millions in the world’s
most prosperous economy, stubbornly resistant to all that social scientists have
learned about its “causes, consequences, and cures.”2

Frustrated by what they routinely refer to as the “paradox” of “poverty
amidst plenty,” liberal social scientists often charge that politics and ideology
are to blame. We know what to do about poverty, they believe, but ideologi-
cally motivated policy makers from both sides of the aisle lack the political
will to do the right, scientifically informed thing. A powerful expression of
such frustration came in response to the “end of welfare as we know it” in
1996, when three highly respected Department of Health and Human Services
Department officials resigned in protest over President Clinton’s decision to
sign the harsh, Republican-sponsored Personal Responsibility and Work Op-
portunity Reconciliation Act—now widely referred to as welfare repeal. “The
passage of this new law tells us what we already knew,” wrote HHS Assistant
Secretary Peter Edelman in explaining his actions. “[P]oliticians make deci-
sions that are not based on research and experience.” Welfare reform was a
triumph of politics and ideology over knowledge, that is, and a defeat for the
policy analysts who had mustered an enormous amount of scientific data show-
ing that the bill would send millions more children into poverty—very much
in the hope of preventing politicians from doing the wrong thing.3

Accurate though it may be in its characterization of recent welfare reform,
this explanation for what happened in 1996 has one overriding problem: it fails
to acknowledge the role that scientific poverty expertise played in bringing
welfare as we knew it to an end. Following a well-established pattern in post–
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Great Society policy analysis, the Clinton administration’s poverty experts had
already embraced and defined the parameters of a sweeping welfare reform
featuring proposals that promised to change the behavior of poor people while
paying little more than rhetorical attention to the problems of low-wage work,
rising income inequality, or structural economic change, and none at all to the
steadily mounting political disenfranchisement of the postindustrial working
class. Approaching the poverty problem within the narrow conceptual frame
of individual failings rather than structural inequality, of cultural and skill
“deficits” rather than the unequal distribution of power and wealth, the social
scientific architects of President Clinton’s original, comparatively less punitive
welfare reform proposal made “dependency” their principal target and then
stood by helpless as congressional conservatives took their logic to its radical
extreme. Their helplessness in the matter was not just a matter of “bad” politics
laying “good” scientific knowledge to waste. It was also a failure of the knowl-
edge itself.

Taken on its own, the recent “end of welfare” offers evidence for one of the
central arguments of this book: that building an antipoverty agenda will require
a basic change in the way we as a society think collectively about “the poverty
problem,” a change that begins with a redirection in contemporary social scien-
tific poverty knowledge. Here I am referring to the body of knowledge that,
very much as a legacy of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty, has attained a
kind of quasi-official status in defining “the poverty problem” and assessing
how social programs affect the poor. Besides being social scientific, this
knowledge is based principally on quantitative, national-level data. It is pro-
duced by a network of public agencies, think tanks, university-based and pri-
vately operated research institutes that traffics in the shared language and rec-
ognized methods of applied economics and policy analysis. Although liberal
in origins, poverty knowledge rests on an ethos of political and ideological
neutrality that has sustained it through a period of vast political change. Very
much for this reason, it can also be distinguished by what it is not: contempo-
rary poverty knowledge does not define itself as an inquiry into the political
economy and culture of late twentieth-century capitalism; it is knowledge
about the characteristics and behavior and, especially in recent years, about
the welfare status of the poor. Nor does it much countenance knowledge honed
in direct action or everyday experience, whether generated from activism, pro-
gram implementation, or, especially, from living poor in the United States.
Historically devalued as “impressionistic,” “feminized,” or “ideological,” this
kind of knowledge simply does not translate into the measurable variables that
are the common currency of “objective,” “scientific,” and hence authoritative
poverty research.

Certainly I am not the first to make the argument that poverty knowledge,
as currently constituted, needs to change. On occasion such an argument has
been sounded by recognized poverty experts, exasperated, for example, by



I N T R O D U C T I O N 5

how their colleagues have allowed the political obsession with welfare depen-
dency to overshadow the problems of wage decline, labor market failure, and
rising inequality that continually get shunted off to the side in the poverty/
welfare debate.4 More often, though, the argument for change finds expression
in the not-always-articulated frustration of people on the periphery of the pov-
erty research industry—the program administrators, advocates, legislators,
community activists, or, as in my own case, the foundation program officers—
who since the 1980s have grown increasingly dissatisfied with the narrow,
individualized focus of poverty research, who feel cut off from its technical
language and decontextualized, rational choice models of human behavior,
and who rankle at its refusal to acknowledge the value judgments underlying
measures of welfare “dependency” that have come to play such a prominent
role in recent policy. To be sure, thanks to poverty knowledge we now have a
more accurate statistical portrait of who suffers from substandard incomes,
housing, nutrition, and medical care—a far more diversified and shifting popu-
lation than lingering stereotypes of the “other America” would allow. So, too,
has poverty knowledge provided an indispensable picture of actual program
spending and benefit levels that contradicts popular notions of welfare mothers
living off the fat of the state. Poverty experts have also amassed convincing
evidence about the links between poverty and macroeconomic performance,
and about the extraordinary effectiveness of Social Security in reducing pov-
erty among the elderly. And yet, however impressive its data or sophisticated
its models, poverty knowledge has proved unable to provide an analysis or,
equally important, a convincing narrative to counter the powerful, albeit sim-
plistic story of welfare state failure and moral decline—a narrative that, with
the help of well-organized conservative analysts, has come to inform policy
discourse to a degree hardly imaginable twenty years ago.

I got my first introduction to poverty knowledge as a new assistant program
officer at the Ford Foundation in the mid-1980s, when the liberal research
establishment was still reeling from the impact of Charles Murray’s just-
released missive, Losing Ground. In that book, Murray used data and tech-
niques earlier honed in predominantly liberal think tanks to argue that the
liberal welfare state was to blame for a whole host of social problems, includ-
ing poverty, family breakup, and crime.5 From an empirical standpoint, Mur-
ray’s argument proved easy to demolish, and a number of poverty experts rose
convincingly to the task. But their careful empirical analyses were no match
at all for Losing Ground as an ideological manifesto: couched, as they were,
in the language and conventions of ideologically neutral objectivity, these cri-
tiques alone were inadequate as a response to Murray’s attack on both the
value premises and the performance record of the welfare state. Nor were
poverty experts organized to counter the network of explicitly ideological con-
servative and libertarian think tanks that had managed, through their own or-
ganizing and publicity, to gain control of the terms of the poverty debate.



6 I N T R O D U C T I O N

Along with many others at the time, then, I welcomed what has since become
a perennial conversation about how liberal and progressive philanthropy can
use knowledge more effectively to shape rather than react to public debate. At
the same time, I was struck by what is still a pervasive assumption in the
network of research institutes that make up the core of the poverty research
industry: that knowledge, in order to meet the standards of empirical testing
and rigorous scientific scrutiny, must—indeed that it ever is or can be—apoliti-
cal if not entirely value- and ideology-free.

In my job as assistant director of the Ford Foundation’s Project on Social
Welfare and the American Future, I was responsible for managing a portfolio
of research grants that purposely ranged across the broad spectrum of social
welfare policies, but that inevitably concentrated on the hotly contested issues
of poverty, welfare, and what was becoming widely known as the “underclass.”
This proved my first introduction to the enormous influence of foundations
and government agencies in setting social scientific research agendas, through
control not just over what and who gets funding, but also over what, at any
given time, constitutes policy expertise. To the extent that poverty research
agendas were driven by “the science” (a standard foundation question: “what
do we know and what do we need to know?”), it was always with an eye to
making social science more “policy-relevant”—a virtual guarantee, during an
era of rising deficits and antiliberal, antigovernment backlash, that poverty
research would confine itself to an ever-shrinking realm of political possibility.
The parameters of research were similarly narrow, as captured in what at the
time was repeatedly characterized as the central fault line in the social scientific
debate: whether poverty was “structural,” and hence “caused” by an absence
of human capital, or “cultural,” as measured through various indicators of bad
behavior, including whether dependency and single parenthood were somehow
passed along as intergenerational character traits. In neither case was poverty
defined as anything other than an individual condition, nor was it seen as sus-
ceptible to any other than individual-level reform. Most striking to me, though,
was how rarely anyone acknowledged that this constricted, strangely either-or
debate was not at all new, and not one that had ever been definitively settled
through recourse to empirical data and social scientific models alone. Here
again I agreed with the still-current assessment that poverty knowledge needed
to be more interdisciplinary, qualitative as well as quantitative, and much
broader in scope—and that it could use a good deal more of what we on the
Social Welfare Project took to calling “blue sky” thinking in analyzing the
possibilities for reform.

A few years later, as a staff associate assigned to the Social Science Research
Council’s Program for Research on the Urban Underclass, I had an opportunity
to work more directly with social scientists to attempt such a broad, interdisci-
plinary approach, for the purposes of understanding at least one dimension of
contemporary poverty—the dramatic economic decline of racially segregated
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neighborhoods in the nation’s postindustrial urban core. That project, which I
joined in the early 1990s, used the work of sociologist William Julius Wilson
as the starting point for what was to be a more structural as well as interdisci-
plinary understanding of the roots of ghetto poverty, one that, in the eyes of
its sponsor, the Rockefeller Foundation, could inform the design of commu-
nity-based programs as well as national policy debates. These aims, as I soon
discovered, were more easily stated than achieved. On the one hand were the
methodological, conceptual, even linguistic barriers between disciplines, all
exaggerated by our effort to broaden the conversation to disciplines that had
been sidelined within established poverty research networks in recent years.
On the other there were the divisions separating “academic” from “applied”
policy research, and social scientists from neighborhood residents and prac-
titioners—divisions rooted as much in professional cultures as in conflicting
ideas about what constituted “usable” knowledge for purposes of policy and
program. Especially telling, though, was that the efforts to “operationalize”
and test the underclass concept continued to rest far more heavily on indicators
of individual and group behavior than on comparable measures of structural
economic and/or institutional decline in urban neighborhoods—reinforcing
the notion that some form of behavioral “pathology” was what caused and
sustained the underclass. When the SSRC Underclass Program was ending,
in late 1993 and early 1994, it had just barely begun to broach the institutional-
ized barriers to collaboration and to address the limitations of conventional
measures for documenting structural and community-level change. By then,
too, poverty researchers had started to pay more attention to the growth in
inequality and the decline of wages as defining, structurally rooted conditions
of late twentieth-century poverty. Still, social science was a long way from
realizing a genuinely different kind of poverty knowledge, one that revolved
more around the problems of political economy than the behavioral problems
of the poor.

Coming, as it did, from a planning group led by prominent poverty experts,
the Clinton administration’s 1994 proposal to “end welfare as we know it”
seemed more a step backwards than a reflection of the powerful evidence
emerging from recent research—particularly in the administration’s willing-
ness to make dependency the issue without adequately addressing the more
pressing issues of declining wages and available work. Protest though they
might once conservative Republicans took over, it was difficult to deny that
welfare reform drew its logic from a so-called “consensus” on dependency that
the administration’s poverty experts had helped to construct—or that welfare,
especially in recent memory, was simply not an issue that would be decided
on the basis of high-minded, nonideological debate. And yet, the end of welfare
has decidedly not spurred efforts to rethink the premises, the organization, or
the overwhelmingly individualized focus of poverty research. If anything, it
has been the occasion for growth and expansion in the existing research indus-
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try—in response to the well-warranted concern for keeping track of what actu-
ally happens to people under the new rules.

For me, then, the role of liberal social science in ending welfare confirmed
the need to reexamine, and ultimately to reconstruct, the foundations of con-
temporary poverty knowledge. But while this view is informed by my experi-
ence as a funder and a kind of participant observer, it has been more deeply
informed by historical research. Through historical analysis I have come to
appreciate why poverty knowledge is so loaded with meaning: why “knowing”
poverty generates such controversy and so much attention; why what is recog-
nized as expertise can be so consequential—though rarely in ways the experts
anticipate—for the poor; and why as a body of knowledge that has been histori-
cally constructed, it must be assessed as a part of historical trends in ideology,
politics, institutions, culture, and political economy far more than as a dis-
embodied store of learning about poverty’s “causes” and “cures.” By way of
introduction, then, and in the chapters that follow, I highlight several insights
that can be drawn from historical understanding of poverty knowledge, and
that inform my conclusion that reconstructing poverty knowledge is more
than simply a matter of generating new research questions for social scientists
to pursue.

First and foremost among these insights is that poverty knowledge is funda-
mentally ideological in nature: It is above all a project of twentieth-century
liberalism, dating most immediately from the 1960s and the Great Society, but
more deeply rooted in the rise of the “new liberalism” that emerged in late
nineteenth-century Euro-American political culture as an alternative to the lais-
sez-faire individualism of the industrial age.6 Originating, as it did, in this
formative period of twentieth-century liberalism, poverty knowledge rests on
several characteristic commitments and beliefs: a commitment to using rational
empirical investigation for the purposes of statecraft and social reform; a belief
that the state, in varying degrees of cooperation with organized civil society, is
a necessary protection against the hazards of industrial capitalism and extreme
concentrations of poverty and wealth; a commitment, nevertheless, to main-
taining a capitalist economy based on private ownership and market principles,
however much it need be tamed or managed by public intervention; and, fi-
nally, a distinctly secular faith in human progress, not just through the accumu-
lation of knowledge, but through the capacity to apply it for the common good.
These core beliefs, to be sure, have been subject to varying interpretations, to
internal conflict, and to revision over time. Nevertheless, in one form or an-
other they have defined poverty knowledge as a liberal as well as a scientific
enterprise, starting with the efforts by Progressive-era social investigators to
de-pauperize thinking about poverty—to make it a matter of social rather than
individual morality—by turning attention from the “dependent” to the wage-
earning poor.
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As a historically liberal enterprise, poverty knowledge also reflects the di-
versity and internal tensions within twentieth-century liberal social thought:
differences between labor/ left and corporate/centrist liberals over how to man-
age the economy; between “top-down,” elite-driven and “bottom-up,” politi-
cally empowering approaches to reform; and even between class-based vs.
cultural or “identity” politics, as can be seen in a long-enduring debate pitting
“race” against “class” as alternative frameworks for explaining and responding
to poverty among African Americans. Most fundamentally though, poverty
knowledge reflects a central tension within liberal thought about the nature of
inequality—not so much over whether inequality is innate or environmental in
origin, but whether it is best understood and addressed at the level of individual
experience or as a matter of structural and institutional reform. That this ten-
sion has more often been resolved in favor of the individualist interpretation
can be seen in several oft-noted features in poverty research. One is the virtual
absence of class as an analytic category, at least as compared with more indi-
vidualized measures of status such as family background and human capital.
A similar individualizing tendency can be seen in the reduction of race and
gender to little more than demographic, rather than structurally constituted,
categories. Poverty research treats the market and the two-parent, male-headed
family in much the same way, as inevitable, naturally occurring ways of order-
ing human relations rather than as institutions that are socially created and
maintained. The point is that these have not always been prevailing characteris-
tics in poverty knowledge; nor are they simply a reflection of a shift towards
economics as its disciplinary base. They grew just as much out of ongoing
struggles within liberalism over the ideological boundaries of reform—the out-
comes of which, in the name of remaining realistic or “relevant” for political
purposes, have repeatedly eclipsed an alternative, more institutionalist and so-
cial democratic research tradition, that has challenged liberalism’s individual-
istic assumptions from within. Nor, for this very reason, should we see the
outcome in terms of some self-generating, inevitable ideological trajectory, or
in terms of an irreversible end to an expansive, social democratic, or participa-
tory vision of liberal reform. Indeed, the ideological boundaries of poverty
knowledge have been drawn and redrawn amidst changing political and eco-
nomic circumstances, and in an ongoing process of negotiation and debate.

Thus, by paying attention to the history of poverty knowledge, we can see
that its very development as a science has been closely tied to the shifting
preoccupations, to the political fortunes, and certainly to the major crusades
of twentieth-century liberalism. Not all of these crusades were tied so obvi-
ously to the expansion of social welfare provision: World War II and the Cold
War underwrote the anthropological studies in developing countries that fos-
tered Oscar Lewis’s infamous theory of the “culture of poverty.” So, too, did
they provide the occasion for the use of systems analysis in a burgeoning
postwar defense industry—a weapon, so to speak, that federal research admin-
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istrators imported directly from the Pentagon when it came time to fight the
War on Poverty. Poverty knowledge was also shaped by domestic social wel-
fare considerations, and none more powerfully than the experience of postwar
economic affluence. Eager to push the expansive economy to its “full growth
potential,” Keynesian economists in the Kennedy administration cultivated an
analysis that linked poverty to sluggish growth and less-than-full employment,
and its solution to what skeptics considered the unlikely device of a growth-
stimulating tax cut. And it was amidst the great African American migrations
of the two post–world war periods that poverty knowledge began gradually to
exhibit an assimilationist racial egalitarianism, brilliantly synthesized in Gun-
nar Myrdal’s An American Dilemma during the 1940s, that explained differ-
ences of race and class in terms of culture rather than biology while implicating
cultural exclusion and pathology in the persistence of black poverty. Here in
particular poverty knowledge proved capable of accommodating, and to some
degree anticipating, the social movements and world transformations that were
reshaping liberalism at the time, and that made it sufficiently flexible as an
ideology to sustain a loose consensus within a diverse constituency during the
decades after World War II.

Nevertheless, as with liberalism, the capaciousness of poverty knowledge
could only extend so far before bearing the brunt of internal conflict and bat-
tering from without. Thus, by the late 1960s both the culture of poverty and
racial assimilationism had generated deeply divisive debates within a social
scientific community that was itself being transformed by civil rights and wom-
en’s movement politics. Similarly, with the end of postwar affluence and the
collapse of the “Keynesian consensus,” poverty knowledge lost both its link to
macroeconomic policy and its central organizing idea. More recently, poverty
knowledge has been profoundly shaken by the rise of the political Right, with
its ideological, not-always secularist approach to knowledge and its extraordi-
nary success in keeping the locus of discourse away from the economics of
rising inequality and centered squarely on issues framed as “family values,”
“big government,” and the decline of personal responsibility. It is in this con-
text that the direction poverty knowledge has taken in the past two decades
reflects the fragmentation of liberalism, and its subsequent efforts to reinvent
itself on a more limited social base—this time in the guise of the “third way,”
“new Democrat,” or market-oriented neoliberalism that ushered in the end of
welfare while wholeheartedly embracing the private market as the ultimate
arbiter of individual well-being and the common good. With the turn to depen-
dency as its central concept, the contemporary neoliberal drift in poverty re-
search marks an important break with the earlier “new liberal” past, for it in
effect re-pauperizes the poverty issue while emphasizing individual, rather
than social, morality.

A second major insight from historical analysis is that poverty knowledge
is highly political in nature, in ways that go beyond its close association with
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the trajectory of liberalism, and that have led to the emergence of professional
social science as the dominant source of expertise on poverty and welfare
policy. To some degree this can be understood as part of the politics of knowl-
edge—the ability of well-placed research entrepreneurs to act as advocates for
particular approaches, theoretical frameworks, and for the necessity of social
scientific expertise as the basis of enlightened policy. It is thanks to such efforts
that poverty knowledge bears the markers of professionalization—specializa-
tion, standardized data, experimental methods, a body of theory, or at least a
series of “testable hypotheses”—along with the mechanisms for training future
generations to uphold established standards of scientific expertise. But the tri-
umph of social science as a way of knowing poverty can also be understood
as part of the politics of class, race, and gender in determining who qualifies
and can participate as an authority—and who not—in the broader public
sphere. Seen in this light, poverty knowledge can be characterized as the proj-
ect of an increasingly credentialed, formally educated segment of the middle
class—one that, despite important contributions from prominent female and
nonwhite social scientists, has for most of its history been predominantly white
and male. Moreover, the claim to scientific objectivity rests on technical skills,
methods, information, and professional networks that historically have ex-
cluded those groups most vulnerable to poverty: minorities, women, and espe-
cially the relatively less-educated working class, putting poverty knowledge
in a position not just to reflect but to replicate the social inequalities it means
to investigate.

This is not to say that poverty knowledge can be reduced to a playing out
of material class interest (populist and conservative critics to the contrary, there
really is not much money or professional glamour to be had from studying
the poor), nor to deny that individual social scientists have been capable of
transcending their class, race, and gender-bound identities. It is to recognize,
though, that not only despite but because of its quest for a particular scientific
standard, poverty knowledge has been filtered, not just through the experiences
and cultural biases of the privileged, but through the social position of “the
professors” in relation to “the poor.” It is in this regard that recent changes in
political economy take on a special significance for poverty knowledge, not
just as they affect the demographic “composition” of poverty, but as they pit
the more- against the less-educated in the distribution of economic punish-
ments and rewards. In the “new,” information-hungry, postindustrial economy,
poverty experts are in a position to benefit from the transformations that have
destabilized the industrial working class; in economists’ language, it is an
economy that brings ever-greater “returns” to education while devaluing indus-
trial skills. And yet, poverty experts show little inclination to question whether
their own stake in the “new economy” might affect their interpretation that its
disparities can be explained primarily as differences in education and skill—
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suggesting, in a way reminiscent of earlier cultural criticism, that the poor
should simply strive to be more like us.

It is this disparity of status and interest that make poverty research an ines-
capably political act: It is an exercise of power, in this instance of an educated
elite to categorize, stigmatize, but above all to neutralize the poor and disad-
vantaged through analysis that obscures the political nature of social and eco-
nomic inequality. By the same token, it is the power to construct and give
scientific weight to ideas of what is natural, “functional,” or socially desirable,
in terms that are exclusive of, if not in direct opposition to, the poor. Finally,
it is the power to constitute or at least to influence the categories of social
policy in ways that are of material consequence to the poor, whether those
categories have to do with determining the particulars of who is eligible (or
“deserving”) of public assistance or with establishing the broader parameters
of the welfare state.

The question of categorization in turn highlights a third important insight
from historical analysis, and that is the degree to which poverty knowledge
has been influenced by social welfare institutions and the categories they estab-
lish for channeling (or denying) aid to people who are poor. For just as social
scientists and social research have played a part in shaping policy, so, too, has
the structure of U.S. social welfare policy played a central role in designating
what constitutes poverty knowledge, and in distinguishing it from labor, or
economic, or other bureaucratically influenced categories of research. It was
not until the War on Poverty in the 1960s that the state officially recognized
poverty as a category for investigation, launching a research operation within
the newly created Office of Economic Opportunity, adding poverty statistics
to the federal census, and adopting an official “poverty line.” Before then, the
study of poverty had been segmented according to the categories and constitu-
encies of social policy, acknowledged within the bureaucracy as an aspect of
maternal and child welfare, old age, or unemployment but not privileged as a
problem worthy of an elaborate investigatory apparatus in its own right. Even
when infused with the crusading spirit of the Great Society, poverty could
hardly be considered a truly “privileged” research category. Ever aware of its
negative connotations, research bureaucrats continually struggled with ways
to keep the word “poverty” out of their initiatives, while the institutionalized
stigma assigned to “poor people’s” or “welfare” programs created an incentive
for agencies to sharpen, rather than break down, the distinctions between their
own constituencies and the poor.

Poverty knowledge reflects the influence of institutional arrangements in
other ways as well, and in particular the uneasy, and changing, relations be-
tween the state, civil society, and the private market economy that have charac-
terized the twentieth-century American polity. Made possible from the start
by the frequently cooperative ventures of state /federal research bureaus and
corporate philanthropy, poverty knowledge has been cultivated primarily
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within a changing array of nonprofit research organizations and social policy
“intermediaries” which, though established to be nonpartisan sources of
knowledge, presumably independent of politics or the state, have themselves
been affected by three major developments in the public/private “mix.”

The first is what was, at least up until the 1980s, a fairly steady expansion
of the state in the production of social scientific knowledge, resulting in a
proliferation of agency research bureaus, along with opportunities for social
scientists to move in and out of official government posts. It was not until after
World War II, however, that the prospect of often large federal government
contracts became a mainstay, as well as a source of legitimacy, in social scien-
tific research. Like other large-scale government undertakings, the War on
Poverty played a pivotal role in this regard, generating the impetus for the
elaboration of a whole new set of specialized research institutions designed
specifically to meet federal demands for policy research. Thus constituted,
poverty research developed what by contemporary welfare criteria would have
to be considered an unhealthy, long-term “dependence” on the state—certainly
a tendency to follow, rather than to set, the parameters of policy debate. A
second development, somewhat paradoxically, was the simultaneous tendency
to embrace the values of the private market in the organization and production
of knowledge—a competitive approach to procuring, and using, research in a
federal social research “market” that was constructed to meet political as well
as administrative needs. Nowhere was the competitive principle more opera-
tive than in the rise, expansion, and ultimate survival of the poverty research
industry, due largely to its entrepreneurial capacity to win government con-
tracts even after successive administrations began to dismantle the apparatus
of the Great Society welfare state. Indeed, the dramatic devolution of federal
welfare responsibility since the 1980s has actually sped the competitive pulse,
as state and local think tanks proliferate and state agencies become increasingly
important sources of funding once federally controlled.7 Contrary to stated
expectations, however, the embrace of competitive principles has hardly been
a guarantee of independent thought; if anything, it has tied poverty knowledge
more closely than ever to a contract market defined by agency needs, and to a
narrowly construed policy agenda that has given far higher priority to re-
forming welfare than to improving living standards for the working class.
Thus, the most recent historical development is perhaps most paradoxical of
all, and that is the rise of an alternative network of conservative and libertarian
knowledge-producing institutions that have managed to exert far greater policy
influence by eschewing government contracts, while embracing competitive
market principles as the basis for policy as well as for aggressively publicizing
their wares.

A fourth set of insights from historical analysis has to do with the nature of
poverty knowledge as science: to some degree in the enlightenment sense of
progressively accumulated knowledge, but more fundamentally as a product
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and shaping force in culture—a source of language, interpretive frameworks,
even of the stylized rituals of investigation that give expression to broader
social understandings of the human condition and of social change. Judged
according to the norms of rational enlightenment, poverty knowledge can in-
deed be credited with certain achievements, even if they have more to do with
documenting unequal or substandard conditions than with explaining why they
persist. With the help, for example, of longitudinal data, social experimenta-
tion, and a wide array of evaluation studies, social scientists have systemati-
cally challenged the stubborn mythology that poor people are lazy, nonwork-
ing, or for that matter that poor people are all alike. As welfare debates never
cease to remind us, however, very little in this body of presumably established
learning is uncontested—scientists arrive at very different conclusions even
when they use the same data and methodologies—nor has it, as learning, ex-
tended much beyond an expert elite. In contrast, scientific poverty knowledge
has had a far more lasting impact on the American cultural and social policy
vocabulary, albeit with ambiguous, at times contradictory results.

On the one hand is the notion, put forward initially by nineteenth-century
social investigators, that poverty is an objective, quantifiable condition—mea-
surable against a scientifically calculated standard of need known as the pov-
erty line. This measure of poverty has since been absorbed into bureaucratic,
political, and to a more limited degree popular culture—a way of determining
program eligibility as well as an indictment of society’s neglect. Equally im-
portant, at least in the eyes of its original proponents, is the social conviction
the measure implies: poverty is not a mystery of nature; it can be explained,
reduced, or eliminated by rational means. On the other hand, and far more
ubiquitous in political and popular culture, have been the many social scientific
variations on precisely the opposite theme: the notion, variously expressed in
concepts such as social “disorganization,” “deviance,” or “dysfunction”; in
metaphors such as the “vicious circle” or the self-perpetuating “tangle of pa-
thology”; and in totalizing theories of the “culture of poverty,” or, most re-
cently, the “underclass,” that poverty is deeply ingrained in “intractable” psy-
chological and cultural processes that may very well be beyond rehabilitation
or reform. Despite its current association with conservative politics, the culture
of poverty and its variants gained the imprimatur of scientific objectivity within
a liberal research tradition. As can be seen in recent efforts to measure the
underclass according to behavioral indicators, they have since achieved the
status of quantifiable fact—a status that at least some poverty experts, unable
to control the politics of “blaming the victim,” have subsequently come to
regret. In this sense, at least, poverty experts have proved to be rather ineffec-
tive cultural brokers: even when offered in the name of social criticism or as
a call to action, their formulations of cultural deviance have been used far more
readily and regularly to stigmatize, isolate, and deny assistance to the poor.
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Alongside the language that has been absorbed into popular and political
culture, over the past three decades poverty knowledge has also cultivated an
increasingly technical jargon as the common, if not exclusive, language of
poverty expertise. More than simply a question of quantification—the “ama-
teur” researchers of the social survey movement were every bit as quantitative
as current-day econometricians—the technical jargon of recent decades has
taken poverty knowledge to a level of abstraction and exclusivity that it had
not known before. It is a language laced with acronyms that themselves speak
of particular data sets, policies, and analytic techniques (PSID, NLSY, TRIM, FAP,
PBJI, EITC, and, albeit without a detectable sense of irony, Five Year Plans and
a model known as the KGB). It also speaks of a self-contained system of reason-
ing that is largely devoid of political or historical context, in which individuals
are the units of analysis and markets the principal arbiters of human exchange.
The effect has been to put entire questions and categories of inquiry outside
the boundaries of critical scientific discourse—capitalism, for example, like
the institutionalized systems of race and gender relations, does not translate
into variables that can be scrutinized within these models of cause and effect.

On the whole, though, poverty knowledge has been perhaps most effective
as a form of cultural affirmation: a powerful reassurance that poverty occurs
outside or in spite of core American values and practices, whether those are
defined in terms of capitalist markets, political democracy, self-reliance, and/
or a two-parent, white, middle-class family ideal. Although present in much
of the social scientific literature before then, it was not until the 1960s that this
theme became virtually institutionalized in research. That, after all, was when
federal officials, designating “poverty” as a distinct social, policy, and analytic
category, quite consciously detached it from the language of income distribu-
tion, class, and racial inequality. Poverty, to use the terminology of the day,
occurs in some “other,” separate America; as an aberration, an exception, a
“paradox” of plenty rather than as an integral or necessary condition of the
affluent society.8 Built on this premise, poverty knowledge continues to hold
out a certain promise: doing something about, even eliminating, poverty will
not require radical change; whether through social engineering, wage sub-
sidies, economic growth, or the new/old-fashioned strategy of pushing people
into the market, the paradox can be resolved without resorting to a massive
redistribution of power and wealth. It also offers a substitute language, of
deviance and deprivation, for the language of inequality. Most important from
a policy perspective, it conceptually disenfranchises poor people from the
larger political community—experts refer to the “working poor,” not the
“working class”—and in this way has helped to confine the reform conversa-
tion to the problem of welfare rather than the problems of political economy
and work.

In addition to these insights about the nature of poverty knowledge, histori-
cal analysis provides the basis of a narrative that weaves the various dimen-
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sions of poverty knowledge together—ideological, political, institutional, cul-
tural—while paying attention to the ever-changing contingencies of politics,
social movements, and critical events. This narrative, as laid out in the next
several chapters, is a story of transformation: over the course of the twentieth
century, the study of poverty has changed. What started out as a series of
reform-minded, sometimes “amateur” investigations into the political, or “so-
cial” economy of industrial capitalism has become an ostensibly more de-
tached, highly professionalized and technically proficient inquiry that takes
postindustrial capitalism as a given and focuses primarily on evaluating wel-
fare programs, as well as on measuring and modeling the demographic and
behavioral characteristics of the poor. This transformation did not occur as a
smooth, one-directional, or cumulative progression, but more as a series of
“turns,” or paradigm shifts. Nor did it take place along a single, clear-cut politi-
cal or ideological continuum so much as along liberalism’s complicated twists
and turns. Moreover, within this narrative of transformation are several conti-
nuities, in particular an enduring tension that has only recently become polar-
ized along liberal/conservative lines, between a discourse that associates pov-
erty with some form of cultural pathology or difference and one that points to
structural barriers in society and political economy. As we shall see, the tension
between “culture” and “structure,” while long-standing, has not always been
sharply drawn. For many, indeed, the existence of a poor, presumably patho-
logical subculture has been both a product of and a reason for redressing struc-
tural inequities in the political economy. It is also the case that the tension has
been bound up just as much in disciplinary rivalries as in prescriptions for
policy. Nevertheless, as poverty knowledge became more and more about poor
people and less and less about culture or political economy more broadly de-
fined, the terms of the question became more oppositional: what differentiates
poor people—money or culture—from everyone else? It is in this context that
“culture” vs. “structure” has come to be regarded as an either/or choice.

Two other themes warrant special mention in this narrative of transforma-
tion, and indeed help to explain its twists and turns. One is just how deeply
race has influenced the course of poverty knowledge, in the form of racial
ideology and racial politics, as well as in the racialized nature of poverty and
social policy. Thus, for example, it was at least in part the battle against pseudo-
biological justifications for racism that, in the early decades of the twentieth
century, helped to draw racially liberal social scientists to culture, both as a
way of explaining racial differences and inequities and as a way of showing
that they were neither natural nor inevitable. By the 1960s, though, culture was
itself becoming a suspect category in poverty knowledge, largely in reaction to
an unrelenting, heavily psychologized imagery of black cultural deviance and
pathology that, many suspected, had come to replace biology as a basis for
scientific racism. In other instances, race has exerted an equally powerful in-
fluence as an unacknowledged variable, in analyses that, for political and ideo-
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logical as well as for scientific reasons, have diminished the importance of
racially discriminatory institutions and social practices in explaining racialized
patterns of poverty. In this context, poverty has been conceptualized as an
alternative to rather than as a dimension of racial inequality—and itself a prob-
lem that can be addressed without explicit “race-targeted” policies. Neverthe-
less, the reality that poverty, and particularly welfare, have themselves become
such racially charged political problems has consistently undermined the very
possibility of “race-neutral” antipoverty policy.

A second theme running throughout the narrative is that poverty knowledge,
especially in recent decades, has frequently assumed far different political
meanings than what is envisioned by social scientists. Nowhere is this more
apparent than in the transformation of the culture of poverty in the late 1960s
and early 1970s from an argument for liberal intervention if not radical social
revolution (as Oscar Lewis occasionally hinted) to an argument for conserva-
tive withdrawal from the welfare state—a transformation brought about as
much by liberal and left critics who drew out the implications of the behavioris-
tic cast of Lewis’s theory as by an outright conservative embrace of the culture
of poverty theory. While themselves avoiding thorny issues of culture, econo-
mists affiliated with the War on Poverty similarly saw their research used for
unintended political purposes, when conservative policy analysts effectively
appropriated their methods, findings, and to some degree their style of dis-
course to undermine support for the welfare state in the 1980s. It is not only
the culture of poverty, then, that has been absorbed into conservative policy
thinking—Charles Murray, indeed, insisted that unmarried mothers grown de-
pendent on welfare were simply responding as any rational actor would to
the perverse incentives of the liberal welfare state. It is more a matter of a
knowledge base that, however unintentionally, has opened itself to conserva-
tive interpretation by locating the crux of the poverty problem in the character-
istics of the poor. But the use of poverty knowledge for overtly conservative
purposes also reveals an aspect of the relationship between knowledge and
policy that liberal or purportedly “neutral” social scientists have continually
underestimated—no matter how many times the best-laid plans of empirically
informed policy intellectuals have gone either unattended or misconstrued.
What matters in determining whether and how knowledge connects to policy
is not only the classical enlightenment properties of rationality and verifiabil-
ity; nor is it only the way knowledge is mobilized, packaged, and circulated;
nor even whether the knowledge corresponds with (or effectively shatters)
popularly held values and conventional wisdom. All of these things have, in-
deed, proved important in affecting the course of poverty and welfare policy.
Even more important in determining the political meaning and policy conse-
quences of poverty knowledge, though, has been the power to establish the
terms of debate—to contest, gain, and ultimately to exercise ideological he-
gemony over the boundaries of political discourse. It is within this broader
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context, of ideological battle that for the past two decades has been dominated
by the conservative right, that poverty knowledge has been used most effec-
tively for politically conservative ends.

Part One of this book begins with a discussion of what was known during
the Progressive Era as “social” economy and its efforts, most fully realized
in the social survey movement, to recast public understanding of poverty by
emphasizing its roots in unemployment, low wages, labor exploitation, politi-
cal disfranchisement, and more generally in the social disruptions associated
with large-scale urbanization and industrial capitalism. To be sure, Progressive
social investigators wrote with conviction about what they considered to be
the moral and cultural deficiencies of poor people. But they also used their
investigations to frame a much different kind of critical discourse: in the case
of the famed Hull House and Pittsburgh surveys, about the policies and institu-
tional practices of corporate capital; about the history and political economy
of racial discrimination in the case of W.E.B. DuBois; and even, in studies of
women in industrial, agricultural, and household work, about the burdens cre-
ated by the gendered division of labor. In this way, Progressive social investiga-
tors sought to extend the boundaries of antipoverty thinking to issues of indus-
trial democracy, political reform, and trade union organizing as well as to the
kind of community-based cultural uplift for which the settlement houses have
become renowned.

In chapter 1 I trace the shift from this Progressive “social” economy to
Chicago-school “social ecology” as the dominant paradigm in poverty re-
search. With substantial funding from the Rockefeller Foundation, Chicago-
school sociologists built a formidable research and training institution, with an
emphasis on theory-based, “objectivist” research as the appropriate knowledge
base for policy. Emulating the rigors and experimental techniques of the natural
sciences, Robert E. Park, Ernest W. Burgess, and their students treated local
neighborhoods more as laboratories for research and experimentation than as
sites for political organizing, social uplift, or industrial reform. Their naturalis-
tic models of urbanization, assimilation, and social “disorganization” ex-
plained poverty as an inevitable by-product of modernization, and looked to
more limited attempts to achieve neighborhood and family “reorganization”
in response. By the late 1920s, this model of community study and action had
largely displaced Progressive-era reform investigation as a source of expertise,
while reinforcing a growing professional and gender divide between academic
social science and feminized or “amateur” reform research. Equally important,
the Chicago-school turn in social investigation marked a shift away from politi-
cal economy as a framework for understanding poverty, and an embrace of the
newer, social psychological and cultural approaches of sociology and anthro-
pology. The implications of these developments were profound: social disorga-
nization and cultural lag, not industrial capitalism, were at the root of the
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poverty problem in the new social science, and cultural, not industrial, “reorga-
nization” was the cure.

In chapter 2, I show how these themes and methods continued to frame
social scientific understanding of poverty during the Great Depression, amidst
renewed concern over unemployment, low wages, and class polarization.
Shifting away from an initial, anti-statist emphasis in social ecology, however,
sociologists and social anthropologists used the techniques of cultural analysis,
social psychology, and laboratory-like community study to reintroduce and
invigorate the case for progressive-style political and economic reform. In
landmark community studies by Robert S. Lynd, W. Lloyd Warner, and
E. Wight Bakke, poverty was indeed a problem of corporate restructuring, and
unregulated capitalist markets, but it was also a sign of the cultural “lags” of
a society unable to adjust to the need for a welfare state. At the same time,
according to these scholars, poverty also led to deep-seated, potentially self-
perpetuating cultural and psychological disorders that stood as powerful evi-
dence of the need for enhanced social engineering to accompany the project
of relief and reform. So, too, according to regionalist sociologists at the Univer-
sity of North Carolina, had poverty hardened into cultural affliction in the
backward, “colonial” political economy that had earned the South recognition
as the nation’s “number one economic problem.”

In chapter 3 I draw out the ambiguities of this turn to culture as manifest in
the sociology of poverty and race, showing how racially liberal social scientists
used the concept of culture as at once a challenge to the biological racism of
earlier social science and as a powerfully stigmatizing way of explaining why
such a large proportion of the African American population remained mired
in poverty. Drawing alternately from Chicago-school social ecology and social
anthropology, sociologists in the 1930s and 1940s arrived at competing expla-
nations for the high rates of poverty among blacks. Those explanations came
together, though, in treating poverty as a form of cultural deviance or pathol-
ogy—whether a legacy of the cultural damage done by slavery, or an expres-
sion of the psychologically distorting influence of persistent white racism. It
was this formulation of cultural pathology that would most heavily engage
social scientific thinking about race and poverty for decades to come, and that,
even when invoked as a rationale for greater social and economic inclusion,
reinforced the imagery of a basically unassimilable black lower class.

The analytic emphasis on social psychology and culture redoubled in the
postwar decades, fueled by a combination of widening prosperity, Cold War
politics, and especially by the tremendous expansion in funding for research
in the behavioral sciences by private foundations and federal government agen-
cies. Turning away once again from political economy as the focus of investi-
gation or intervention, postwar sociologists and anthropologists concentrated
instead on the unique culture and psychology of what they regarded as an
isolated class of poor people, sharply distinguished from the more respectable
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working class, in an otherwise affluent society. As discussed in chapter 4,
this notion of cultural isolation also rested on an increasingly psychological
understanding of the family, and specifically of gender relations within low-
income, and particularly within black families, that drew heightened attention
to poor women’s reproductive behavior while ignoring their economic role.
These ideas about gender relations, expressed powerfully in studies of the
impact of the “mother-centered” or “matriarchal” family, were central to the
culture of poverty theory developed by Oscar Lewis, and widely accepted in
liberal social science by the late 1950s and early 1960s. As discussed in chapter
5, this and other theories of cultural deprivation and social disorganization
became the basis of a whole series of sociologically informed, community-
based, primarily urban social interventions sponsored by foundations and gov-
ernment agencies, that served as testing grounds for the War on Poverty. De-
picting the poor as socially isolated, and culturally deprived, these experiments
proved inadequate as a response to the ongoing problems of racial discrimina-
tion, suburbanization, and industrial decline that were then reshaping the urban
United States. At least in their earliest stages, they also embraced an essentially
apolitical vision of deliberative, rational, “top-down” change that the actual
experience of community action in the 1960s would quite literally explode.

Part Two of this book focuses on a set of developments that pulled poverty
knowledge in a somewhat different direction. It begins, in chapter 6, with the
emergence of a new political economy of poverty in the decades following
World War II, ushered in by the Keynesian and human capital “revolutions” in
economic thought and by the growing influence of economists in the expanding
policy apparatus of the federal government. Grounded in market-centered, neo-
classical economics, the new political economy returned to the older categories
of income, wages, and employment in its definition of the poverty problem,
but explained it as an indicator of inadequate economic growth, high unem-
ployment, and individual human capital deficiencies rather than relating it to
the unequal distribution of wealth and opportunity. Like its predecessors, this
formulation of the poverty problem reflected political and ideological concerns
as much as new analytic approaches. Aware of the political hazards, adminis-
tration economists made a conscious effort to avoid mention of redistribution
or economic restructuring in their proposals, emphasizing instead the power
of macroeconomic growth, high employment, and individual human capital
investment to bring poverty to an end. They also presented their antipoverty
initiative as essentially “race-neutral,” confident once again that growth and
tight labor markets would diminish the need for more overt, politically risky,
antidiscrimination policies. In many ways, this approach shared more in com-
mon with the psychology and culture of modernist social science than with
the political economy of Progressive reform: poverty stemmed not from the
economic and institutional relationships of industrial capitalism, but from the
individual—in this case skill—deficiencies of the poor. Thus, while uncomfort-
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able with psychological renditions of a problem they sought to redress with
economic measures, administration economists nevertheless incorporated the
notion of a culture of poverty in their blueprint for the War on Poverty in 1964,
and called for programs that would break the “vicious cycle” that had captured
the poor.

The tensions within the Great Society idea of poverty soon started coming
unraveled, however, when social scientists became embroiled in a series of
disputes that left their tenuous “consensus” in disarray. In chapter 7 I discuss
some of the less visible of these disputes, between economists and community
action administrators in the Office of Economic Opportunity over the kind of
social knowledge that was needed to fight poverty. This time, ironically, it was
the new political economy, armed with “hard” quantitative data, econometric
modeling techniques, and cost/benefit policy analysis, that laid claim to the
mantle of objectivity and political neutrality—and that, with the swift political
demise of community action, displaced sociology as the dominant framework
for poverty knowledge in the OEO. Borrowing from the experience of postwar
defense research, OEO economists led the way in creating the institutional
infrastructure for a poverty research industry—an industry designed with the
needs and interests of government policy makers in mind, principally reliant
on federal agencies for funding, and thriving long after the War on Poverty
had been abandoned. Chapter 8 then turns to the more public and visible of
the poverty “wars” of the mid-to-late 1960s, tracing a series of highly polarized
debates over the ideas about culture, race, and poverty underlying administra-
tion policy, most prominent among them the debate over the Moynihan Report
on the Negro Family following the Watts riot in 1965.

Part Three of Poverty Knowledge follows the fortunes of the poverty re-
search industry in the aftermath of the War on Poverty, when, in the face of
growing inequality, wage deterioration, urban deindustrialization, and a pro-
found ideological challenge to the liberal welfare state, the social scientific
poverty discourse narrowed even further to focus principally on understanding
the “dynamics” of welfare dependency, the skill deficits of the “working poor,”
and the size and characteristics of the urban “underclass.” In chapter 9 I outline
the political origins and institutional structure of the poverty research industry,
in the form of an interlocking network of government agencies, private founda-
tions, and nonprofit research institutes that operated together to define and
contain the boundaries of scientific poverty research. Reflecting a research
agenda that was substantially defined by the political obsession with welfare
reform, poverty researchers acquiesced to the shrinking parameters of social
policy by confining their sights to diagnoses and interventions targeting poor
people and their behavior while avoiding the pressing issue of growing dispari-
ties in income and wealth. Nor could analysis offer anything more than limited,
mostly descriptive explanations for why poverty was on the rise—explanations
that, confined as they were to what was measurable in existing databases, in-
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variably pointed to individual-level characteristics as the cause. In chapter 10
I show the poverty research industry faced with challenges that these individu-
alized models could not explain—growing inequality, wage deterioration, de-
industrialization, concentrated urban poverty—while grappling with an even
more fundamental ideological challenge from the political right. Little wonder,
then, that poverty analysts were overshadowed by the more explicitly ideologi-
cal, heavily publicized explanations offered by Charles Murray and other con-
servative social scientists who, nominally using the same “neutral” analytic
techniques perfected by economists at the OEO, blamed the rise of poverty on
the liberal welfare state. In two ways, I conclude in chapter 11, liberal poverty
knowledge contributed to the end of welfare in 1996—its acquiescence to a
political agenda that had less to do with reducing poverty than with reducing
the welfare rolls, and its failure to provide an explanatory knowledge base for
an alternative agenda of political and economic reform.

It is with these failures in mind that I conclude by outlining what a recon-
structed poverty knowledge might look like, a project that would draw upon
the insights from historical analysis to take in the political, ideological, institu-
tional, and cultural as well as the more immediate research agenda-setting
dimensions of the task. I aim, with this outline, to start a conversation rather
than to offer precise prescriptions for change. The first task is to redefine the
conceptual basis for poverty knowledge, above all by shifting the analytic
framework from its current narrow focus on explaining individual deprivation
to a more systemic and structural focus on explaining—and addressing—in-
equalities in the distribution of power, wealth, and opportunity. A second is to
broaden the empirical basis for poverty knowledge—recognizing that studying
poverty is not the same thing as studying the poor—by turning empirical atten-
tion to political, economic, institutional and historical conditions, to the policy
decisions that shape the distribution of power and wealth, and to interventions
that seek to change the conditions of structural inequality rather than narrowly
focusing on changing the poor. A third task is to change the way poverty
knowledge is produced and organized, shifting away from the state-centered
“research industry” model created during the War on Poverty in order to gener-
ate more independence and diversity in setting research agendas. A fourth is
to challenge the distinctions that associate narrowly construed, hypothesis-
testing models of inquiry with “objectivity” while denigrating more theoreti-
cal, historical, and structural analyses as “advocacy” or ideology. Above all, a
reconstructed poverty knowledge would challenge two fallacies that, despite
having been subject to frequent criticism, continue to inform the quest for more
or better knowledge about the poor: one, that good social science is a necessar-
ily apolitical, ideology- or “value-free” endeavor; the other, that rational, scien-
tific knowledge about poverty will yield a rational, scientific “cure.”
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C H A P T E R 1

Origins: Poverty and Social Science in
The Era of Progressive Reform

AT THE END of the nineteenth century social investigators in several of the
world’s most advanced industrial societies set out to bring new scientific under-
standing to the problem of poverty. In this they were very much caught up in
the international wave of organizing, policy innovation, state building, and,
above all, social learning that characterized the decades between 1880 and the
beginning of World War I as an era of progressive reform.1 They were also
moved by the central paradox Henry George referred to in the title of his wildly
popular Progress and Poverty (1879) and in subsequent lecture tours: that great
wealth and unprecedented productive capacity brought increasing poverty. So,
too, were they dedicated to challenging the precepts of “laissez-faire,” a doc-
trine they associated with unbridled free market capitalism, the narrow pursuit
of individual self-interest, and the rise of a social scientific justification for
inequality and concentrated wealth.2 Drawing on a combination of classical
economics and Social Darwinism, Yale University sociologist William Gra-
ham Sumner had argued that inequality was a social expression of the natural
laws of economic competition—the survival and dominance of the fittest—
and that any attempt to intervene in the free market system would simply set
progress back on its heels.3 Poverty was not only inevitable but, in Sumner’s
words, “the best policy”: deprived by their own or by nature’s doing, the poor
had no special claim on society at large.

The new knowledge, in contrast, would distinguish itself from other types
of “scientific” investigation in several ways, which together make the Progres-
sive Era a foundational period for twentieth-century poverty research. In the
first instance it would be rigorously empirical—for the most part, quantita-
tive—distinguishing it from the more abstract discourse of classical economics
that inscribed poverty, along with the operation of markets, with the aura of
natural law. The new poverty knowledge would take its cue instead from the
insurgent, German-influenced “new economics” expounded by Richard T. Ely,
Henry Carter Adams, and other founders of the American Economic Associa-
tion in 1885, which embraced a more historical and institutional, but above all,
social and ethical understanding of how the capitalist economy had evolved.4

Second, the new poverty knowledge would be rigorously objective, as distinct
from the morally judgmental inquiries of charity work, and would devote itself
to devising more and ever-better scientific methods for gathering, categorizing,
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and analyzing the facts of social, as opposed to merely individual, circum-
stance. Third, the new poverty knowledge would in no other sense be neutral;
it would, without bias toward specifics, serve the interests of reform. Moreover,
the new knowledge would be instrumental in other ways as well, serving the
institution-building objectives of a burgeoning array of public and private orga-
nizations—social settlements, philanthropies, professional and civic groups,
state and federal bureaus of research—that were beginning to look beyond the
patchwork of local poor laws and private charities for ways of prevention
rather than relief.5 The first order of business for the new poverty knowledge,
then, was not only to denaturalize but to depauperize the “poverty problem,”
by redirecting attention from individual dependency to social and, especially,
to labor conditions as underlying cause.6

To be sure, the new poverty knowledge was not without moral judgment;
it, too, deemed relief a corrupting influence and distinguished between deserv-
ing and undeserving poor. But Progressive investigators took some care to
distinguish social research from individual casework, to make theirs a study
of poverty rather than the poor. It was above all this shift in sensibility that set
the stage for the future development of poverty knowledge as a social scientific
research field, informing at once the extraordinary outpouring of investigation
into social conditions and the wave of philanthropic institution-building that
marked the Progressive Era. Ironically, it was in the name of this very same
sensibility that succeeding generations of social scientists would seek to distin-
guish theirs from that early Progressive project, with an approach to knowledge
that was at once more recognizably scientific and less immediately attached to
reform. It was thus as a more naturalistic, behavioral science that the new
poverty knowledge would seek to establish its cultural and political authority.
By the 1920s, University of Chicago sociologists had taken a first step in that
direction, with an “ecological” analysis of poverty that focused more on issues
of identity and culture than on employment and wages, and that provided the
conceptual underpinnings for programs of community action against poverty
in the second half of the twentieth century.

POVERTY AND INDUSTRIAL REFORM:
THE SOCIAL SURVEY MOVEMENT

Of all the methods of Progressive Era social investigation none better captures
the blend of social science and reform sensibility—of advocacy through objec-
tivity—than the social surveys conducted in the cities that were home to indus-
trial capital and, in the U.S., to an increasingly immigrant and nonwhite work-
ing class. The earliest and most renowned of the surveys—in London, Chicago,
Philadelphia, and Pittsburgh—have since been recognized as precursors to the
emergence of the more sophisticated sample survey methodology familiar to
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our own time. But the social surveys of the Progressive Era are relevant for
reasons that go well beyond methodology, most importantly for establishing a
framework within which poverty could be investigated as a problem of politi-
cal or social economy—of low wages, un- and “under”-employment, long
hours, hazardous work conditions—and of the policies and practices governing
the distribution of income and wealth. It was a framework, moreover, within
which investigators could, however sporadically, examine the political econ-
omy of racial and gender as well as class inequality—here again by scrutiniz-
ing the discriminatory policies and practices that shaped the labor market and
even, tentatively, relationships within the working-class family. Equally im-
portant, the social survey aimed to be both comprehensive and contextual, an
aim that drew attention beyond individuals and households to the community,
the neighborhood, the workplace, and to the details of associational life.

The social survey was also notable as an effort to join research with reform
in several ways: by devoting as much energy to displaying and publicizing as
to amassing the data; by using it as the basis for local organizing and commu-
nity action; and by making research a collective endeavor that engaged the
energies of amateur as well as professional social scientists—although not,
as later models of action research would, working-class community residents
themselves. Finally, at its height the social survey joined forces with the new,
more institutionalized private philanthropies to create a space outside either
the state or the university to generate knowledge for Progressive reform. As a
movement, more than in any single community study, the social survey quite
literally began to map out the substantive and institutional terrain of poverty
knowledge that would be explored by future generations of social scientists,
some with much different models and concerns in mind.

In terms of sheer size and international attention, nothing in the social survey
movement could approach Charles Booth’s Life and Labour of the People in
London, a seventeen-volume study published between 1889 and 1903, consid-
ered in its time and subsequently to be “the first great empirical study in the
social survey tradition.”7 Booth himself may have appeared something of an
unlikely poverty surveyor—a wealthy shipping merchant turned amateur
social scientist, a member of the Royal Statistical Society who financed his
own research and made it his personal avocation—but he was no stranger to
reform circles. Active as a philanthropist since early in his career, he was
consistently a voice for individual self-reliance and welfare capitalism, who
nonetheless envisioned a substantial role for the state in providing for the el-
derly and certain categories among the poor: at one point he toyed with the
not-uncommon idea of state-run labor colonies for the most “shiftless” of Lon-
don’s poor. He was also known to engage in respectful, albeit oppositional,
debate with British socialists, including his cousin by marriage and co-investi-
gator, Beatrice Potter Webb.8
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Booth’s study was notable for its painstaking and detailed data, but what
truly drew attention was his use of graphic and statistical display, best illus-
trated in his famous “Descriptive Map of London Poverty” (published in
1891), which soon became a kind of traveling centerpiece of social economy
exhibits around the world. To be sure, there were many revelations in Booth’s
statistical findings, which American investigators were eager to reproduce. Not
in the least of these was what Booth found about the extent and causes of
poverty, reportedly a surprise even to him: 30 percent of Londoners lived
below or just at his somewhat impressionistically defined “line of poverty,”
and problems with employment—lack of jobs, low wages, or intermittent
work—were chiefly to blame. Contrary to popular opinion, “habit” and behav-
ior could account for only a small proportion of London’s poverty; the lowest,
virtually self-reproducing class of “semi-criminals” measured less than 1 per-
cent of the population at large. The other leading causes, besides employment,
were illness and family size. Indeed, contemporary readers may be struck with
a certain sense of déjà vu: Booth’s findings touch on the contemporary contours
of poverty, as well as on the myths contemporary poverty knowledge seeks
continuously to dispel. Equally striking in this regard was Booth’s emphasis
on the heterogeneity of the poor, who made up the bottom half of an elaborate
eight-part scheme of social classes—A for the “lowest class of occasional la-
bourers, loafers, and semi-criminals,” B for the marginally employed “very
poor,” C for seasonal laborers, D for the low-paid, regularly employed poor—
on a scale that went from there to skilled laborers on through to the wealthy
“upper middle class.”9

But it was the maps, as much if not more than the voluminously reported
findings, that offered a distinctive way to look at poverty—in a way, in contrast
to the poignant but voyeuristic and individualized photographs published in
Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives (1890), that appealed to middle-class
intellect rather than mere sentiment. For there, in color-coded relief, Booth and
his assistants made poverty a part of the social and industrial fabric, of what
would later be called its social ecology, and still later its “built environment,”
by locating each of his eight classes in residential neighborhoods to create a
dramatic illustration of the social geography of poverty and wealth.10 The maps
also made poverty concrete and compelling, as a social problem to be reckoned
with, to an educated middle class. Indeed, Booth’s study, which helped to
launch the social survey movement in the United States, was entirely filtered
through middle-class perceptions: For all the extraordinary detail of its data,
there was no direct testimony—no actual household survey—to back it up.
Booth’s survey relied instead on the observations and estimates of amateur
investigators and local school board home visitors for statistical and qualitative
data on everything from occupations, income, expenditures, and housing con-
ditions to the street life of the neighborhoods.
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The maps were the most direct link to the first and most well-known of the
U.S. settlement house surveys inspired by Booth’s example, Hull House Maps
and Papers, published in 1895. Acknowledging the “greater minuteness” of
the territory—the study was confined to the third of a square mile immediately
to the east of Hull House, in Chicago’s 19th ward—its authors invoked the
“great interest” generated by Booth’s maps as a source of “warm encourage-
ment” for their own work.11 Their debt was most visible in the now-famous
color-coded Hull House maps, which graphically displayed the wage levels,
diversity, and the residential density in that working-class neighborhood. But
Hull House differed from Booth’s work in several important respects, indicat-
ing both the distinctive characteristics of urban poverty, and some of the more
homegrown roots of the new poverty knowledge in the United States.12

First, the Hull House maps underscored the degree to which race and eth-
nicity were essential dimensions of social stratification, and a central preoccu-
pation in American reform. The issues were particularly salient for Hull House
residents, who had founded their settlement in 1889 amidst the vast “new im-
migration” that brought thousands of racially “other” Southern and Eastern
Europeans to a city that was already home to large concentrations of British,
Irish, and German immigrants. The results were in plain view in the most
pronounced of the Hull House innovations: accompanying the color-coded
Map of Wages was a color-coded Map of Nationalities, which had no counter-
part in Booth’s work. There, observers could see not only the intermingling of
“eighteen nations . . . in this small section of Chicago,” but also their segmenta-
tion into “little colonies” that reflected an internal hierarchy in the slums—
blacks (“colored”) were clustered on the least desirable blocks; Italians and
Jews frequently relegated to the rear apartments in larger tenements.13 Here
the “minuteness” of the study area was in fact its strength, capturing in minia-
ture the multilayered patterns of wage inequality and residential segregation
that would only later harden into a stark separation between black and white.
In this regard, though, the great visual contribution of the maps did not extend
to the analysis in the accompanying papers. Save for a largely descriptive and
methodological opening comment by resident Agnes Holbrook, the neighbor-
hood data plotted on the maps are nowhere discussed in the book. The Hull
House Papers, instead, amount to an eclectic compilation of essays by various
residents and associates based on their own independent research, featuring
exposés of child labor and the infamous “sweating system” by Florence Kelley,
a comparative study of cloakmakers in New York and Chicago by a young
resident named Isabel Eaton, a series of separate essays on the Jews, the Bohe-
mians, and the Italians of the 19th ward, and a contribution from Hull House
founder Jane Addams on the role of settlements in the movement for industrial
democracy. The purpose of the maps was to “present conditions rather than
to advance theories,” Holbrook noted.14 Connecting the patterns of workers’
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earnings and racial segregation would await the more systematic and concen-
trated efforts of W.E.B. DuBois.

In fact, the absence of a visible editorial hand or even common database in
the volume points to a second distinctive aspect of the Hull House survey, and,
in the 1890s, social policy investigation in the U.S. more generally. Unlike
Life and Labours, which originated as a personal act of investigation and
philanthropy, Hull House Maps and Papers grew out of a much more scattered
sequence of connections that linked the settlement house to both university-
trained scholars and government research bureaus in what remained a decid-
edly ad hoc process of generating knowledge for the work of policy and re-
form. Indeed, Booth was quite consciously responding to a generalized but
“evident demand for information” emanating from contemporary policy de-
bates. He also, by virtue of his social standing and connections, had ready
access to the relatively more enclosed, centralized London policy making
elite.15 The Hull House residents, in contrast, drew from several different
empirical investigations, conducted independently for a scattered array of
agencies and designed to meet more immediate, specifically targeted policy
needs. In at least one instance this made for an important improvement, due
in part to the relatively advanced state of publicly gathered labor statistics in
the U.S.: the statistical data for the Hull House maps was based on actual
household surveys, supervised by then-resident Florence E. Kelley and com-
missioned as part of a study of urban slums by U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
director Carroll D. Wright. Kelley herself was an experienced social investiga-
tor, with graduate training at the University of Zurich that had introduced her
to the philosophic underpinnings of the “new economics” as well as to the
leading figures in European socialism. By the early 1890s, she was beginning
to gain notice as an expert on female and child labor—an expertise, due to the
bars of gender, she and other women social scientists had cultivated outside
the formal academy. When Wright commissioned her for the BLS study she
was already immersed in her duties as a special agent of the Illinois Bureau
of Labor Statistics, charged with investigating child labor and the sweating
system—the subjects of her contributions to the Hull House text. Still, in the
hopes of having a policy impact beyond these bureau connections, Kelley
turned to the academy: Hull House Maps and Papers was published under the
auspices of Richard T. Ely’s Library of Economics and Politics, and was sub-
ject to Ely’s review.16

But if Hull House Maps and Papers exhibited a certain ad hoc–ness, it
was at least in part because Addams and Kelley wanted it that way: social
investigation, Addams believed, could best advance the multifaceted settle-
ment mission by remaining independent of the state or the university. Like
Toynbee Hall, their counterpart in London, settlement house members estab-
lished residence in working-class neighborhoods to stem the threat of class
polarization through programs of education and cultural uplift, but even more
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so through actually “sharing,” as Jane Addams put it, “the life of the poor.”
Also unlike the British movement, the American settlement aimed to channel
the talents and energies of educated, middle-class Progressive women, for
whom it offered an alternative pathway to reform leadership and professional-
ism in the face of restricted opportunities in more traditionally male-dominated
venues.17 Social science was integral to both of these objectives: One of the
first Hull House endeavors was the Working People’s Social Science Club, a
neighborhood forum on “social and economic topics” that drew speakers and
participants from around the world.18 The settlement also proved an excellent
venue for female residents to practice—and acquire—the skills of empirical
investigation, and eventually to see their work in published form.19 For the
Hull House investigators, fulfilling these aspects of the settlement house mis-
sion could be put to scientific advantage: as neighborhood residents, they actu-
ally lived with the dense tenement crowding, hidden sweatshops, lack of ser-
vices, and constant changeover that might escape the otherwise untrained eye,
as Agnes Holbrook noted in her opening essay. Their status as neighbors fur-
ther helped, she believed, not only in smoothing the “insistent probing into the
lives of the poor,” but in matters of statistical measurement as well. So, too,
did their status as women make a difference. The question of family income
was a case in point. The Hull House residents were aware of the essential
contributions of women and children to family income, Holbrook wrote: “In
this neighborhood . . . a wife and children are sources of income as well as
avenues of expense.” Accordingly, they relinquished the practice of treating
wives and adult children as dependents and instead counted them as separate
wage-earning units contributing to household income. “The theory that ‘every
man supports his own family’ is as idle in a district like this as the fiction that
‘every man can get work if he wants it,’ ” Holbrook explained, drawing on her
neighborhood familiarity as well as her gender as sources of authority that no
university could provide.20

Moreover, social science was also a way of fulfilling the settlement’s ulti-
mate mission: not “sociological investigation,” as Jane Addams wrote in the
preface to Hull House Maps and Papers, but “constructive work.”21 On one
level that meant using investigation as the basis of wide-reaching programs
of community mobilization and action—to identify neighborhood problems,
agitate for municipal response, and, especially, to form cooperative neighbor-
hood ventures to serve local needs through child care, communal kitchens,
recreational facilities, savings and loans and a host of neighborhood clubs. It
also meant using investigation as the basis of publicity, for settlement work as
well as for working-class needs. Indeed, the entire research project would be
“unendurable and unpardonable,” wrote Agnes Holbrook, without the “convic-
tion that the public conscience when roused must demand better surroundings
for the most inert and long-suffering citizens of the commonwealth.”22 More-
over, social science was a way to put a distance between settlement work and
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charity or individual casework, albeit without ever completely severing the tie.
“It is, of course, a very easy thing to give a man who asks for a meal some
food and send him on, but it is very bad for the man,” wrote University of
Chicago social scientist and longtime Hull House resident Sophonisba Breck-
inridge reflecting on the activities of the settlement’s Relief Committee. For
Breckinridge it was more important to “find out why he is tramping and after
investigating put him in a way of getting work.”23 To the social scientist this
was much more than a matter of individual casework; Breckinridge herself
took part in several pioneering studies of local housing, workplace conditions,
immigrant labor, juvenile delinquency, and, on a national level, female and
child labor. Such investigations, of which Hull House Maps and Papers was
an early example, gave the settlement a voice in numerous reform campaigns
and a knowledge base, as Jane Addams urged in her closing chapter, for coop-
eration between the settlements and the labor movement in the project of “in-
dustrial organization.”24

Indeed, in Hull House Maps and Papers, as in so many other Progressive Era
contributions to poverty knowledge, it was the “labor question,” as opposed to
the “poverty question,” that took center stage. The volume appeared at the
height of labor radicalism, less than a year after the bloody Pullman strike tore
Chicago—and much of the country—apart. In this context, and more generally
as part of the movement for industrial democracy, investigations could be a
vehicle for organizing the fight for better wages and working conditions, Ad-
dams urged.25 “Poverty,” then, was not itself the central focus or conceptual
underpinning for the Hull House inquiry, as it had been in Booth’s Life and
Labour, but merely one aspect of a complex of working-class problems that
needed to be addressed through a combination of community organizing, up-
lift, public education, and labor reform. While roughly corresponding to
Booth’s income cutoffs, the class categorizations in Hull House kept the focus
on the problem of inadequate wages rather than spending patterns or family
size, and shied away from using Booth’s qualitative typology for differentiat-
ing among different classes of the poor. Kelley and Holbrook produced a
“wage-earning” rather than a “poverty” map, that graphically illustrated the
large number of low-wage earners in the district, but made no attempt, aside
from a statement that families earning $5–$10 per week represented “probably
the largest class in the district,” to calculate the numbers or percentages of
people living below Booth’s “line of poverty.”26 Here again settlement resi-
dents distinguished theirs from charity work, cutting through the symptoms to
go directly to the cause: low wages, the sweating system, labor subdivision,
and the lack of organization—political as well as social—in working-class
neighborhoods.

This is not to say that American investigators rejected poverty as a category
for analysis—in fact, on both sides of the ocean it was becoming recognizably
more scientific as a measure, and more distinguishable from morally tinged
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measures of “pauperism,” or dependency. British businessman/philanthropist
B. Seebohm Rowntree gave poverty a more precise and purposely narrow
definition in his “town study” of York, published in 1902. Basing his calcula-
tions on what he repeatedly emphasized were the minimal costs of adequate
nutrition (“physical efficiency”), rent, and household necessities, Rowntree
developed a standard that allowed for families of various compositions and
sizes and called it the “poverty line.” Corroborating Booth, he found 27.9
percent of York’s population living in poverty. More than half of the incidence
of poverty, he determined, was due to low wages, and nearly 40 percent to the
death of the chief wage earner or to family size. Unlike Booth, and in anticipa-
tion of American economists in the 1960s, he eschewed behavioral indicators
in favor of income as a way to classify the poor—strongly suggesting, though
not explicitly endorsing, better wages and income as the first line of defense.
This did not mean that Rowntree eschewed moral judgment; he readily de-
nounced drinking and gambling as “growing evils,” which along with “igno-
rant or careless housekeeping, and other improvident expenditure,” contributed
to poverty rates. Even these, though, had to be understood in context, as “the
outcome of adverse conditions under which too many of the working classes
live.” 27 Picking up on the rapid advances in measurement, American reformer
and sometime settlement house resident Robert Hunter took an even bolder
step toward distinguishing poverty from pauperism, in his ambitious effort to
educate “blissfully ignorant” Americans about the nationwide extent of, as he
titled his 1904 book, Poverty. Relying on official data and other published
reports, Hunter counted a minimum of 10 million in poverty, taking care to
distinguish between the vast majority, “who are poor as a result of social
wrongs,” and the most undeserving, “who are poor because of their own folly
and vice.”28 “The pauper” had to be understood as the product of the massive
failure of policy, in the first instance to prevent dependency with adequate
jobs, wages, and social protections, in the second to reform the irreversibly
debilitating provision of relief.29 Pauperism and vice, however, were not the
crux of the problem. It was the large but, as Hunter put it, “forgotten class” of
people who were working for inadequate wages, in substandard conditions, at
unsteady jobs, who, in the absence of some kind of mediating influence—
whether from trade unions, the state, and/or the settlement house—were pow-
erless against exploitation and social neglect. The Hull House survey under-
scored this distinction by shying away from the language of “poverty,” in favor
of the categories of wage-earning and ethnicity. In the process, it helped to
open up a conversation about poverty that would turn on work, community,
and ethnic relations, rather than on providing relief for the poor.

Work was also the central issue in what stands out as the most impressive of
the Progressive-era social surveys, W.E.B. DuBois’s The Philadelphia Negro
(1899). A comprehensive survey of economic, social, political, cultural, and
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residential conditions in what was at that time the largest black community in
the urban North, the study was based on original data collected from the “his-
toric centre of the Negro population,” the city’s 7th ward, supplemented with
official census statistics, a survey of black institutions and neighborhood condi-
tions throughout the city, and the observations of the author himself.30 It shared
several of the characteristic features of the social survey—including a house-
to-house survey of the ward’s nine thousand black residents—and built on the
literature’s conceptual and methodological innovations.31 Like Booth, DuBois
collected data on household expenditure as well as income, using what he
learned to make qualitative distinctions among different categories of poor
people, and also as an occasion to scold. “Probably few poor nations waste
more money by thoughtless and unreasonable expenditures than the American
Negro,” he wrote, advising the community to learn from “the Jew and Italian
as to living within his means.”32 Like the Hull House residents, DuBois also
cast his study within the broader context of immigration, albeit principally
with an aim to understanding the condition of native-born blacks. The more
direct link to the Hull House survey came in the person of Isabel Eaton, who
worked as DuBois’s lone assistant and published a pioneering study of domes-
tic labor as an appendix to The Philadelphia Negro. DuBois also adopted what
were fast becoming the standard income categories for determining class sta-
tus, and plotted them, as his predecessors had, on block-by-block color-coded
maps. But what stands out most about The Philadelphia Negro is how it de-
parted from, stretched, and went beyond the existing survey tradition, revealing
at once DuBois’s deep commitment to systematic social research, and the racial
stratification of social research and reform.

In contrast to the other major surveys, DuBois conducted his as a solitary
rather than a collective endeavor—with no canvassers and one research assis-
tant—leaving DuBois to administer his questionnaires personally in five thou-
sand households. Much of this had to do with the shabby treatment he received
from the University of Pennsylvania, which commissioned DuBois for the
“pitiful stipend” of $800 per year, and appointed him an “assistant” in sociol-
ogy despite his Harvard Ph.D., his sociological training in Germany, and his
previous academic appointment at Wilberforce College in Ohio. But DuBois’s
independence also reflected his own skepticism about the motivations of his
philanthropic sponsors, who included some of the city’s leading Progressive
reformers. Susan P. Wharton, a Quaker humanitarian whose family was the
chief benefactor of the University’s Wharton College, had originally proposed
the study in the aftermath of a frustrated good government reform campaign
that had been unable to woo black Philadelphians away from the local Republi-
can machine. Behind the study was a larger transformation, that the Hull House
maps at the time could not anticipate: the “new immigration” that had so visi-
bly changed the demography of Chicago had been accompanied in Philadel-
phia by a surge in post–Civil War black migration from the South—leaving
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blacks still a small percentage of the growing population, but an ever-visible
presence in the city, and in the neighborhoods of its cultural elite.33 Anxiety
among whites was expressed in the widely held “theory,” DuBois later re-
flected, that black “crime and venality” were sending their city “to the dogs.”
The Whartons were one of several wealthy white families who lived in the 7th
ward, just outside the ghetto, and were affiliated with the Philadelphia College
Settlement Association, which maintained a residence there. DuBois rented an
apartment above the Settlement-run cafeteria, but otherwise kept his distance.
In his mind, the “stupidity” of the white reform network was part of the prob-
lem, an “evil” which only “knowledge based on scientific investigation” could
“cure.”34 His response was to be as rigorous and complete as the circumstances
would allow, and to be especially vigilant in his own efforts to keep the study
free of error and bias. The researcher must “ever tremble,” he wrote in his
introductory comments, “lest some personal bias, some moral conviction or
some unconscious trend of thought due to previous training, has to a degree
distorted the picture in his view.” Aware that “even the most cold-blooded
scientific research” could never be free of moral conviction, he pledged himself
to the “heart-quality of fairness, and an earnest desire for the truth despite its
possible unpleasantness.”35

DuBois’s quest for scientific detachment did not prevent him from denounc-
ing the prejudices of white Philadelphians or from showing his personal dis-
dain for recent black migrants from the South. But it did lead him into more
thorough and conceptually sophisticated analysis than any previous survey had
achieved. DuBois made extensive use of comparative analysis, for example,
regularly checking his own findings for the 7th ward against statistics for
blacks throughout the city, both to “correct the errors” and to “illustrate the
meaning of the statistical material obtained in the house-to-house canvass.”36

More revealing, and conceptually original, were findings from systematic com-
parative analyses between blacks and whites. Black men and women worked
more than their white counterparts, he showed, but were disproportionately
concentrated in low-paying personal service and unskilled labor positions and
vastly underrepresented in the professions. He illustrated these findings in
graphic displays comparing black with overall occupational distribution for
both men and women, displays that would later be replicated in such sociologi-
cal classics as Black Metropolis.37 Comparative analysis also helped to give
meaning to black mortality statistics, which, although not abnormally high in
absolute terms, were far higher than death rates among whites.38 DuBois also
used comparative analysis to put black gender and family dynamics—later to
become a virtual obsession in poverty knowledge—in the broader context of
the working-class family economy. “All of the forces that are impelling white
women to become breadwinners, are emphasized in the case of Negro women,”
he wrote, referring to the low wages and limited job opportunities open to
black men, and to an “excess” of females in the black urban population in
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general. “[Y]et among Negro women, where the restriction in occupation
reaches its greatest limit nevertheless 43% are breadwinners,” as compared to
16 percent and 24 percent among native-born white and immigrant women,
respectively. Nor were black children contributing wages to the household, he
explained, not due to wishes of their parents so much as to the restricted de-
mands for black child labor.39

In light of prevailing beliefs about racial inferiority, DuBois could hardly
afford to let these data and graphs speak for themselves. Keeping his focus on
the relative as well as the absolute status of blacks, DuBois offered a complex
explanation that put his findings in the context of history, environment, and
white racial beliefs and practices. The legacy of slavery was manifest, he be-
lieved, in the skill, education, and moral deficiencies he attributed to new mi-
grants from the South. But three equally powerful historical forces had also
combined to frustrate black progress, and they continued to operate in the
Philadelphia of 1896. One was the periodic influx of white European immi-
grants, who repeatedly invaded the skilled trades where blacks had found a
niche and did their best to keep blacks out of unskilled laboring jobs by control-
ling trade union practice. The second was industrialization and economic
change, which created new skill demands that the continuing stream of un-
trained black migrants were unprepared to meet. And third was the “great fact
of race prejudice,” that distinguished the black experience from that of all other
low-status groups. These combined forces—competition from immigration,
industrial change, and white racial discrimination—were nowhere more evi-
dent than in “the question of employment,” for Negroes the “most pressing of
the day.” And they were expressed in the “contradictory economic policy” that
first confined blacks to menial jobs and then displaced them with better-pre-
pared white immigrant competitors.40 DuBois was never entirely clear on how
far he would take the policy implications of this analysis—whether he would
include, for example, restrictions on immigration. But when it came to the
critical tasks of training, education, and diversifying employment opportunities
for blacks, he made it clear that the responsibility rested with whites. “[M]en
have a right to object to a race so poor and ignorant and inefficient as the mass
of the Negroes; but if their policy in the past is parent of much of this condition,
and if to-day by shutting black boys and girls out of most avenues of decent
employment they are increasing pauperism and vice, then they must hold them-
selves largely responsible for the deplorable results,” he wrote in his “final
word” on “the duty of whites.” Whites were responsible for the “narrow oppor-
tunities afforded negroes for earning a decent living,” he continued. “Such
discrimination is morally wrong, politically dangerous, industrially wasteful,
and socially silly. It is the duty of whites to stop it, and to do so primarily for
their own sakes.” Without a change the social cost, in the form of crime and
pauperism, would only grow.41
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The distinctive features of DuBois’s approach also came through in his
treatment of poverty—where, in notable contrast to the Hull House investiga-
tors, he maintained Booth’s language and categorizations, only further to un-
derscore the distinctiveness of the African American, as opposed to the white
immigrant experience. Nearly 20 percent of 7th ward Negroes fell into the
“very poor” or “poor” category in wage calculations—that is to say, they
earned less than $5.00 per week. This group included the criminals, paupers,
and vagrants who hovered in the “submerged tenth” of the larger black popu-
lation as well as the more honest, if “improvident” and “inefficient” who
earned their living in irregular work. Another 47 percent earned between $5
and $10, classifying them as “fair” in DuBois’s earnings calculations. They
represent the “great hard-working laboring class . . . which is, on the whole,
most truly representative of the masses.” The rest of the 7th ward could be
characterized as “comfortable” (25%) with $10–15 in weekly earnings or in
“good circumstances” (8%) at $15 and above. Juxtaposing his charts against
Booth’s, however, DuBois illustrated a larger point: when judged according to
the measured standards of London’s white working class, a far higher percent-
age of 7th ward residents would be designated “poor.” More important, the
“great mass” of London whites looked far better off than Philadelphia blacks
in the overall distribution of income: two-thirds of Booth’s families could be
rated “comfortable” or “middle class” as compared to the one-third who had
achieved that status in DuBois’s sample.42 The “germ of a great middle class,”
these highly successful black families carried the “responsibilities of an aris-
tocracy,” but were prevented by discrimination, and their own ambivalence
about being associated with the lower elements, from taking on the full burden
of race leadership.

When explaining the high incidence of pauperism, DuBois once again em-
phasized the unique experience of blacks. Seventy percent of black poverty
could be explained by sickness or lack of work, he calculated, echoing Booth’s
central theme, and the rest by crime, laziness, improvidence, and intemperate
drinking.43 All of these problems had been greatly exaggerated by the eco-
nomic depression of the 1890s, which explained recent rises in poverty and
crime following a period of decline. So far there was little new or “exceptional”
in these findings, he continued, to distinguish blacks from other low-status
groups. Beyond these standard explanations there were deeper forces, how-
ever, “which can rightly be called Negro problems: they arise from the peculiar
history of the American Negro.” Recounting the themes he had been emphasiz-
ing all along, DuBois pointed to three “peculiarities” that made blacks more
vulnerable to poverty than whites: “slavery and emancipation, with their atten-
dant phenomena of ignorance, lack of discipline and moral weakness; immi-
gration with its increased competition and moral influence”; and, “possibly
greater in its influence than the other two,” the “strange social environment”
in which blacks found themselves in Philadelphia. That “environment,” char-
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acterized by segregation, economic exclusion, and the family instability they
encouraged, was the product of active white racial discrimination, founded in
the “widespread feeling all over the land . . . that the Negro is something less
than an American and ought not to be much more than he is.”44

In drawing attention to what was unique about black poverty, DuBois boldly
departed from the Progressive practice of folding “coloreds” in with other
immigrants or treating class as a common bond that could transcend ethnic
differences. Neither class, ethnicity, nor the disadvantages of unskilled new
migrants, that is, could alone explain the patterns of black/white inequality;
those problems were infinitely compounded by white racism. He also directly
challenged the view that the economy operated on color-blind competitive
principles, noting how often “men” had ignored their “economic advantage”
if it involved “association, even in a causal and business way, with Negroes.”45

Nor, again in contrast to the Hull House survey, did his analysis point to the
trade unions or the settlements as solutions: the unions, because they had them-
selves become instruments of racial segmentation; the settlements, as his own
experience suggested, because they were decidedly uncomfortable with their
black neighbors, whether as residents or wards.46 The answers, which DuBois
left implicit in the analysis, hinged on bringing racial discrimination to an
end—a solution that would itself require changes in existing economic poli-
cies—and in continuous efforts at Negro self-help and racial uplift. In all of
these ways, he anticipated the central themes that would emerge decades later
in social scientific debates over the nature of poverty and its connection to
race. Equally important, DuBois demonstrated how the social survey could be
used to sketch out a political economy of poverty and race that brought both
concreteness and agency to the ongoing construction of the “color line”—here
using the tools of measurement and objectivity to render it subject to change.

The problem was that the same color line that divided black from white
Philadelphia also kept The Philadelphia Negro out of the contemporary main-
stream of social science and reform. The American Journal of Sociology ig-
nored it altogether, as if to suggest that the subject was not worthy of recogni-
tion. It was favorably received in other scholarly and popular journals, many
of which, in what would become a familiar pattern, overlooked its contribution
to political economy to commend DuBois for his honesty in dealing with the
faults and social handicaps of his own race. DuBois himself did not entirely
discourage this interpretation; in newspaper and journal articles around the
time of publication, he listed as the “first” among the interrelated complex
of “Negro problems” the vast ignorance and cultural deficiency, expressed in
“sexual immorality, disease and crime,” of the black lower class. That there
was a “second,” indeed inseparable dimension to the Negro problem was a
message that even DuBois’s Progressive sponsors were in a position to avoid—
and, for the most part, did. DuBois’s contribution to political economy never
got much play in broader social work and philanthropic networks, which were
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themselves heavily segregated, as well as segregationist in their treatment of
blacks.47 Nor did The Philadelphia Negro enter into the liberal social scientific
canon, where the color line had only recently begun to allow African Ameri-
cans entree to graduate training, and continued to deny access to professorships
at elite white universities, as well as to the professional recognition and institu-
tional resources that would have allowed DuBois to realize his ambitious plans
to make a comprehensive sociological and historical study of the “Negro prob-
lem” in the United States.48 For the next three decades, race remained sub-
merged as a category separable from class or ethnicity in poverty knowledge.
When it did reemerge, it was in a debate that would turn more on the nature
and origins of black lower-class pathology than on the origins of poverty itself.

By the early twentieth century, the social survey had become thoroughly ab-
sorbed into the wider world of Progressive reform and social investigation, as
any number of local tenement, public health, and child welfare studies can
attest. The survey had also proved itself as a form of middle-class, especially
female, activism; so much so that it was formally adopted by the consolidated
network of charity and social work institutions that had grown out of an official
1905 merger between the settlements and the older charity organization move-
ment.49 The product of a time when certain boundaries—between public and
private, and between policy domains—were not sharply drawn, this network
extended its reach to embrace local neighborhood improvement, city planning,
environmental cleanup, Americanization, child welfare, and labor protections
among its causes, and made its presence felt on the municipal as well as the
state and federal levels of government.50 In 1909, the network’s leading journal
changed its name, from Charities and the Commons to Survey, in effect placing
social investigation at the heart of a broader process of institutional transforma-
tion that aimed to link the disparate strands of charity and reform work through
an emphasis on standardization, poverty prevention, and professional exper-
tise. Through these means, and especially by advancing their own brand of
social scientific knowledge, the emerging social work network would attempt
to establish itself as an independent voice for a host of Progressive reforms,
undertaken in the name of the public interest, in national and municipal policy.

Nothing was more important to this process of transformation than the ar-
rival, in the first decade of the twentieth century, of large-scale, corporately
organized private philanthropy.51 A small number of the new “general purpose”
foundations dominated from the outset, as did the names of the country’s
wealthiest and most famous corporate industrialists, Andrew Carnegie and
John D. Rockefeller. But no single foundation identified itself more completely
with social welfare than the Russell Sage Foundation (RSF), established in
1907 by Margaret Olivia Sage, widow of the lumber, railroad, and banking
tycoon for whom the foundation was named. From the beginning, the founda-
tion identified its mission as principally one of social investigation, generally
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for the “improvement of social and economic conditions,” but more specifi-
cally for the nominally consolidated charity organization and settlement move-
ments from which RSF drew its trustees and staff. Its first major research
undertaking, the Pittsburgh Survey, heralded a new phase in social investiga-
tion; hitherto, poverty knowledge would be shaped by the shifting relationship
between research and organized philanthropy.

The Pittsburgh Survey benefited immediately from RSF’s financial support
(totaling the then-substantial sum of $27,000), growing from an initial plan for
“quick journalistic diagnoses” to what was truly the first American counterpart
to Booth’s Life and Labour—in fact, had the seeds of a survey not already
been planted in Pittsburgh, RSF just might have taken the suggestion of an
early solicitor that it do for its home town, New York City, what Booth had
done for his.52 Along with RSF sponsorship came a kind of instantaneous pres-
tige: directed by Survey editor Paul Kellogg, the study drew on the expertise
of such notables as Florence Kelley, settlement house leader Robert Woods,
economist John R. Commons, and many others, all well aware of what RSF
could do to put scientific social study on the map.53 RSF support subsequently
helped to keep the study in the limelight: serialized in the foundation-subsi-
dized Survey, the study findings were extensively documented in a traveling
exhibit of maps and photographs, and published by the foundation in six vol-
umes released between 1909 and 1914. What’s more, with a regular staff and
a team of paid and volunteer researchers that by one count reached seventy-
four, the study surpassed all previous inquiries in scope. Its subject, broadly
speaking, was the impact of industrial capitalism on everything from the work-
ing-class family and household to Pittsburgh’s politics and physical environ-
ment. Its investigations, focused heavily on the dominant steel industry, in-
cluded detailed surveys of workplace accidents, company real estate holdings,
corporate labor practices, workers’ income and household conditions, female
labor force participation, and the panoply of institutions organized—however
inadequately—to protect and aid the working class. So, too, did its recommen-
dations read like a roster of Progressive reform causes: protection against in-
dustrial accidents, workers’ compensation, trade unionism, hours and wage
regulation topped the list. Surveyors also pointed to the need for environmental
cleanup, urban planning, better housing, immigrant education, and American-
ization. All told, the Pittsburgh Survey was by far the most extensive expres-
sion of the “new view” of poverty produced in the United States to date, leav-
ing little doubt that economic exploitation, embodied in the swelling ranks of
underpaid, overworked laborers, was the underlying cause of social distress.54

Like other surveys, Pittsburgh’s also created a number of nonacademic re-
search opportunities for women, opportunities extended, at RSF, into positions
of influence in organized philanthropy. Three of the six volumes were written
and based on independent research by women: Homestead: The Households
of a Mill Town by Margaret Byington; Women and the Trades by Elizabeth
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Beardsley Butler; and Crystal Eastman’s Work Accidents and the Law. The
Steel Workers, by John Fitch, was the only other monograph in the series;
the other two volumes were compilations of articles edited by Paul Kellogg.
Meanwhile, RSF was actually putting women in a position to influence the
course of research. At Olivia Sage’s insistence, women were well represented
on the original board of trustees (4 out of 9), a gender balance that only began
to shift in the 1930s, gradually yielding an all-male board by 1938.55 Staff
appointments proved more important, though, as the careers of longtime RSF
department heads Mary Richmond and Mary van Kleeck suggest. Richmond,
already a leading figure in social work when she came to head the foundation’s
Charity Organization Department in 1909, undertook an extraordinarily influ-
ential program to promote social work professionalization and standards dur-
ing her almost twenty-year tenure, helping to establish several of the country’s
leading graduate schools of social work, and publishing her own textbook,
Social Diagnosis, laying out the principles of charity investigation and case-
work.56 Van Kleeck, in contrast, came to the foundation as a still relatively
novice College Settlements Association fellow, a graduate of Smith College
who had recently completed investigations of child labor and women’s over-
time work in New York. As head of the RSF Department of Women’s Work
(renamed Industrial Studies in 1916), she directed or commissioned numerous
studies of women wage earners, channeling that expertise into temporary ap-
pointments running the Labor Department’s Women in Industry Service during
World War I, and its newly created Women’s Bureau in 1919. Like the founda-
tion, she continued to expand her portfolio to less gender-specific labor issues,
which she used as a platform for promoting scientific management and eco-
nomic planning until retiring from the foundation in 1948.57

As suggested by the Pittsburgh Survey, there was a certain amount of unre-
solved tension to be found in RSF’s strong emphasis on investigating “wom-
en’s work” as a vehicle for raising broader questions about industrial change,
labor market segmentation, and the need for a living wage. Elizabeth Beardsley
Butler’s study showed women at the low-skilled, low-wage end of an industrial
labor market segmented by gender and race (significantly, though, her “racial
analysis” of employment included white “Americans,” Italians, “Slavs,” and
“Jewesses,” but made no mention of African American women, who were
concentrated in domestic employment). Commenting on the high turnover
among single, marriage-age women, Butler explicitly rejected this and other
traditional explanations for the gender gap. The problem was not, she insisted,
that women were incapable, without breadwinning responsibilities, or not in
the industrial labor force to stay, but that employers were able to exploit such
“theories” to thwart organizing and training efforts and to keep wages low.
Nevertheless, in her own proposals for “trade training,” Butler was quick to
reassure male unionists that women would not violate gender norms by com-
peting for skilled industrial jobs. Nor would training undermine the female
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commitment to “intelligent home making”; if anything, higher wages and pro-
ductivity would enhance the working woman’s capacity to perform her duties
at home.58 In Homestead, Margaret Byington also showed women engaged in
productive, in this case household, work, “due not primarily to any theory as
to women’s sphere, but the simple fact that the one industry [steel] cannot use
the work of women and children.” Women’s work, in this context, was to
manage the household on her husband’s substandard wage, a task that inspired
“elements of genius” in the intelligent and thrifty housewife, but that led to
waste, neglect, poor nutrition, and, occasionally, immorality in the house of
the “poor, unintelligent” woman. And yet, while emphasizing the housewife’s
role as a worker in the household economy, for Byington the key lesson to draw
was about substandard wages, long hours, dangerous working conditions—and
the feelings of powerlessness and apathy they generated among working class
men.59 Investigating women’s work, then, could be used at once to challenge
and to reinforce traditional gender norms.

From the perspective of past and future poverty knowledge, however, what
was most significant was that women’s work was getting recognition at all.
For as Florence Kelley, Carroll Wright, Edith Abbott, and a handful of pioneer-
ing social scientists had long since recognized, female participation in the in-
dustrial workforce was not likely to draw attention or reward in traditional
academic venues. At RSF, and later under van Kleeck’s direction at the Depart-
ment of Labor’s Women’s Bureau, working-class women’s wages and work
opportunities would gain recognition and institutional stability as legitimate
questions for social scientific inquiry. So, too, would the structural limitations
women faced in the labor force enter into the broader poverty discourse.

Ultimately it was here that the Russell Sage Foundation made its singular
contribution to Progressive social investigation: in institutionalizing the space,
outside government and outside the academy, where reform-minded women
and men could engage in social scientific exploration and have it recognized
as such. As with many institutionalizing projects, this one tended to domesti-
cate the more radical aspects of Progressive research and reform. As the survey
itself became more institutionalized, even centralized, it was easy to lose sight
of the sense of community residence and collective action the Hull House
investigators had written about, and to shift the balance toward the more distant
kind of social engineering that also occupied an important place in Progressive
social thought. RSF, like most organized philanthropy, showed little interest
in the kind of “bottom-up” community initiative Jane Addams envisioned, far
more in using its investigations to speak on behalf of rather than in concert with
the impoverished working class. Nor would social investigators ever entirely
distance themselves from the tinge of charity under RSF sponsorship—the
foundation, with a board and staff heavily weighted toward the leading lights
of charity organization, was popularly known as the “Charity Trust.”60 And
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while RSF provided a berth wide and comfortable enough for the broad spec-
trum of Progressive ideology, its own stance was resolutely neutral and moder-
ate. As van Kleeck said with reference to her own program, “The Foundation
is concerned with the labor movement from the viewpoint neither of employers
nor workers, but as representing the public interest . . . its investigators have
sought not to influence conclusions, but to help to establish the habit of making
facts, rather than prejudice or self-interest, the basis for conclusions.”61

If institutionalization tipped the balance on some tensions within Progres-
sive social investigation, it left many others unresolved, chief among them the
failure of the unbiased investigators to leave their own class, cultural, and
racial biases aside. The Pittsburgh surveyors were often contemptuous of Pitts-
burgh’s “Slavic” immigrants, routinely treating them as a separate caste of
“dull” or “subservient” workers who, as cheap and exploitable labor, threat-
ened to keep industrial wages low.62 DuBois, clearly identifying with the “bet-
ter class of Negroes” he elsewhere labeled the “talented tenth,” did not hide
his disapproval of the “submerged tenth” of criminals, “lewd women,” and
their “aiders and abettors” who populated Philadelphia’s slums and set the
stereotype by which whites judged all of black Philadelphia. Frustrated by
public blindness to the hard-working “respectable” working and upper classes
who constituted the majority of Philadelphia Negroes, DuBois was also dis-
dainful when writing about “the poor and unfortunate and the casual laborers,”
who had not been able to secure a place in the urban economy due to the
“good-natured, but unreliable and shiftless” ways they brought with them from
the South.63 While Jane Addams often spoke of the need to appreciate immi-
grant culture, other Hull House investigators resorted to ethnic stereotypes
in their characterizations of neighborhood residents, whether writing of the
“drunken” Irish, the “incorrigible” Italians or the cutthroat “trading instinct”
of the Jew. Whether or not they undermined the underlying structural analysis,
these biases did undermine the surveyors’ capacity to understand either the
culture or the political agency of the people they studied as a force that could
be mobilized for change.

Moreover, important though they may have been in drawing public attention
to industrial poverty and labor conditions, the social surveys had little discern-
ible impact on policy, or at least not the direct, immediate impact their sponsors
envisioned. The Pittsburgh survey was denounced as biased and sensational
by the local business leaders it was aimed at, who then went on to commission
a competing study that challenged its bleak depiction of local conditions and
called on the business community to undertake modest, voluntaristic reforms.64

Equally problematic was the Progressive tendency to assume that enlightened
social investigation, properly publicized through mechanisms such as traveling
exhibits and the Survey, would be sufficient to mobilize political support for
change. But the more important problem with the survey movement’s vision
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of policy influence was that it was rapidly being displaced by a different model
of social scientific influence in policy making, actively promoted by founda-
tions as well as by Herbert Hoover in his capacity first as U.S. Secretary of
Commerce and later as president. Expertise, in this model, would continue to
be organized around objective understanding of economic and social pro-
cesses, but it would remain detached from particular reform causes or even
proposals. It would also be targeted at a more select, enclosed audience of
administrators, legislators, elite citizens, and, of course, professional social
scientists who were in a position to influence policy decisions directly. The
quintessential expression of this effort to introduce more objectivity and exper-
tise into policy making, the survey of Recent Social Trends commissioned by
Hoover in 1929, made no mention whatever of the social survey movement or
its findings.65

Nevertheless, as part of the broader tradition of Progressive political econ-
omy, the social survey made several lasting, albeit unacknowledged, contribu-
tions to later poverty expertise. Especially important, the surveys shifted the
focus of inquiry, from pauperism to poverty, from the “dependent” poor to the
conditions of the working class, and from individual behavior to industrial
capitalism as the main source of economic deprivation. The survey movement
also laid the groundwork for many of the research techniques that would later
become essential to more self-consciously “scientific” poverty expertise. One
of its chief innovations, the household budget-based poverty line, would be
resurrected in the 1960s as the basis of official measurement of national pov-
erty rates. More immediately, the movement’s pioneering use of social map-
ping and graphic display provided the foundations for the Chicago-school so-
cial ecology that came to dominate sociology in the 1920s. Similarly, the
movement’s holistic approach to community surveys, combining quantitative
data-gathering with case studies and personal observation, were precursors to
the anthropological community studies of a later generation.

Equally important were the possibilities investigators developed within the
survey framework that were either eclipsed by later developments or never
fully realized in the survey movement itself: DuBois’s documentation of racial
discrimination as a structural component of political economy; the attention
investigators brought to women as wage earners and to gender segmentation in
the labor market; the importance the movement placed on making its findings
accessible to a broad general audience; and the recognition that knowledge-
gathering, never a perfectly “objective” endeavor in the first place, need not be
“value-free” in order to be legitimate. In all of these ways, the social surveyors
mapped out the terrain for a much broader approach to poverty knowledge
than we have come to know today. To a remarkable degree, they also antici-
pated what would remain the central tensions—over issues of class, culture,
objectivity, and, especially, the “significance” of gender and race—in liberal
poverty knowledge for the rest of the twentieth century.
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POVERTY, ASSIMILATION, AND SOCIAL DISORGANIZATION:
THE CHICAGO SCHOOL

Ultimately, it was a significantly altered vision of community research and
action that would be remembered as the first truly social scientific contribution
to poverty knowledge. Grounded in the theories of sociology at the University
of Chicago, it did not so much reject as shift the focus of Progressive Era
poverty knowledge from political economy to “social ecology,” from class to
racial and ethnic identity, and from employment and wages to social disorgani-
zation and cultural lag. No doubt this shift in focus had a great deal to do with
the tenor of the times. Enjoying their heyday in the 1920s, a decade that started
out with race riots and a wave of restrictive anti-immigrant legislation, Chicago
sociologists offered a reassuring framework for understanding ethnic conflict
as an inevitable part of urban growth and modernization—a path that would
eventually lead to assimilation. At a time, too, when national politicians were
urging a return to “normalcy” and singing the praises of welfare capitalism,
they looked to urban neighborhoods primarily as laboratories for research
rather than proving grounds for labor organizing or other varieties of reform,
while raising skepticism about Progressive schemes for taming the market
and reserving a special, almost personal animosity for social casework. In the
Chicago-school vision, community action was to be more strictly bottom-up,
but it was also to smooth the process of assimilation rather than to challenge
existing social arrangements. But what proved most important to assuring the
longevity of the Chicago-school vision of community research and action was
its attachment to a formidable research and training institution, which was
itself a harbinger of a movement within organized philanthropy to build a more
academic, theoretically grounded social science as the knowledge base for
policy. Amply subsidized by the newly created Laura Spelman Rockefeller
Memorial, Chicago-school sociologists wielded tremendous influence in the
discipline, and established the wide-ranging research and policy networks
through which their ideas about poverty, social disorganization, and commu-
nity-based intervention would find a way first into local practice and eventually
into the War on Poverty, three decades after the department’s heyday had come
and gone.66

The Chicago approach to sociology was really no single approach at all.
Embracing a wide range of statistical, ethnographic, quantitative, and qualita-
tive techniques, the department’s real trademark was the tradition of theory-
based urban ethnography inspired by Chicago’s first truly pathbreaking study,
W. I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki’s The Polish Peasant (5 vols., 1918–20).67

In that study, Thomas (working with research assistance from Znaniecki, a
Polish philosophy student who emigrated to the U.S. during World War I)
developed an anthropological approach to studying ethnic communities that
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marked his as a research rather than as a “practical” reform or, as he saw it,
morally judgmental enterprise. Equally important, he developed the cyclical
concept of social organization-disorganization-reorganization that Chicago-
trained sociologists would use to explain what happened to peasant communi-
ties in the throes of transition from rural village to a more modern, urbanized,
and, for immigrants, culturally alien way of life. Poverty, as part of the broader
symptomology of “social disorganization,” could be attributed to temporary
cultural breakdown as much if not more than to the wage structure of the
industrial economy.68

Thomas based his ideas about social disorganization among immigrants on a
comparative study of “adjustment and maladjustment” among newly urbanized
peasants in Poland and in Chicago’s Polish neighborhoods.69 In Poland, he
traced the initial breakdown of traditional peasant customs and social controls
under the atomizing influences of urbanization and industrial development.
The result was social “disorganization,” reflected in increased crime, loss of
religious faith, sexual promiscuity, family breakup, and economic dependency.
But Thomas also saw signs that the former villagers were emerging as a “reor-
ganized” social group, for which he credited education, the press, and, espe-
cially, the new institutions and customs they had constructed from elements of
the old. Most important among these were the large number of cooperative
economic institutions—agricultural and commercial associations, cooperative
shops, savings and loans—through which peasant groups were seeking to im-
prove their collective welfare, and, more important, collectively absorbing the
social learning that would help their adjustment to urban life.70 In Chicago,
though, Thomas found it harder to see past the signs of disorganization—even
though, as historians have subsequently emphasized, Chicago Poles main-
tained a rich and extensive network of mutual aid, political, and church-based
associations. In his eyes, filtered through data collected primarily by Znaniecki,
Chicago’s Polish-American “colonies” remained cultural backwaters, barriers
to the process of adjustment that would allow “real Americanization” to begin.
In at least part of this judgment, Thomas was not entirely wrong: there was
strong resistance to Americanization among Polish immigrants, especially
from the church. Significantly, though, in Thomas’s framework of cultural ad-
justment, such resistance was a sign of social disorganization rather than politi-
cal agency.71

The Polish Peasant marked a turning point in social investigation in method-
ological as well as conceptual terms. By no means the first to characterize the
“new immigrant” as a cultural challenge, Thomas and Znaniecki turned the
tables and asked their readers to view the challenge of “readjustment” from
the inside. To do that, they discarded the quantifying conventions of the social
survey and used personal documents such as letters, diaries, newspaper ac-
counts, and life history interviews as the essential “facts” of their account. It
was, after all, the “subjective” data that made poverty, delinquency, family
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breakup, and other familiar indicators of disorganization comprehensible. Ulti-
mately, the “subjective” held the key to solving the immigrant problem as well.
Social work was on the wrong track, they argued, because its casework meth-
ods failed to recognize that assimilation was a group, not an individual, pro-
cess. At the same time, American-run community centers, including settle-
ments, came as artificial and unfamiliar impositions from the outside. Instead,
in what would later become a cardinal principle in community action, Thomas
hinted that the truly authentic leadership for neighborhood reorganization
should come not from middle-class American neighbors, but from within the
immigrant community, and envisioned a network of cooperative, deliberately
cross-ethnic economic associations to serve the dual purpose of self-help and
Americanization.72

It is interesting that Thomas distanced himself not only from social work
but, at least obliquely, from the settlement house as well. A friend and associate
of Jane Addams, he received the generous sum of $50,000 from Hull House
benefactor Helen Culver to underwrite the research. Certainly Thomas was no
stranger to Hull House research: in 1912, when he started work on The Polish
Peasant, Hull House remained the linchpin of a social work community that
frequently crossed academic and nonacademic lines to produce the vast major-
ity of research about the city and its immigrant neighborhoods.73 But Thomas,
like his colleagues at the University of Chicago, was eager to distinguish his
sociology from social work and reform, among other ways by locating them-
selves as detached, nonjudgmental observers rather than as helping neighbors
or political allies. The distinctions grew sharper in the years following the
release of The Polish Peasant in 1918. In 1920, the University formally sepa-
rated social work from sociology by establishing the School of Social Service
Administration. Under the leadership of Hull House alumnae and Chicago-
trained social scientists Sophonisba P. Breckinridge and Edith Abbott (Breck-
inridge held Ph.D.s from the University in political science and law, Abbott in
economics), SSA promoted a decidedly activist, policy-oriented approach to
research, and, with a major grant from the Russell Sage Foundation, empha-
sized the importance of both research and casework in its graduate curricu-
lum.74 Sociology, under emerging new leadership, was taking the opposite di-
rection. Thomas himself was forced out of the University, his academic career
cut short by his highly publicized arrest in a Chicago hotel room with the wife
of an American serviceman. But his ideas and methods formed the basis of an
extensive program of fieldwork and theoretical training using Chicago, and
especially its poor neighborhoods, as a laboratory for experimentation and
empirical research. The leading figures in this expansion were Robert E. Park
and Ernest W. Burgess, who together helped to make Chicago the most produc-
tive and influential sociology department of its day.

Park, a former journalist and press agent for Booker T. Washington, had
been recruited to Chicago after first meeting Thomas at Tuskegee, and arrived
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as a part-time lecturer in 1913.75 A relative latecomer to the profession—he
was forty-nine when he started teaching at Chicago—Park quickly rose to a
position of eminence in the department after Thomas’s departure, and was
considered by many to be a major intellectual light. He was a vociferous advo-
cate of detaching research from reform—Park showed disdain for “do-
gooders” and planners, as he did for the survey as a research technique, calling
it a “high form of journalism” designed to bring about “radical reform.”76 Bur-
gess, who got his degree from Chicago the year Park arrived, was more willing
to recognize the legitimacy of nonacademic research and had been briefly af-
filiated with Hull House in his graduate student days. While teaching at the
University of Kansas, he had worked on two local social surveys, and contin-
ued to regard the basic method as a valuable source of data.77 By the time they
took the lead in graduate training, however, both Park and Burgess were eager
to distinguish the department as a training ground for a different kind of social
science: theoretical, experimental, devoted to uncovering the natural laws of
human and social development.

In this Park and Burgess were the immediate beneficiaries of a major new
player in social scientific philanthropy, the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memo-
rial, established in 1922. By far the biggest player in the field (its grant expendi-
tures amounted to more than $58 million through 1929, as compared to the
Russell Sage Foundation’s $9 million between 1907 and 1946) the new Rocke-
feller fund was exclusively devoted to upgrading the stature and scientific
credo of the social sciences. It also embraced a strict policy of neutrality—a
not-so-subtle response to earlier charges that John D.’s parent foundation had
tried to slant industrial relations studies in his favor following the infamous
Ludlow Massacre, which brought a bloody end to a 1913–14 coal miners’
strike against the Rockefeller’s Colorado Fuel and Iron Company. Though
frequently an RSF partner and endowed with the same “practical knowledge”
rhetoric, the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial took a far more academic—
more “basic” than “applied”—approach to the task. Under the direction of
Chicago-trained psychologist Beardsley Ruml, the fund subsidized scores of
empirical research and discipline-building efforts. Most effective, though, was
its more open-ended support for institutions, including the Social Science Re-
search Council, the National Bureau of Economic Research, and the social
sciences at the University of Chicago, that were officially apolitical, disinter-
ested purveyors of social science knowledge, organized less around specific
social problems than around more generic categories of human activity and
policy. For much of the 1920s, the Memorial was at the hub of a network that
would parallel if not compete with the network linking settlement and social
work intellectuals to the Russell Sage Foundation and the U.S. Children’s and
Women’s Bureaus. When Herbert Hoover mobilized policy intellectuals to
form the Committee on Social Trends, RSF had a seat at the table, but most
of the funding and the heaviest representation came via Rockefeller, the Uni-
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versity of Chicago, the National Bureau of Economic Research, and the
SSRC.78 With support from the Memorial, Park and Burgess were able to sus-
tain a large number of graduate students in fieldwork positions, a sizeable
research and support staff that was virtually unheard of in other sociology
departments, and regular subventions for publications that kept the department
visible in sociological and local policy circles. They also provided a model of
the kind of detached social science that, although enormously political in its
implications, allowed foundations to take a strong role in shaping policy
knowledge, while remaining distant from partisan political controversy. In ad-
dition, Park and Burgess published several works on theory and method, in-
cluding Introduction to the Science of Sociology (1921) and The City (1925),
which for years were considered the definitive texts in the field.79

If Chicago sociology appeared apolitical, one reason may have been that its
“ecological” model of social development explained such touchy subjects as
ethnic relations and the rise of industrial capitalism as part of a natural evolu-
tionary process. Like an organism, society was constantly evolving according
to the laws of four interacting human instincts. The most fundamental was
competition, leading inevitably to conflict, and from there to the control mecha-
nisms, or accommodations through which societies established temporary
equilibrium and maintained the social interactions that would eventually lead
to assimilation. Social change occurred when the state of equilibrium was
disrupted—and it frequently was—by some naturally occurring “invasion”
such as large-scale migration or technological advance, which in turn started
the cycle all over again. The entire process, which could be described as one
of ecological “succession,” was continuous, evolutionary, and irreversible.80

While not exactly survival of the fittest, it was also not especially amenable to
intervention from the state or from social reform.

The city was an extraordinary laboratory for research from the ecological
viewpoint, as Park and Burgess noted in their influential volume entitled The
City (1925). There, the differences with Progressive political economy were
laid bare. In that volume, which collected essays written over the previous ten
years, they presented the rise of the industrial city as the most advanced stage
of human evolution—the “outstanding fact of modern society,” that captured
industrial growth, migration, and all of the “inevitable processes of human
nature” within the boundaries of its geographic space.81 As a research project,
urban ecology would focus not merely on concrete “factors” behind specific,
isolated “events,” as the social survey had, but on the abstract “social forces”
that shaped the whole of urban life.82 Similarly, it would use such familiar
survey methods as mapping to explain social geography in abstracted, ecologi-
cal—and wholly apolitical—terms.

Dividing the city into a series of concentric “zones,” what Burgess outlined
as the ecological base map was meant to reflect not the constructed hierarchies
of power, wealth, and poverty but the natural logic of urban growth and resi-
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dential distribution. Industry, commerce, and population migration were the
driving forces, and distributed themselves as if by nature from the innermost
“loop,” or central business district, through areas of “transition” and “deteriora-
tion,” where the city’s slums, ghettos, and criminal “underworlds” could be
found, and eventually to the outermost “residential” and “commuter” zones
where the comforts of single-family dwellings and suburban life beckoned as
a “promised land.”83 Thus abstracted, the ecological map offered a contrast to
the story of industrial exploitation depicted in the Hull House maps of wages
and nationalities. The slum, the Jewish ghetto, and the black belt were all part
of an organic sorting process, creating “natural areas” for immigrant groups
when they first arrived in the city. Segregation was itself a natural process,
“which sifts and sorts and relocates individuals and groups by residence and
occupation.”84 So, too, was social disorganization, as a feature of certain char-
acteristically unstable central city neighborhoods. Part of the “natural, if not
normal, life of a city,” these areas could breed deviance like a “contagion,” if
they remained too isolated from the mainstream moral code.85 For most, how-
ever, they were temporary way stations, where disorganization was not “patho-
logical,” but “normal,” a preliminary stage in the “reorganization of attitudes
and conduct [that] is almost invariably the lot of the newcomer to the city.”86

Similarly, certain areas would be natural sites of interethnic conflict, as new-
comers competed with more established residents for space, but again as a
stage in a natural progression towards accommodation and ultimate assimila-
tion into the ever-evolving urban culture. Given these natural progressions,
there was a certain futility in efforts at planning or control. Urban reform was
both ubiquitous and dangerous, Park wrote derisively, in its attempts to impose
government regulation on processes over which it had little control. This was
not to say that social ecology was without practical application; it was not
simply a justification for laissez-faire. Reform, to be meaningful and effective,
had to be in harmony with social ecology and, by implication, circumscribed
enough to avoid interference with the natural progression of industrial growth
and ethnic assimilation.87

Indeed, under Park and Burgess, urban ecology was to become not only
Chicago’s preeminent sociological project, but a new, more “scientific basis”
for community action, or “neighborhood work.”88 Its methods and implications
would be spelled out in dozens of dissertations, whose titles and authors in-
cluded the most renowned in urban sociology, including Frederic Thrasher’s
The Gang (1927), Louis Wirth’s The Ghetto (1928), Harvey Zorbaugh’s The
Gold Coast and the Slum (1929), and E. Franklin Frazier’s The Negro Family
in Chicago (1931). It would also find its way into several official reports
commissioned through the department’s local policy connections, most promi-
nent among them Charles S. Johnson’s The Negro in Chicago (1922) on the
summer race riot of 1919, and Social Factors in Juvenile Delinquency (1931)
by Clifford Shaw and Henry D. McKay.89
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It was in the field of juvenile delinquency that urban ecology would have
its most concrete, transformative effect, and in which Chicago sociologists
would lay out the vision of community action later adopted by federal officials
in the War on Poverty. As a central target for urban Progressive reform and
investigation since the turn of the century, juvenile delinquency was, in Park’s
mind, a field ripe for more “searching” scientific inquiry and experimentation,
based on the principles of sociology rather than on moral concern. “Delin-
quency is not primarily a problem of the individual but of the group,” he wrote,
in criticism of prevailing treatments. One by-product of the vast, and inevita-
ble, dislocations brought about by urban and industrial growth, the high rates
of delinquency found in poor immigrant neighborhoods were a reflection of
the breakdown of traditional social controls—family, church, rural village—
under the pressures of modernization. “Delinquency is, in fact, in some sense
a measure of the failure of our community organizations to function.”90 Al-
though he was critical of such Progressive anti-delinquency proposals as play-
ground-building, Park heralded the prospect of a “new social science” that
their “frankly experimental” approach had helped to spawn. Based on these
experiments, he hoped, academic social science would now examine, “rede-
fine,” and eventually come up with new approaches to the delinquency prob-
lem, approaches informed by the new learning about human nature and social
processes more generally.

For the next decade, drawing on their own expanding connections in the
local social service bureaucracy, Chicago-school sociologists followed through
on Park’s mandate, and by the late 1920s the department was providing both
research and staff members for leading criminal justice agencies.91 Working,
thanks to Burgess’s connections, in tandem with the Illinois Institute of Juve-
nile Research, Chicago graduate students gained access to police records, so-
cial agency case files, and juvenile court proceedings. They supplemented
these with life history interviews and neighborhood ethnographies and plotted
extensive ecological maps linking delinquency with neighborhood traits. Al-
though by no means the first to “map” the incidence of delinquency in Chi-
cago—Sophonisba Breckinridge and Edith Abbott had created a delinquency
map published by the Russell Sage Foundation in 1912—Chicago-trained soci-
ologists noted that their own studies were based on more sophisticated statisti-
cal calculations, putting them in a better position to generalize about the links
between delinquency and place.92 The findings from these studies were re-
ported in a series of publications beginning with Delinquency Areas (1929) by
Burgess student and IJR research director Clifford R. Shaw. Delinquency,
Shaw concluded, was concentrated “in a characteristic type of area,” where
the combination of industrial “invasion” and the “influx of foreign nationals”
had caused a “disintegration of the community as a unit of social control.”
In ecological terms, as Shaw demonstrated by plotting his data on the now-
familiar Chicago-school maps, the delinquency area was the “zone in transi-
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tion”; in more pedestrian terms, it was the immigrant slum. Delinquency, as
Park had earlier hypothesized, could now be shown to be a community, not an
individual, problem, a product of urban growth and neighborhood instability,
and not of the pathological behavior of immigrant youth. Indeed, it was a
normal response to the breakdown in traditional mechanisms of social control.
The solution, then, was not to be found in the impersonal, individualized juve-
nile justice system that Progressive reformers had helped to create. Nor was it
simply in efforts to improve external neighborhood living conditions, which
would only aim at the symptoms of the underlying disorganization. Fighting
delinquency called for more comprehensive community reorganization, a res-
toration of internal social controls, and to be effective it had to build from
within the community.93

At the time it was published, Delinquency Areas offered a new way of look-
ing at youth criminal behavior, opening up a field once dominated by individu-
alized, psychological perspectives to a “sociological, or cultural, approach.”
For the Chicago sociologists, it also represented applied social science at its
best, as knowledge about human nature and social processes that could be
used in redirecting ill-fated reforms. In 1932 Shaw and other Chicago-trained
sociologists took that next step, creating the Chicago Area Project (CAP) as a
community-based experiment in delinquency prevention. Targeting six “transi-
tional” neighborhoods known for their high delinquency rates, Shaw and his
staff joined forces with neighborhood residents, local churches, businesses,
and labor and other groups to create what they called “a program of community
action.” Operating as a nonprofit corporation with a board made up of promi-
nent Chicago citizens, CAP sponsored boys’ clubs, summer camps, recre-
ational and educational activities, and initiated a program known as “curbstone
counseling” using neighborhood peers to work with members of youth gangs.
These activities were planned and managed by neighborhood or community
councils, which raised funds for new initiatives, recruited volunteers to supple-
ment the paid staff, and, most importantly, were set up to put neighborhood
residents in charge. The idea was to generate a sense of local autonomy and
solidarity, to emphasize neighborhood rather than law enforcement or social
work solutions, and eventually to reconstitute the community as a mechanism
of social control.94

In this emphasis CAP was quite consciously an application of Chicago-
school theory, and also an affront to the more casework-oriented local social
work establishment. Residents would be spared the “humiliations” of receiving
outside philanthropy. “Indigenous workers” would replace trained profession-
als as program staff. “Individualized” treatment would give way to community
methods, building on the resources at hand. “Outside” professionals would
retain a role in these initiatives, Shaw insisted, but it would be under the guid-
ance of local residents. Understandably, CAP came under fire from local social
welfare officials, but its well-placed city connections helped to diffuse their
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criticisms. More damaging to its credibility, especially as the Depression deep-
ened, was what critics came to recognize as CAP’s narrow focus on social
services and the absence of a strategy for addressing the underlying conditions
of neighborhood poverty. Such a strategy would require a more overtly politi-
cal approach to neighborhood organizing, in the eyes of Chicago graduate
student and onetime CAP organizer Saul Alinsky, and would of necessity look
outside the neighborhood for the sources of distress and the targets for change.
Frustrated by the limited aims of the anti-delinquency effort, Alinsky broke
off to help establish the Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council in the work-
ing-class community adjacent to Chicago’s stockyards, already famous as the
setting for Upton Sinclair’s novel The Jungle (1906). Alinsky spoke little of
social “disorganization,” assimilation, or the need to reestablish internal social
control; instead, he sought to merge existing community institutions—espe-
cially the church and the unions—to create immediate pressure for better mu-
nicipal services, while organizing to demand broader economic and political
reform.95

In the 1950s and early 1960s, Chicago-school ideas about community reorgani-
zation found expression in dozens of foundation and government-funded ex-
periments to combat juvenile delinquency and poverty in urban neighbor-
hoods, which in turn provided the models for Community Action in the War
on Poverty.96 But the Chicago-school impact on poverty knowledge was at
once more immediate and more far-reaching than that. Working from a more
secure institutional base and in the more conservative political climate of the
1920s, Chicago sociologists took social scientific community research in a
direction not contemplated in Progressive social inquiry. In their hands, pov-
erty knowledge became an academic rather than so exclusively a reform-
minded endeavor, a contribution to theory-building, and a “scientific basis”
for a more limited (though it would not remain that way) kind of community
action. Their social ecology naturalized urban poverty and segregation as well
as the underlying “forces” social surveyors had attributed to capitalist expan-
sion and racial discrimination. It also established sociology as a science of
human behavior and social psychology, leaving the “social” or political econ-
omy of previous investigators to less strictly “scientific” minds. As a program
of research, social ecology neutralized the conceptual terrain mapped out in
the social surveys; as a program for action, it redirected the aims of interven-
tion, away from wages and work and living conditions, and toward the more
circumscribed objectives of community “reorganization” and assimilation into
the existing social mainstream.

And yet, for all its limitations, social ecology provided the tools for a more
basically sympathetic understanding of immigrant and working-class culture
than most Progressive inquiry to date, providing a framework for understand-
ing the unfamiliar and presumably “pathological” as adaptive to the disruptions



54 C H A P T E R 1

of social change. Steeped though it was in the language of “disorganization,”
social ecology started from a recognition of not only the importance but the
legitimate variability of cultures within changing historical circumstances.
And despite its own reaffirmation of the competitive impulse and the individu-
alistic economic system laissez-faire had shaped, in practice social ecology
took the community as its unit of analysis, and as a perspective from which to
challenge the assumptions of individualized social casework. Finally, for all
the talk about natural forces and assimilation, social ecology was not simply
or always an affirmation of the evolutionary social order. Reworked and put
into practice by a later generation of community activists, Chicago sociology
lent theoretical grounding to the concept of community empowerment as a
vehicle for broader social change.
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Poverty Knowledge as Cultural Critique:
The Great Depression

IT MAY SEEM odd that, amidst the vast unemployment and structural disloca-
tions of the Great Depression, social scientific poverty knowledge should make
culture an overriding theme. This, too, alongside the unprecedented demand
for economic and more traditionally defined social welfare knowledge coming
from the expanding apparatus of New Deal, state, and private agencies—all
clamoring for knowledge, as Franklin D. Roosevelt himself might have put it,
to get government out of the business of relief through programs of prevention,
social insurance, and economic reform. Drawing insights from Progressive as
well as a newer, Keynesian political economy, social work and economic pol-
icy intellectuals carved out plans for addressing the economic risks of unem-
ployment, old age, maternal widowhood, agricultural crisis, and, more gener-
ally, laissez-faire capitalism.1 And yet, for all the accumulated statistics on
unemployment, income levels, housing conditions, relief rolls, and other indi-
cators of economic decline, the more pronounced, and immediate legacy of
the Great Depression for poverty knowledge was in the social scientific study
of how poverty was at once a cause and a consequence of psychological de-
pression, the distinctive values associated with lower-class culture, and the
broader problem of a society unable to cope with the challenge of mass
economic breakdown due to its own cultural “lag.” The most sustained and
comprehensive study of unemployment from the 1930s, reported in E. Wight
Bakke’s companion volumes The Unemployed Worker and Citizens Without
Work, was as much concerned with its psychological and cultural as with its
economic costs.2

But if there was some tension between economic and cultural understand-
ings of poverty, the differentiation was not at all as sharp or politicized as it
would later become. Indeed, for Chicago’s rival “schools” in the 1920s and
1930s, the turn to culture was not a break from Progressive political economy
so much as a new way to illuminate its central themes: class polarization,
the dangers of laissez-faire individualism, and the necessity of planned social
reform. It was in this spirit that Robert and Helen Lynd came up with a new,
more anthropological approach to community study and with it dissected the
cultural contradictions that industrial capitalism had wrought. Others, includ-
ing students of anthropologist W. Lloyd Warner, uncovered the elements of a
distinctive and coherent lower-class culture that helped poor people cope with
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the conditions of social and economic deprivation, and for which poor people
were routinely stigmatized by a society bent on individual advance. A third
group, the regional sociologists at the University of North Carolina, wrote
about the stubborn economic and cultural traditions that kept the South from
modernizing and that, by the 1930s, had earned the region recognition as the
nation’s “number one economic problem.” In all three instances, social scien-
tists associated with these “schools” of thinking drew on the concept of culture,
and on the methods of the behavioral sciences more generally, to make a case
for centralized planning and social engineering in aid of the poor.

Certainly the Depression-era emphasis on behavior and culture was not for
want of economic analyses that could explain poverty. For many, the bread-
lines, homelessness, agricultural dislocation, and above all the spectacle of
mass unemployment provided powerful and visible evidence that the economy,
it not capitalism itself, had failed. But while large-scale poverty was indeed
recognized as a sign of economic failure, poverty itself was not the central
problem nor even a central analytic category in economic knowledge. The
issue was not, as in the familiar Progressive formulation, the puzzle of “poverty
amidst plenty,” but the puzzle of wholesale, and enduring, economic collapse.
Unemployment, underconsumption, wage and wealth maldistribution, under-
development: these could be, and were, identified as systemic causes of pov-
erty, but economic policy intellectuals did not conceptualize their task in terms
of alleviating, let alone ending, poverty but in terms of how their often compet-
ing analyses would translate into programs of economic recovery and reform.3

Nor, in marked contrast to the 1960s, when a Democratic administration did
pledge to bring poverty in America to an end, did the New Deal establish a
clear-cut place within its shifting panoply of agencies for gathering knowledge
about poverty. Statistic-gathering, though plentiful, was more scattered and
directly mission-oriented, and more apt to hone in on a poverty-related prob-
lem—unemployment, old age, disability, the absence of a (male) breadwin-
ner—than on poverty per se.4 Agency knowledge also reflected the concerns
of particular constituencies and advocates—organized labor, old-age pension
advocates, tenant farmers, “maternalist” reformers—at least some of whom
were eager to maintain a distance between themselves and a more generically
defined poor or lower class. Bureaucratic poverty knowledge, as a result, was
fragmented and categorical—much like the emerging welfare state—leaving
little trace of established method or centrally accumulated statistical informa-
tion for future generations to build upon. Instead, the legacy of New Deal
agency-based social and economic investigation would be realized in future
poverty knowledge in more indirect, albeit powerful ways. One was in the
Roosevelt administration’s eventual turn to full employment as the key to eco-
nomic recovery and health. Nearly three decades later, this became the central
economic doctrine, and the basis of economic knowledge-gathering, for the
War on Poverty. A second was in the segmentation of knowledge along the
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lines of a welfare state that drew sharp lines between how it would provide
for men and women, old and young, white and nonwhite, and, especially, poor
and nonpoor, by segregating universalistic, relatively more generous, non-stig-
matized programs such as social insurance from means-tested, ungenerous,
stigmatized “welfare” programs for the poor.5 Here again, this aspect of the
New Deal legacy would be most fully realized decades hence, this time amidst
the decline of postwar prosperity and liberalism, when poverty knowledge
became almost wholly absorbed in a long and drawn-out struggle over the
most stigmatized of the welfare programs created in the 1930s, Aid to Families
with Dependent Children.

In contrast, anthropological and sociological studies exploring issues of so-
cial class and caste, community, and culture—often supported by funds from
the Works Progress Administration and other New Deal agencies—had a more
immediate impact on the course of poverty knowledge. For without necessarily
identifying “poverty” as their central concern, these studies established the
methods and the conceptual apparatus of what amounted to a new, or at least
newly developing, line of inquiry that made culture a factor in understanding
poverty in ways that it had not been before: not, as in Chicago-school sociol-
ogy, as a reflection of internal “disorganization,” but as itself a dimension of
the structural inequalities that liberal reformers were trying to redress.

POVERTY, CLASS, AND CULTURE IN SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY

Culture, of course, had not been absent from Progressive political economy.
To social surveyors, long hours, low pay, and the tenements were as much
breeding grounds for cultural deprivation as for material want. But it was a
different tradition of cultural analysis, aimed at the broader culture and inspired
by the economist Thorstein Veblen, that influenced Robert S. Lynd. It was
within this tradition, of broadly aimed cultural criticism rather than anxiety
over cultural deprivation, that Lynd implicated culture in the problems of class
polarization and unemployment in 1920s and Depression-era America. Best
known for The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), Veblen had introduced such
concepts as “conspicuous consumption” and the “pecuniary” or money culture
into the vocabulary of American social criticism, using them to illuminate the
nature of economic inequality in the era of rising consumer capitalism. In
consumerism Veblen recognized not only a source of class division, but a
powerful means of suppressing radical consciousness within the working class.
In the money culture, symbolized by high finance, he recognized a powerful
threat to the ethos of workmanship and physically productive labor that consti-
tuted the true source of value in the economy. Together, Veblen thought, these
signposts of capitalist culture threatened to leave society in a state of arrested
development, spiritually sapped by materialism and unable to organize a more
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democratic polity. That criticism in turn provided an essential intellectual back-
drop for Robert and Helen Lynd’s classic sociological bestseller Middletown,
a study of cultural transformation and consumer capitalism in “that common-
denominator of America, the Middle West.” There, in statistical surveys, archi-
val research, interviews, and participant observations conducted originally in
1924 and in a separate follow-up study in 1935, the Lynds found a class-
polarized society, unable to cope with the problems of low wages, unemploy-
ment, and “caring for the unable” because of its own cultural commitment to
consumerism and individual gain.6

While building from within the Progressive intellectual tradition, the Lynds
were also eager to branch out in directions suggested by more contemporary
social scientific trends. This turned out to be a matter of some contention with
the project’s sponsoring agency, the Rockefeller-backed Institute of Social and
Religious Research, which in 1923 commissioned Robert Lynd to conduct one
in what was to be a series of social surveys on religion in modern industrial
life. Lynd was not exactly a natural choice for the commission; though a minis-
ter-in-training at the Union Theological Seminary, he had just recently pub-
lished a scathing exposé in The Survey criticizing Rockefeller’s Standard Oil
Company for exploitative labor practices at Elk Basin, a Wyoming oil camp.
Nevertheless, having gotten the job with the help of a friend, an influential
Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial official, he shifted the study’s frame-
work from what his sponsors initially envisioned as a heavily statistical survey
of religious practices to a study of cultural transformation using the methods
of anthropology.7

It was thus as both social surveyors and as resident anthropologists that the
Lynds established themselves in Muncie, Indiana, in 1924. And it was as cul-
tural as well as social surveyors that they measured the impact of Muncie’s
economic transformation from small-town manufacturer to large-scale indus-
trial capitalism. Using Veblenesque categories, they traced the economic and
political disparities between Middletown’s producer, or working (71%) and its
commercial, or business (29%) class.8 But they were especially keen to illumi-
nate the power of consumer culture as a mechanism for maintaining class
disparities. The business class was rapidly consolidating its power, with orga-
nizations to promote pride in “Magic Middletown” and to bolster more indus-
try, more consumerism, and more “free market” growth. Meanwhile, a once-
thriving trade union movement had dwindled to almost nothing, its energy
sapped by the disappearance of craftsmanship and the mechanization of labor,
and its psychological “satisfactions” replaced by the pursuit of more and more
consumer goods. Everyone in Middletown was “running for dear life” to keep
up with their new “subjective wants,” but it was the working class that paid
the price. Only one-fourth of the workers in a sample of one hundred made
more than the Bureau of Labor Statistics minimum standard of living. All of
them lived with the constant threat of “bad times” and unemployment hanging
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over their heads. For these very reasons, it was the working class who fed the
ranks of “the unable,” who could not “secure the necessary food, shelter and
care of health under the economic system by which people live in Middle-
town.” And yet, the vast working class had little collective consciousness of
its own exploitation; few seemed to realize that they were being lulled into
complacency by the advertiser’s appeal to consumption as “a new necessity,”
and the businessman’s promise that a return to “free competition” was in the
interest of all.9

It was not just consumerism that exposed the working class to poverty. On
an even deeper level, it was the cultural commitment to laissez-faire. Here the
Lynds saw the starkest example of what sociologist William Ogburn had called
“cultural lag”: having made the transition to a complex industrial economy,
the community steadfastly clung to its outmoded individualistic ways. Thus,
“a man may get his living by operating a twentieth century machine and at
the same time hunt for a job under a laissez-faire individualism which dates
back more than a century.” The same contradiction characterized the way the
city provided assistance for the poor. Although transformed from the old tradi-
tion of neighborly help and Christian charity, the modern, business-like way
of giving was still regulated by the old philosophy of “individual responsibil-
ity” which held the poor responsible for their misfortunes—and ignored the
systemic problems of unemployment and low pay. Far from any thought of
“change in the social or industrial system,” Middletown preferred to go on
feeling good about giving charity to “people in actual need,” while doing its
best to “get the unpleasant business over with and out of sight as soon as
possible!”10

As a description of 1920s America, the Lynds’ analysis of cultural lag took
the tone of sharp but not necessarily urgent social criticism. Published in 1929,
on the verge of the Great Depression, Middletown offered few concrete pre-
scriptions for change. After a follow-up study to see how Muncie was coping
with the Depression, however, the Lynds quickly abandoned that complacent
tone. For even though unemployment had grown and the social structure was
more fragmented, and even though power was more concentrated in the hands
of a small circle of corporate elites, Middletown nevertheless remained stuck in
“a culture suckled on the lion’s milk of getting ahead by personal exploitative
powers.” The working class was still largely unorganized, swayed by the sym-
bolism of laissez-faire opportunity and individual gain. Worse still, the spirit
of the Chamber of Commerce–sponsored “Magic Middletown” campaign,
with its “solvent remedy of more and better possessions and socially distin-
guished goods” was alive and well among the workers, once again diverting
them from organized opposition to the very system that was leaving them, as
the Lynds saw it, on an ever-more crowded shop floor, where the mythical
ladder of opportunity was “becoming shorter, harder to climb and leading no-
where in particular.”11
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Middletown’s changed circumstances were also reflected in the Lynds’ pre-
scriptions, now more urgent and explicit than at first. In 1929 the Lynds had
concluded by tentatively suggesting a reexamination of local institutions, per-
haps hoping that Middletowners would recognize and correct the symptoms of
cultural lag, and urged “would-be reformers” to relinquish the “widely current
method of a head-long assault upon established institutions” in favor of a more
organic, community-based process of change.12 By 1936, with all hope of en-
lightened community-based reform abandoned, the Lynds painted two stark
alternatives. In one, Middletowners succumbed to the appeal of an authoritar-
ian leader. In the other, they came to accept the leadership of enlightened New
Deal planners. The Lynds revealed their own predilections in their lengthy
chapter on “Caring for the Unable,” now no longer an “inconspicuous” feature
of Middletown life as it had been the decade before. Alone among the areas
surveyed, social welfare had shown real progress, and the reason was the sud-
den, transforming “interjection of Federal planning into the local scene.” Relief
remained unpopular, among both the working and the business classes, but the
fact was that more than one-fourth of the population relied on public assistance,
and local leaders had learned how to provide it in a coordinated, rational way.
Although the locals were eager to go back to the old ways once prosperity
returned, New Deal intervention had established a better way of doing things,
a “bench mark for social change” from which, despite local resistance, even
Middletown could never completely retreat.13

In the context of the Great Depression, then, the Lynds’ cultural criticism
reconnected with the reform urgency of Progressive-era social investigation.
But the tone of fatalism in the Lynds’ conclusion also suggested a loss of at
least some articles of Progressive faith—certainly in the informed citizenry,
but also in the power of social scientific knowledge to effect change. On the
one hand, they portrayed a town utterly incapable of comprehending, let along
resolving, its cultural dilemmas without enlightened leadership from above.
On the other, as social scientists they had seen how little their investigations
had penetrated local consciousness, how powerless they as experts were in the
face of cultural resistance to change. Most significant, though, was the sense
in the Lynds’ follow-up study that control over Middletown’s economic fu-
ture—for good or for ill—lay ineluctably in the hands of the large “outside”
forces of corporate capitalism and the federal government. Like it or not, the
new, mass consumer-driven political economy was here to stay, and, as Robert
Lynd recognized in his own shift toward consumer politics, the locus of orga-
nized resistance would come not from working-class producers but from citi-
zens in their capacity as consumers—if at all. In the new political economy,
the reformist objectives of knowledge were more important than ever, but
changed; now, reformers hoped to reorganize culture in response to the inevita-
ble forces of economic change.14
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One study of an impoverished, Depression-era farm community suggests
the ambiguous implications of applying this perspective in the social science
of poverty. With Middletown as his template, anthropologist Carl Withers ex-
amined small-town transformation under the impact of a commercializing ag-
ricultural economy. Although he endorsed the modernizing objectives of New
Deal agricultural planners, Withers mourned the passing of the traditional farm
community. “The greater problem for all ‘backwards’ and ‘poor’ communities
like Plainville is one which doubled or even tripled income will not solve,” he
concluded. “For better or for worse, they are doomed as ‘traditional’ communi-
ties. As their ancient value systems crumble under the blows of a new ‘tradi-
tion’ imposed from outside, their problem is to learn to participate more fully
in the cultural rewards of the greater society.”15 In this Withers anticipated
what would later emerge as a central theme in postwar and particularly in
Cold War–era studies of impoverished, “backward,” and “underdeveloped”
communities around the world. In Withers’s eyes, it was not necessarily the
dominant culture that stood in the way of a more equitable and universal enjoy-
ment of the fruits of modernization; it was the culture of the poor.

The first volume of Middletown was packaged as a new genre in social science,
a “social anthropology of contemporary life.”16 By then, though, anticipating
the much more pervasive, heavily endowed behavioral science “revolution”
after World War II, the fascination with studying culture as a dimension of
human behavior was starting to become more pronounced and institutional-
ized. In 1929, the Rockefeller Foundation provided funds for the establishment
of the Institute of Human Relations at Yale University, an interdisciplinary
center for the study of human behavior that would map out the field of “person-
ality and culture” in several collaborative studies over the next several years.
Two years later, the Social Science Research Council followed suit, with a
committee on Personality and Culture that counted Robert Lynd among its
most active supporters, and that hoped to encourage comparative cross-cultural
research.17 At the same time, and especially in the wake of Middletown’s suc-
cess, young anthropologists immersed in the study of far-off “primitive” cul-
tures were becoming impressed by the possibilities for research in “typical”
American communities, and, as Depression set in, by the importance of cul-
tural knowledge for the work of reform. In communities with fictionalized
names like Plainville, Yankee City, Southerntown, and Jonesville they began
to uncover the elements of a distinctive lower-class culture, locating its origins
not merely in the response to conditions of economic deprivation, but also in
the deeper recesses of psychological and social identity.

No figure was more important in generating opportunities for the study of
lower-class culture than W. Lloyd Warner, an anthropologist with fieldwork
techniques honed in the study of Australian aboriginal tribes, who made the
American community study a lifelong academic career. During the 1930s War-
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ner directed major studies of Newburyport, Massachusetts (“Yankee City”),
and Natchez, Mississippi (“Deep South”), and helped to supervise the field-
work in Chicago’s South Side black belt (“Bronzeville”) that provided the
basis for St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton’s Black Metropolis. In the early
to mid-1940s, he put together a community study of Morris, Illinois (“Jones-
ville”), as the war was ending and before the apparent impact of postwar eco-
nomic prosperity. To staff these ambitious and highly labor intensive studies
Warner proved particularly adept at tapping into philanthropic, university, and,
at the height of the Great Depression, federal research funding under the aus-
pices of the Works Progress Administration (WPA). Later on, he would con-
nect up to the booming postwar market for demographic profiling in advertis-
ing and private industry. He also positioned his approach as an alternative to
Chicago-school social ecology—like the Lynds, he specialized in the “total
community” study and considered class a “fundamental structure” in American
society—in a rivalry that became a running battle once Warner joined the
University of Chicago sociology department (at the time not yet separate from
anthropology) in 1935. As the momentum behind Chicago-school neighbor-
hood studies began to fade during the 1930s, Warner’s high-visibility team
projects provided training grounds—not to mention employment—for aspiring
ethnographic researchers and helped to sustain the community study as a legiti-
mate and ongoing academic enterprise. Even more than the Lynds, Warner also
introduced a generation of students trained in the 1930s and 1940s to the notion
that class stratification had a deep-seated cultural dimension that operated inde-
pendently of economic relationships.18

Warner’s trademark was the detailed, easily parodied, but widely embraced
scheme he devised for measuring social class, a technique that—not unlike
Charles Booth’s—enlisted the services of strategically placed community resi-
dents to help rank their neighbors on a status hierarchy that ranged from
“upper-upper” to “lower-lower,” with a slew of sometimes-oxymoronic cate-
gories (“lower-upper,” “upper-lower”) in between. This method, which Warner
called “Evaluated Participation,” complemented the more conventional “Index
of Status Characteristics” (occupation, amount and source of income, neigh-
borhood, housing type) that Warner’s research teams compiled for every fam-
ily in the community.19 These measures, along with scores of interviews, eth-
nographies, and, in later studies, psychological tests, provided the empirical
basis for Warner’s central theme: that class and status hierarchy, as Warner
claimed to have “discovered” in Yankee City, was determined by “something
more” than income and wealth. Behind it was an elaborate system of formal
social institutions, informal cliques, and, especially, class-specific cultural
practices that socialized and prepared individuals for their inherited stations in
the social order—and that made upward mobility a difficult, potentially hazard-
ous climb.20 Of these subcultures, Warner himself showed most fascination
with the upper-uppers, and most appreciation for the psychological drama
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(“status anxiety”) of the “strivers” below. But he also laid out a typology of
lower-class subcultures that brought culture into poverty knowledge in a new,
albeit in some respects familiar, way.

Thus, like legions of investigators before him, Warner based his lower-class
typology on a barely masked distinction between the “deserving” and “unde-
serving” poor. The unskilled, low-wage laborers in the “upper-lower” group
were “honest but poor,” lived orderly lives in stable but undesirable neighbor-
hoods, and took pride in their ability to get by without relief. They believed in
educating their children in the hopes of a better life, and yet they themselves
remained loyal to the ethnic associations and cliques that would hamper mobil-
ity into higher-status groups; they preferred the company, that is, of “people
like us.” The “lower-lowers,” on the other hand, cared little about education
and resisted outside attempts to improve their lot. They were marginally em-
ployed, disorderly and “shiftless,” and lived on the “wrong side of the tracks.”
Concerned more with meeting bare necessities than with getting ahead, they
satisfied themselves with immediate gratifications, and lived by a quasi-crimi-
nal, sexually uninhibited moral code. If these themes resonated with earlier
Progressive-era social investigation, one did not: Together constituting more
than half of Yankee City’s population, Warner’s lower classes were not only
culturally well-adapted but generally satisfied with their place on the status
hierarchy. To their credit, they showed few signs of the anxiety and personality
disorder rampant among their striving middle- and upper-class counterparts.
Even the town’s extended 1933 shoe factory strike, to Warner, could be inter-
preted as a sign of lower-class complacency: what the workers wanted was not
necessarily a say in the workplace, but a return to the old craft-based hierarchy
and paternalistic welfare capitalism that were being threatened by the arrival
of an outside corporate conglomerate.21 Indeed, despite frequent rhetorical
nods to the “basic contradiction” between American dream and social reality,
Warner thought that lower-class culture played a vital integrating function in
a “complex society” that needed status rankings to “get its work done.”22

Warner himself, then, was no reformer—knowledge of class, he wrote in a
primer first published in the late 1940s, was a “corrective instrument” to help
people “adapt themselves to social reality and fit their dreams and aspirations
to what is possible.”23 But for students of lower-class culture in the 1930s
and 1940s Warner’s functionalist framework provided the basis for what later
commentators would dismiss as a “muckraking,” culturally relativist, and ro-
manticized approach—one that pointed to a need for cultural rehabilitation
and economic reform.24 Lower-class culture had its “rewards and punish-
ments,” wrote anthropologist and Warner student Allison Davis, who had got-
ten his first significant fieldwork experience in the mid-1930s as a principal
investigator for Warner’s community study of Natchez, Mississippi. Facing a
future of low wages and unrewarding work, the “underprivileged worker” got
powerful compensation from “the pleasures that he actually can attain by fol-
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lowing his underprivileged culture. He gets strong biological enjoyment. He
spends a great deal of his nights in sexual exploration . . . he lives in a world
where visceral, genital and emotional gratification is far more available than
it is in a middle-class world.”25 Elsewhere, Davis argued that lower-class values
of toughness and aggression were functional in a way outsiders would never
understand, reflecting a “realistic and adaptive” response to living in neighbor-
hoods where “physical aggression is as much a normal, socially approved and
socially inculcated type of behavior as it is in frontier communities.”26 Simi-
larly, the behavior of the underprivileged worker was sensible in light of his
limited circumstances. “The habits of ‘shiftlessness,’ ‘irresponsibility,’ lack of
‘ambition,’ absenteeism, of quitting the job, which management usually re-
gards as a result of the ‘innate’ perversity of underprivileged white and negro
workers, are in fact normal responses that the worker has learned from his
physical and social environment.” Critical of the “ethnocentric” views of the
helping professions, Davis insisted that these habits had to be understood be-
fore they could be changed. Ultimately, it would require “real rewards” to
“repay” the worker for “the hard work and self-denial required to change his
old habits, and to compete with the rewards of a physical kind that he already
gets.” Assisting the underprivileged worker thus called for a two-pronged ap-
proach: the first, most immediate, was to raise the standard of living with better
pay, working, and housing conditions so that poor workers would increase
their own “consciousness of economic needs”; second, more difficult, was to
raise the worker’s “cultural goals” for education, respectability, enlightened
child rearing, and hard work. Only then could society break the “circle” of
material and cultural deprivation that trapped the poor in a substandard way
of life.27

With its emphasis on class and the coherence of lower-class culture, Warner’s
anthropological framework also offered an alternative to the Chicago-school’s
ecological image of “disorganized” slum neighborhoods. “Cornerville’s prob-
lem is not lack of organization but a failure of its own social organization to
mesh with the structure of the society around it,” wrote William Foote Whyte
in his influential ethnography of Boston’s Italian North End, Street Corner
Society (1943). The neighborhood actually had a stable social structure, Whyte
observed, dominated by racketeers, ward politicians, street gangs, and family
networks, all tied together by a “hierarchy of personal relations based upon a
system of reciprocal obligation.” Judged backwards and inferior by individual-
istic middle-class standards, the Cornerville world was in fact highly functional
when viewed from the inside, providing jobs, services, and, especially, a cohe-
sive identity in a generally unaccepting social environment. Nor was “the prob-
lem of Cornerville” simply one of ethnicity—the neighborhood’s “symbolic
attachment to Italy” could be understood as a lower-class defense mechanism
against both upper-class disapproval and middle-class professional reform.28

Davis, too, emphasized class as the more fundamental dividing line, this time
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extending the analysis across racial lines. In Children of Bondage (1940), a
collaborative study with Yale sociologist John Dollard, he concluded that child
rearing and related cultural practices differed more profoundly along class than
along racial lines.29 Davis confirmed these conclusions in later research with
sociologist Robert J. Havighurst, finding “considerable social class differences
in child-rearing practices, and these differences are greater than the differences
between negroes and whites of the same social class.” Likewise, black and
white children faced similar punishments from “our thoroughly middle-class
teachers and school systems.” In school they were “humiliated and punished
too severely for having the lower-class culture which their own mothers, fa-
thers and siblings approve” (emphasis in original). Anticipating the arguments
that he and other liberal education reformers made in the 1960s, Davis argued
that these punishments could help to explain differences in school achievement
between the classes, and called on educators to understand and “remove the
class punishments” from the lower-class child’s behavior.30

With encouragement from Warner and in various applied research projects,
by the mid-1930s the concept of lower-class culture was taking on increasingly
psychological overtones. Children of Bondage was one of several studies com-
missioned by the Rockefeller-backed American Council on Education to un-
derstand the impact of racial stratification on black adolescent personality de-
velopment. In this study, Davis and Dollard, attempting to blend Freudian and
behaviorist theory, focused exclusively on child rearing practices as gleaned
from psychological interviews. Although offering an unconventional argument
with their emphasis on class as the dominant influence, Davis and Dollard
anticipated a more general trend in the literature by assessing psychological
damage as a measure of social disadvantage, and by tracing its origins to the
lower-class family. Stripped, in this context, of her “functions” as either a
breadwinner or a household manager, the lower-class mother loomed large
as the instigator of a lower-class personality type—undisciplined, aggressive,
unable to defer gratification because raised without sexual or impulse con-
trol—that in turn, Davis and Dollard warned, left children without the basic
personality traits, such as anxiety and frustration, that motivated achieve-
ment.31 Although tempering their psychological prognoses with the conviction
that motivation could, given better “rewards,” be learned, their emphasis on
the permanence, even the predictive value of child rearing would seem to
undercut the rehabilitative capacity of economic or school reform.

More important, such behavioristic theories were attached to what was be-
coming an ever-more stylized profile of lower-class culture that, as the tests
became more routinized and the typology more abstracted, did more to reify
than to challenge or get beyond existing stereotypes. It was a culture that, for
all their aversion to middle-class ethnocentrism, social anthropologists were
hardly eager to preserve. “We should not be so naı̈ve,” Davis warned, “as to
think that lower-class life is a happy hunting ground given over to complete
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impulse expression.” The lower-class child was exposed to frequent violence
and family instability, and was handicapped by such “accepted class ways” as
gambling, superstition, aggression, and sexual promiscuity.32 Even Whyte, who
admired the solidarity within the “corner boy” gang, found it to be narrow and
circumscribed as a way of life. The corner boys were “blocked” by “their own
organized society,” as well as by the “outside world.”33 However “adaptive”
to the vicissitudes of lower-class circumstances, the issue was not whether but
how to bring about change in a culture that, left unchecked, would perpetuate
deviant behavior and poverty. Starting out from the conviction that middle-
class culture, however “striving” and stultifying, was what led to achievement
in life, functionalist social anthropology was limited as a way of understanding
the lower class. On the one hand, the work of Whyte, Davis, and others offered
an alternative to the Chicago-school imagery of cultural breakdown and social
disorganization, highlighting the essential integrity and coherence of lower-
class culture while emphasizing the systemic and institutional underpinnings
of class inequality. On the other hand, in their eyes the lower class was incapa-
ble of forming anything but a culture of disadvantage, a way of life so limited
by circumstance as to render poor people incapable of pleasure aside from
immediate gratification, and devoid of moral or political agency.

It would be a mistake, though, to view the cultural and behavioral turn in
poverty knowledge as a turn away from liberal reform. In many ways, the
social anthropologists were playing out themes anticipated in Progressive po-
litical economy—of cultural difference, the need for uplift, even of psychologi-
cal damage—albeit in a more self-consciously theoretical way. Nor did they
see their emphasis on the autonomy, the psychological origins, the deviance
of lower-class culture as a necessarily limiting factor in reform. “Cornerville
people will fit in better with the society around them when they gain more
opportunities to participate in society,” Whyte wrote. “This involves providing
them with greater economic opportunity and also giving them greater responsi-
bility for their own destinies.”34 In this he captured the central theme of Depres-
sion-era and immediate postwar social anthropology: that the key to addressing
lower-class cultural disadvantage was to recognize that lower-class culture
would not change without prior changes in economic opportunity. Only later,
in the much-altered context of prosperity and Cold War, would the “culture of
poverty” begin to assume the aura of psychological determinism that, still
later, would be used in conservative arguments about the futility of liberal
antipoverty programs.

Moreover, in his study of unemployed workers in 1930s New Haven, sociol-
ogist E. Wight Bakke used cultural analysis to much different effect. Con-
ducted under the auspices of Yale’s Institute of Human Relations, Bakke’s
eight-year study combined the methods of more traditionally conceptualized
economic, household, and social welfare agency surveys with family case stud-
ies, interviews, site visits, and, especially important, systematic observation
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over time. In two companion volumes published in 1940, Bakke followed first
the economic and then the community and family strategies workers used to
adjust to long-term unemployment—or, as he put it in the subtitle of the first
volume, “the task of making a living without a job.” Perhaps most remembered
for documenting the great lengths workers would go to before resorting to cash
relief, Bakke’s study also stands out as an unusually sensitive study of the
cultural and psychological impact of mass unemployment in a society with a
deep cultural investment in work. Treating culture as a fluid array of beliefs,
values, and coping strategies rather than as an all-encompassing system, Bakke
told a story not of cultural lag or deprivation, but of flexibility, resilience, and
change. Forced by the experience of unemployment to reexamine their notions
of individualism and self-reliance, New Haven’s workers were developing a
distinctive working-class consciousness based on the value of collective action
and their own growing awareness of the conflict of interest between employers
and employees. Although gendered in its concept of employment—Bakke’s
“worker,” despite the existing literature on female labor, was male—the study
also offered a nuanced reading of how unemployment was transforming gender
relations within the working-class family—often, in his eyes, with improved
results. In what Bakke depicted as the most successfully “reconstructed” fami-
lies, men had gotten over the initial impulse to reassert patriarchal authority
in the household, and instead learned to establish more egalitarian, cooperative
relations with their wives and children. None of this, to be sure, had occurred
without trauma, as Bakke showed in case histories of several families. In an
important sense, though, their continual cultural “adjustments” had put New
Haven’s unemployed workers in the advance rather than at the rear of reform:
having come to accept the need for government assistance, having suffered the
indignities of relief, their experiences could be used, Bakke thought, to con-
struct a welfare state that would offer economic security while acknowledging
the importance workers continued to place on self-support.35

POVERTY, PLACE, AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT:
THE SOUTHERN REGIONALISTS

Still a third approach to integrating culture with a critique of political economy
emerged in the dominant sociological explanation for why, as a 1938 Report
from FDR’s National Emergency Council proclaimed, the South was “the Na-
tion’s number one economic problem.” The NEC report, and the long-range
program of federal investment and industrialization it helped to stimulate,
would later come under criticism for concentrating too much on economic
growth as the answer and ignoring the problems of income distribution, race,
and political inequality that would continue to plague the postwar “New
South.”36 In fact, though, the NEC recommendations were drawn from a far
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more comprehensive analysis of the South’s economic problems that had been
carefully built up over more than a decade by a group of sociologists at the
University of North Carolina. Treating the South as a coherent cultural and
geographic region, they argued that poverty was deeply imbedded in the
South’s culture as well as its political economy, a product of sectionalism
and white supremacy as much as of low wages, inefficient land management,
and the absence of an industrial base. Exploring the impact of this “culture
complex” on the conditions of sharecroppers and mill workers throughout the
South, they sought to shatter the then-prevailing mythology that economic
backwardness could be blamed on the natural inferiority of the labor force.
Their investigations provided the empirical basis for a “regionalist” program
of economic and social modernization that would, they hoped, free the New
South from the legacy of poverty and racial inequality it had inherited from
the Old.

The intellectual home of Southern regionalism was the University of North
Carolina’s Institute for Research in Social Science, which under the leadership
of sociologist Howard W. Odum had become the center of social scientific
knowledge-gathering aimed at bringing the South into the twentieth century.
Odum had started this ambitious enterprise in 1920, when he was invited to
Chapel Hill to direct a new School of Public Welfare and to start what would
be the first white department of sociology in the South. At the time, the Univer-
sity was beginning to emerge as a center of southern academic liberalism under
President Harry W. Chase, a process Odum’s arrival accelerated considerably.
Within two years, he had founded the Journal of Social Forces, pitching it to
a broad academic and (mostly southern) general readership with a combination
of scholarly articles, investigative reports, editorials, and news of current
events. Along with Chase, he was also one of the founders of the University
of North Carolina Press, which within the next decade would make a name for
itself as one of the leading university presses in the country. In 1924, Odum
started the Institute for Research in Social Science as an interdisciplinary cen-
ter for the study of contemporary southern issues.

The Institute, underwritten by the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial,
allowed Odum to construct the elements of a Chicago-like academic empire,
complete with journal, press, and a sizable staff of full-time research assis-
tantships. Working with young scholars such as Rupert B. Vance, Arthur F.
Raper, Guy B. Johnson, Harriet L. Herring, Jennings S. Rhyne, Thomas J.
Woofter, Jr., Margaret Hagood, and George S. Mitchell, Odum mounted a rig-
orously empirical research program that confronted issues few academics
had been willing to take on: mill workers’ conditions, farm tenancy, race rela-
tions, and—the subject of Vance’s doctoral dissertation—the agricultural alle-
giance to “King Cotton.” The Institute also helped propel Odum to national
recognition. In 1929, he joined a handful of scholars as the only southerner on
President Hoover’s Research Committee on Social Trends, and in 1930 he
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became the first southerner to serve as president of the American Sociological
Society. Meanwhile, he cultivated the philanthropic and policy connections
that would establish the Institute as the major academic outpost for moderate
white southern liberalism: hooked up with gradualist organizations such as
the Atlanta-based Commission on Interracial Cooperation, the Institute re-
nounced biological racism but remained unwilling to challenge the segrega-
tionist order. Only later, after World War II, did the Institute openly embrace
racial integration. But the Institute’s main goal, as Odum insisted, was not
political but scientific: to develop a theoretical framework for analyzing the
South’s major problems, and with it to encourage a “reintegration” into the
nation’s political and economic mainstream.37 That framework, known as re-
gionalism, defined the South as a coherent geographic, ecological, cultural,
and economic unit that, for reasons having more to do with its historical and
cultural allegiances than with anything natural to the environment, was a veri-
table case study in poverty.38

The regionalist explanation for poverty rested on three central ideas, each
based on a blend of cultural and political economic analysis, and each reflected
in contemporary policy debates. One was the concept of the “cotton culture,”
first developed in Rupert Vance’s dissertation, and a major part of the regional-
ist critique of the South’s system of farm tenancy. For Vance and others, the
“cotton culture” represented the legacy of slavery and the plantation system,
now expressed in the complex of labor relations, land tenure practices, and
feudal mythology that was keeping the system of sharecropping alive. Share-
cropping, regionalists pointed out, was little better than slavery. Indeed, one
of its tragedies was that it brought the landless white farmer into the same
relationship of dependency that had tied blacks to the plantation: while presum-
ably offered mobility and compensation for their labor, tenants remained in a
state of “enforced arrested development,” with no opportunities for accumulat-
ing property, skills, or a sense of “self direction.” It was, as Arthur Raper so
aptly described it in his book by that title, a “preface to peasantry” rather than
the basis of an independent democratic yeomanry. What’s more, it was terribly
inefficient as a system of production, keeping the South mired in the kind of
unmechanized, one-crop farming that depleted the soil, prevented diversifica-
tion, put landlords and farmers at great risk of bankruptcy, and undermined
the region’s position in international markets. The most devastating impact of
the “cotton culture,” however, was on the attitudes and behavior of the tenants
themselves. Cultivating the crop was particularly grueling, requiring extended
periods of planting, chopping, and picking followed by shorter spans of sea-
sonal slack. These demands had made an imprint on family habits, the region-
alists thought, leaving tenants, for example, without a steady income and un-
practiced in saving or thrift. The system virtually required tenants to have
larger families, with plenty of hands to bring the crop in. And it encouraged
them to be “shiftless” and mobile, offering little hope that the land they worked
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would ever be their own. Compounding these problems was a cheap but notori-
ously inadequate diet, virtually a recipe for the pellegra and listlessness that
were routinely attributed to tenants’ inborn ignorance. “Disinherited” from the
land and “defenseless” against the landlord, the sharecropper had understand-
ably become dependent and resigned—a “ready excuse,” as one regionalist
report concluded, “for keeping him under a stern paternalistic control.”39 The
regionalists, though, had another agenda: reforming federal agricultural policy,
which was overwhelmingly biased toward large growers, to recognize the
needs of small and tenant farmers. In 1934, southern liberal and New Deal
administrator Will Alexander enlisted Vance, Arthur Raper, and other regional-
ists in the federal lobbying campaign. Their research, summarized in a widely
distributed pamphlet entitled The Collapse of Cotton Tenancy and later incor-
porated into the President’s Special Commission on Farm Tenancy, served as
the basis of important but short-lived programs of land reform, resettlement,
tenant ownership, and rural cooperatives under the auspices of the New Deal’s
Resettlement and Farm Security Administrations.40

A second regionalist idea, the notion that the South was a “colonial” econ-
omy, proved even more consequential in shaping the New Deal response to
southern poverty. First fully articulated in Vance’s Human Geography of the
South (1932), colonialism was a central theme in the National Emergency
Council report, and from there became the chief justification for federally sub-
sidized industrialization as the pathway to a more progressive, prosperous
South. Vance’s notion was couched in detached, scientific terms; by “colonial”
economy he meant one that operated primarily to extract and export natural
resources for manufacture outside the region—one, that is, that lacked the
indigenous sources of capital or production to meet consumer demands. As
the NEC Report suggests, however, the colonial analysis touched a raw politi-
cal nerve, providing an air of regional victimization that Vance did not neces-
sarily endorse. Colonialism helped to explain the “paradox,” as the NEC report
put it, that while the South was “blessed by Nature with immense wealth, its
people on the whole are the poorest in the country. Lacking industries of its
own, the South has been forced to trade the richness of its soil, its minerals
and forests and the labor of its people for goods manufactured elsewhere.”
Reliant on the South as a source of natural resources and cheap labor, “outside”
interests were eager to maintain its colonial status, and were opposed, by impli-
cation, to indigenous regional development. The NEC report went on to sug-
gest that pro-northern federal policy was implicated in keeping the South be-
hind. Correcting the “imbalance” would bring the South to its rightful position
as an equal partner in the national economy.41 Equally significant in this context
was the part of Vance’s analysis that the NEC Report left out: in order to
modernize, he thought, the South needed to escape the myth of a “feudal”
agrarian past. This called for a new social scientific realism that would help
the region face up to its historical legacy of backwardness and poverty.42
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In characterizing southern poverty for a national audience, the regionalists
increasingly emphasized a third major theme, combining a familiar Malthusian
logic with the emerging New Deal emphasis on the importance of purchasing
power as the engine of economic recovery and growth: while reproducing far
more than its share of the population, the South was not keeping up its share
of consumer demand. Of course, these issues could be treated separately, and
in the NEC Report they were. In its section on population, the Report warned
that overpopulated rural districts were exporting their young—and poor—to
cities in and outside of the South, putting a strain on services and creating
competition in already depressed labor markets. In the section on purchasing
power, in contrast, the southern population represented “the Nation’s greatest
untapped market,” a threat to the northern economy not so much because of
numbers but because it lacked the income to buy the goods.43 In combination,
however, high birth rates and low consumption posed a double threat to the
national welfare. As Margaret Hagood warned in her study of farm tenant
women, Mothers of the South (1939), rural mothers were producing children
who, precisely because of chronic regional poverty, lacked the capacity to
develop consumer tastes, or otherwise to reach the “ ‘quality’ of population
desired for American people.” Hagood was quick to distance herself from
“alarmist eugenicists” with their fears of white race suicide. The study itself
was a rare and highly sympathetic look at the intelligence and “vitality” with
which tenant farm women coped with the “triple role of mother, housekeeper,
and field laborer,” and tried to protect their children from the “pathology” of
systemic poverty. And Hagood insisted that her findings offered evidence that
whatever “quality” tenants lacked was due to environment and not biology.
Nevertheless, her conclusions came with a clear-cut warning: as the source of
an ever-growing proportion of the nation’s people, the unreconstructed rural
South posed a threat to its future welfare.44

Regionalism, then, provided a framework for understanding poverty as a
product of the South’s underdeveloped economy and its cultural lags—the
latter of which included, Hagood thought, its ideological commitment to “pa-
triarchy.”45 At the same time, in a strategy that would reemerge repeatedly in
later poverty knowledge, regionalism also provided a framework not so much
for avoiding but for downplaying the issue of race. White racism, to be sure,
came under regionalist fire, principally for its role in perpetuating southern
economic backwardness. The southern obsession with “keeping the Negro in
his place,” both Arthur Raper and Rupert Vance recognized, was keeping the
sharecropping system alive; awakening to the reality of equality between the
races would be the first step toward future development.46 And yet, regionalism
itself was the product of a segregated academic and social system that even
self-professed racial egalitarians were unwilling to upset. Southern poverty,
they maintained, could be addressed without directly confronting segregation,
while economic restructuring would inevitably accrue to the benefit of blacks.
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Certainly there was a degree of political strategy in their thinking—Raper in
particular emphasized that black and white sharecroppers had a common inter-
est in economic development. Nevertheless, by subsuming the race problem
within the more generalized framework of regional poverty, they diminished
the importance of racism as a source of poverty, while perpetuating an ulti-
mately unsustainable logic that would subordinate racial justice to the goal of
regional economic development.

Race was the central but not the only limitation in regionalist poverty knowl-
edge. Margaret Hagood’s criticism of farm tenant patriarchy notwithstanding,
even her policy prescriptions were couched in the threat of overpopulation
rather than gender inequality. Dedicated, as they were, to showing how farm
tenants and mill workers had been caught up in the “pathology” of regional
backwardness, regionalists were pessimistic, if not dismissive of the possibili-
ties for grass roots organizing or unionization: the southern poor, like the re-
gion, were caught up in a culture of dependency. Nor, in characterizing the
South as uniquely, peculiarly backwards, did the regionalist framework ac-
knowledge the degree to which industrial capitalism had itself been a source of
poverty—failing, that is, to anticipate the prospects of modernization without
reform. This exceptionalism became especially problematic after World War
II, when regionalists, caught up in the “growth psychology” championed by
New South industrialists, gave structural reform the back seat to industrializa-
tion, full employment, and consumer markets.47 In the context of postwar pros-
perity, concepts of economic colonialism appeared less applicable as an expla-
nation for southern poverty. Not until the 1960s would the idea of internal
colonialism reemerge as a prominent explanation for domestic poverty, and
then, in the analysis of ghetto poverty offered by radical African American
scholars, as an argument for separation from rather than reintegration within
the mainstream economy. The American South, though, once brought into the
mainstream economy and culture, would blame its poverty on the culture of
the poor.48

Like so much in American society, poverty knowledge emerged from the Great
Depression significantly, if not quite predictably, changed. Resurrecting and
building on themes from Progressive political economy, social anthropologists
and regionalist sociologists made culture the focal point for poverty knowl-
edge, and its analysis the special province of academic social science. While
challenging the antistatism and other aspects of Chicago-school ecology, they
worked within the same basic frame of reference, in which “poverty” and
“lower-class” were as much cultural as economic categories and the question
was not whether but why and how the poor were culturally different from the
middle and upper classes. Meanwhile, social science had continued to redefine
its own role in the broader culture in ways that distinguished the new from the
old poverty knowledge. Without necessarily denying—indeed, often embrac-
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ing—the need for economic reform and cultural uplift, social scientific poverty
knowledge would concern itself with chronicling the deeper cultural lags sus-
taining poverty and especially the cultural contradictions between economic
reality and democratic ideal. In the process, they not only added to but shifted
the vocabulary of Progressive poverty knowledge, with the now recognizably
scientific terminology of cultural lag, deviance, and, especially for the southern
regionalists, cultural pathology. During the Depression social scientists turned
to culture in the spirit of professionalization, but equally in the spirit of social
criticism and reform. The consequences of this turn, and its double-edged na-
ture, were most dramatically played out in the sociology of race.
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From the Deep South to the Dark Ghetto:
Poverty Knowledge, Racial Liberalism,

and Cultural “Pathology”

IN The Philadelphia Negro (1899), W.E.B. DuBois had stretched the bound-
aries of the Progressive social survey to provide an answer to a question Swed-
ish economist Gunnar Myrdal was still asking nearly fifty years later: “Why is
such an extraordinarily large proportion of the Negro people so poor?” Steeped
though it was in the language of cultural deprivation, DuBois’s explanation
was primarily about political economy: Philadelphia Negroes, he showed, were
systematically denied opportunities in the urban industrial economy because
of racial discrimination and restriction. Moreover, discriminatory practices
were not isolated or occasional, they were systemic and built into the everyday
operations of the economy. And yet, despite DuBois’s best efforts, not for
another three decades—during black sociology’s “golden age” in the 1930s
and 1940s—would the overwhelmingly poor economic condition of African
Americans be recognized in poverty knowledge as a legitimate, indeed a neces-
sary, subject for research. Even then it was not cast, as DuBois had outlined,
as a problem of political economy; it was cast, by Gunnar Myrdal among
others, as a more encompassing problem of cultural pathology—the Negro’s,
and American society’s writ large.1

Several developments contributed to this racial “breakthrough” in poverty
knowledge, and to the particular form it took. Important among them was
the surge of interest in the “Negro problem” coming from organized white
philanthropy in response to the Great Migration, which drew unprecedented
numbers of African Americans away from the rural South between 1910 and
1930 and prompted a shift in emphasis from Negro uplift to race relations
research as a means of understanding and preventing racial conflict.2 In the
context of post–World War I immigration restriction, black migration also
changed the “face” of urban poverty in social welfare agencies, as African
Americans replaced European immigrants as the most visible, racially “other”
urban newcomers. For social science, though, the “new” migration also repre-
sented the equivalent of a natural experiment, and nowhere more so than in the
city that Chicago-school sociologists had turned into a laboratory for scientific
research. Chicago experienced a nearly sixfold increase in its black population
in two decades and, like many cities before and after it, had been the site of a
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massive outburst of racial violence in 1919.3 As the most renowned in a long
tradition of post-riot research, The Negro in Chicago established a pattern of
applied sociology that would shape popular perceptions not just about the roots
of racial violence but about urban African Americans.4 The focus on race rela-
tions was later given added momentum by the United States’ entry into World
War II, which not only provided chilling evidence of the consequences of racist
ideology, but also gave the rising incidence of racial violence in Detroit,
New York, and other urban areas new significance as a matter of international
human rights.5

A second contributing factor was the growing number of African American
social scientists who were eager to apply the latest sociological and anthropo-
logical theory to the study of a complex and changing Negro culture that, at
least for some prominent scholars, was as much African as American in origin.
Although operating within a highly segregated system, these scholars were
beginning to gain the academic recognition that DuBois had been denied and
even, from their outposts at Negro colleges and universities, to attract a sliver
of the philanthropic research dollars that flowed mostly to white institutions.
For them, and especially for E. Franklin Frazier, Charles S. Johnson, Allison
Davis, and others who rose to social scientific prominence a generation after
DuBois, embracing the standards of objectivity meant adopting—and adapt-
ing—the idioms of social ecology, human development, and personality and
culture as analytic frames. At the same time, as part of a generation of “New
Negro” intellectuals and activists coming of age in the 1920s and 1930s, they
were keenly aware of the politics of culture not simply as an expression of
class and racial identity, but as part of the understanding and argumentation
that would advance the struggle for racial equality.6

Thus, a third factor bringing the Negro problem to the forefront of poverty
knowledge was the transformation in scientific racial ideology that had been
occurring since the early 1900s, and that ultimately provided liberals with a
theoretical framework and justification for racial assimilation and egalitarian-
ism. Building on the work of Franz Boas, W. I. Thomas, and Robert Park,
racially liberal social scientists set out to shatter once-dominant theories of
biological inferiority and to recast racial difference as a reflection of social
environment, culture, and historical experience. The Negro, racial liberals ar-
gued, was fully capable of assimilating into modern industrial society—capa-
ble, that is, of assuming the cultural as well as the material living standards
that social scientists specifically identified with the white majority. Culture,
then, took on a special significance in social scientific racial liberalism and in
what liberal social scientists hoped would be their signature contribution to
the struggle for racial equality: unlike biology, culture was subject to change.
Indeed, by learning to understand Negroes as fully human—as having a cul-
ture, a psychology, as subject to the same developmental laws shaping all
human societies—Americans would come to understand that they were “essen-
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tially white,” as Allison Davis and John Dollard put it, in their biological and
mental traits.7 Moreover, during decades when immigration was waning due
to legislative restriction and economic depression, the concept of an American
Negro culture took on the trappings of a new social scientific frontier. Studying
the Negro was a part of “making our civilization . . . intelligible,” wrote anthro-
pologist Hortense Powdermaker, who like her colleague John Dollard con-
ducted a community study of Indianola, Mississippi, while a fellow at Yale
University’s Institute of Human Relations. Dollard, a white sociologist trained
at Chicago, was eager to apply what he was learning about psychoanalytic
method in field research. Powdermaker, who was white as well but who was
also aware that being Jewish identified her as “other” in the southern rural
context, had just returned from fieldwork in the Southwest Pacific Islands for
her book on the Lesu. Equipped with the methods earlier honed on “primitive”
tribes and immigrant and native-born white communities, they and other white
and African American scholars prepared to advance the cause of racial equality
by exploring what they saw as unknown scientific territory.8

Together, these developments set the stage for an enormous outpouring of
research on race relations and on black community and culture, much of it
published in the late 1930s and 1940s, and all of it with the sponsorship and
imprimatur of white social scientific philanthropy. The results are reflected in
what are now recognized as classics from the “golden age” of black sociology,
including E. Franklin Frazier’s The Negro Family in the United States (1939);
John Dollard’s Caste and Class in a Southern Town (1937); Hortense Pow-
dermaker’s After Freedom (1939); Deep South (1941) by Allison Davis, Bur-
leigh Gardner, and Mary Gardner; and Black Metropolis (1945) by St. Clair
Drake and Horace Cayton. In these and other texts, drawn together in a sweep-
ing synthesis in Gunnar Myrdal’s An American Dilemma (1944), social scien-
tists crystallized the elements of an emerging liberal orthodoxy on race. This
new synthesis defined “the race problem” within a black/white paradigm,
traced the roots of racial inequality to a wide range of social and cultural
disadvantages rooted in white prejudice, and embraced integration and racial
assimilation as desirable social goals.9 Equally important from the perspective
of poverty knowledge, these texts mapped out and diagnosed the elements of
a distinctive and “pathological” black lower-class culture in the large, unassim-
ilated poor populations of the deep South and the northern metropolis. It was
in this form, as cultural pathology, that the “Negro problem” became part of
poverty knowledge—and the source of what remains its most enduring, divi-
sive debates.

For within the liberal orthodoxy, and very much part of its research litera-
ture, were several lingering unresolved tensions, best captured in an ongoing
battle between Chicago-school sociology and W. Lloyd Warner’s social anthro-
pology. To some degree it was a variation of the broader debate about whether
lower-class culture was a product of migration and temporary “disorganiza-
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tion,” or a coherent, deviant, but organized response to structural inequality.
But more fundamentally, it was a debate about the nature of American racism
and, especially, about its significance in explaining the poverty that continued
to engulf the majority of blacks in expanding urban ghettos. In social ecology,
racial conflict was a natural and inevitable by-product of migration, an expres-
sion of temporary interethnic competition in a process that would lead to as-
similation. For the Negro, as for all migrants, poverty and disorganization were
part of the journey from rural village to modern, industrial society—and not,
as such, a consequence of institutionalized racial discrimination. Social anthro-
pology, in contrast, characterized American race relations as a system of caste,
rooted in a deep psychological need among whites to maintain their supremacy,
and imbedded in an airtight system of institutional, legal, and interpersonal
relationships that conspired to keep the Negro poor and “in his place.” The
issue, in more contemporary terms, was about whether and how “race matters”
in explaining the persistence of a black “underclass.” As enduring as the de-
bate, though, was a central premise both sides embraced: that black poverty
was a form of cultural pathology and that its most visible expression could be
found in the deviant behavior and values of the African American lower class.

There was one final factor, though, shaping the way poverty knowledge
came to recognize the “Negro problem” as part of the “poverty problem,”
and that was the combination of racial and ideological barriers that relegated
approaches that did not fit into the emerging liberal consensus to the margins
of academic debate. Among them were critics of the “new orthodoxy” on
American race relations, including Oliver Cromwell Cox, an influential Marx-
ist sociologist who criticized the Chicago school, Warner, and Myrdal for
“mystifying” and obfuscating the class exploitation underlying racial inequal-
ity in the United States.10 Others, notably historian Carter Woodson, anthropol-
ogist Melville Herskovits, and W.E.B. DuBois, took issue with the orthodox
characterization of black culture as a “distorted” product of white oppression,
devoid of any African roots.11 Still less did the liberal orthodoxy entertain any
notion of cultural relativism that might have characterized black lower-class
culture—and particularly the lower-class “matriarchal” family structure—as
anything but poor, deviant, and undesirable. Instead, liberals consistently and
insistently looked to this culture as pathological, a product of social isolation
that would diminish as African Americans were given opportunities to advance
and assimilate to the white mainstream.

RACE AND CLASS IN CHICAGO-SCHOOL SOCIOLOGY

Robert Park wrote about race relations throughout his career, but it was up to
his students Charles S. Johnson and E. Franklin Frazier to apply Chicago-
school theory in empirical research. In the process, they made important revi-
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sions to Park’s naturalistic vision while remaining true to its spirit of optimism
and gradualism in matters of race. The most prominent and influential black
sociologists of their time, Johnson and Frazier provided scholarly justification
for the view that equality would be achieved not through increased race con-
sciousness and organizing but as a result of presumably race-neutral processes
of urbanization, assimilation, and, especially, industrial unionization. The ap-
pearance of “the black industrial proletariat,” as Frazier noted in the late 1940s,
was the most “significant” and hopeful sign that all blacks were becoming
absorbed into the mainstream of American life. Likewise, Johnson wrote in
1944, the interest of the southern Negro “is consistent with the overall trend
of the national philosophy and the economic future of the Nation.”12 And yet,
while looking to the industrial economy as the ultimate route out of poverty
for blacks, both Johnson and Frazier accepted the Chicago-school characteriza-
tion of poverty as a problem of cultural disorganization, and made what would
be one of Chicago sociology’s most enduring, and controversial, contributions
to liberal poverty knowledge by writing about the matriarchal family structure
of an unassimilated black lower class.

It was clear from early on that Chicago’s naturalistic theories would at best
sit uneasily with the social reality of race relations. As laid out by Park and
Burgess in their Introduction to Sociology, the race relations cycle was essen-
tially an extension of the more general model of human interaction: a staged
process of competition, conflict, accommodation, and assimilation in which
different racial groups gradually acquired a common language, social values,
and way of life, and in which individuals would eventually compete freely as
individuals rather than as members of a race or cultural group. But assimilation
was not always the spontaneous process Park and Burgess envisioned as appro-
priate to a modern, democratic society. Slavery, as Park had pointed out in a
1913 essay, was a form of racial accommodation that involved the destruction
of African culture and blacks’ enforced incorporation as subordinates into the
dominant culture of the master race.13 Like all accommodations this one was
temporary, however, and whatever degree of racial subordination remained
was rapidly being undermined by the great black migration to the urban North.
There, Park expected, the migration would be experienced as another in an
ongoing series of “invasions” into the established ecological equilibrium, in
turn setting off a cycle of reactions that would lead to a new equilibrium.
Conflict would arise from competition over jobs and space, but would soon
give way to a more stable accommodation. Race prejudice would be stimulated
by black efforts to improve their social status, but would subside as the inevita-
ble dynamic of residential mobility and industrial expansion took over. Over
a period of time, blacks would become assimilated, this time as equals, into
the urban environment.14

The limitations of this framework were evident even as Park and Burgess
were writing their text. In the summer of 1919, following several years of
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mounting racial tension and violence, Chicago broke out into a five-day riot
that ended in thirty-eight deaths, hundreds of injuries, mass homelessness, and
thousands of dollars in property damage, the vast majority of it in the black
community. In an effort to restore racial peace in the aftermath, Illinois Gover-
nor Frank O. Lowden appointed the Chicago Commission on Race Relations,
a biracial group set up to study the incident and make recommendations. The
result was what amounted to the first real encounter between Chicago-school
theory and racial fact. Drafted principally by Charles S. Johnson, who had
studied with Park and was then research director for the Chicago Urban
League, The Negro in Chicago (1922) traced the origins of racial conflict to
migration, and in particular to the intense competition for jobs, residential and
recreational space between an expanding African American community and
the white ethnic working class. Based on a thoroughgoing two-year investiga-
tion, it relied extensively on Chicago-school methods, combining interviews
and other “subjective” documentation with more traditional census-based sur-
vey investigation. But the report also highlighted key factors missing from
Park’s theoretical scheme: discriminatory economic practices, deep-seated ra-
cial animosities, state-sanctioned segregation, and, especially, the politics of
racial inequality. Thus, the Commission report concluded, blacks and whites
had proved fully able to work side by side, but employers and labor unions
routinely excluded blacks from industrial jobs. Government agencies sanc-
tioned racial exclusion and upheld a cynical double-standard in enforcing the
law. Politicians supported the roving white “athletic clubs” that had been found
responsible for so much of the violence. And the resentments fueled by preju-
dice and extremism had created a dangerous level of “race consciousness”
among blacks as well as whites. The race problem, then, was a product of
policies, racial attitudes, and economic practices that the naturalistic “cycles”
of urban growth and human interaction would not wipe away. The Commis-
sion’s report concluded with fifty-nine recommendations to provide equal op-
portunities in employment, education, housing, services, and political repre-
sentation, and to promote interracial understanding and cooperation.15

Clearly convinced that the race problem would not be resolved without pub-
lic intervention, Johnson spent his early career directing advocacy research for
the National Urban League in New York. As editor of the League’s journal
Opportunity he became fully engaged in the Harlem Renaissance and helped
to further the movement’s melding of social science realism and art.16 Yet even
as an advocate Johnson never strayed far from the principles of detachment
and racial gradualism associated with the Chicago school. Damning as its find-
ings were, the Commission report had been objective in tone and measured
about assigning responsibility—enough so to draw criticism for its overly cau-
tious point of view.17 It also raised objections against efforts to stir race con-
sciousness among blacks, warning that “thinking and talking too much in terms
of race alone are calculated to promote separation of race interests and thereby
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to interfere with racial adjustment.”18 Black organizations would do better to
promote interracial cooperation and help migrants adapt to urban demands, the
Commission argued. Economic integration, not racial organization, would be
the most effective avenue for advance.

Johnson continued to emphasize these themes after he went to Fisk Univer-
sity to head the department of social science in 1928. There he began a prolific
career of academic research, publication, and institution-building that, along
with his far-reaching foundation and government connections, put him at the
top of his field. He also kept up the Chicago connection, luring Park to Fisk
in 1936 and regularly recruiting department graduates and faculty for work on
the continuing stream of research projects he was able to mount. Johnson’s
two major works, Shadow of the Plantation (1934) and Growing Up in the
Black Belt (1941), applied the essentials of the Chicago-school framework to
conditions among rural blacks in the South. In Shadow he gathered a wide
range of statistical and personal material on six hundred rural families in
Macon County, Alabama—essentially undertaking the kind of study Park and
W. I. Thomas had first talked about twenty years earlier—painting a bleak
portrait of an exploited, subservient peasantry enslaved by the cotton tenancy
system and accommodated to its demands. Isolated from the influence of mod-
ern industrial society, the black tenants had developed a backward but orga-
nized folk culture, infused with traditional religion and sustained by the loose
sexual norms and extended “matriarchal” family structure inherited from slav-
ery. Johnson used the findings from this and related research to illustrate the
depth of racial exploitation in the tenancy system, and to criticize the New
Deal for ignoring the gross racial inequities in the rural South. But, like the
southern regionalists, he put greater emphasis on the economic exploitation
that affected white as well as black tenant farmers than on racism per se, and
maintained that economic restructuring and urbanization held the key to
change. Later on, in Growing Up in the Black Belt Johnson took the occasion
of an American Council on Education-commissioned study of race and adoles-
cent personality development to argue that economic development would lead
to black cultural assimilation. Johnson drew his sample from eight different
counties, observing that with the “movement from plantation to open rural
settlement, to town and finally to city,” rural blacks were gradually accumulat-
ing the signposts of modern culture: industrial employment, professional
classes, and, most important, a “patriarchal” family structure.19 Thus, while
distinguishing himself from Park in his insistence on the need for government
intervention, Johnson remained convinced that race relations operated within
a moving dynamic of migration and economic development that would eventu-
ally result in assimilation.20

E. Franklin Frazier also focused on the themes of migration, economic de-
velopment, and cultural assimilation in his two major studies of black family
life, The Negro Family in Chicago (1932) and The Negro Family in the United
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States (1939). Frazier was considerably more radical in his politics than either
Park or Johnson, aligning himself with the movement for interracial unioniza-
tion and socialist economic reorganization and occasionally showing sympathy
for black nationalism in the 1920s and 1930s. But he also embraced the Chi-
cago school’s theoretical framework and commitment to scientific objectivity.
This combination, of social democratic values and sociological naturalism,
made for a curious blend in Frazier’s approach to the problems of the black
urban poor. Committed to the struggle against racism and discrimination, Fra-
zier nevertheless brought an air of inevitability to his scholarly analysis of
urban racial inequality, attributing it to the seemingly apolitical processes of
migration, urban ecology, and the cultural “disorganization/reorganization”
cycle. He produced a damning review of racist practices as research director
of Mayor Laguardia’s Commission on Conditions in Harlem, but in academic
work wrote about poverty, delinquency, and family breakup as “natural conse-
quences” of the impact of “modern civilization” on traditional peasant folk-
ways.21 He criticized the “black bourgeoisie” for its political quiescence and
social climbing, but his scholarly analysis suggested that their assimilation was
evidence of racial advance. And although strongly committed to furthering the
cause of racial environmentalism, Frazier more than anyone was responsible
for the “pathological” vision of black culture and family structure that was
adopted by Myrdal and other liberal social scientists, and that has since haunted
social policy with the specter of culturally inherited poverty. Central to that
image was Frazier’s analysis of the Negro “matriarchy” as an accommodation
to slavery and black male joblessness, and as such a characteristic feature of
lower-class culture and poverty.22

Frazier started to explore the relationship between poverty and family struc-
ture in his doctoral dissertation, published in 1932 as The Negro Family in
Chicago. The study was thoroughly a product of Chicago-school ecology.
Funded by the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Fund, the research drew on the
considerable amount of community data collected in the department archives,
relied on the department’s cooperation with the Chicago Urban League, and
was published in the Chicago Sociological Series with an introduction by Er-
nest Burgess. It also sought to distinguish itself from mere statistical social
investigation, linking indicators of pathology and social disorganization to eco-
logical theories of modernization and cultural change. Here Frazier was deter-
mined to dispel not only the claims of biological racists, but also the argument,
made by anthropologist Melville Herskovits and others, that black family pat-
terns could be traced to African traditions. According to Frazier, the black
family was a reflection of a continuous process of “disorganization and reorga-
nization” that had been occurring since slavery and was now under way in the
cities of the North. Thus, he wrote, social disorganization was not “merely a
pathological phenomenon for the care of social agencies but also represents a
step towards a reorganization of life on a more intelligent basis.”23
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Frazier’s Chicago research also combined the theoretical strands of ethnic
assimilation and urban ecology as no other study had done. With Chicago as
his laboratory for studying the black migration experience, Frazier plotted the
processes of Thomas’s disorganization/reorganization cycle on the organic
urban landscape envisioned in Burgess’s zonal map. Arriving as a peasant
group accustomed to rural life, blacks settled in the “zone of deterioration,”
where some succumbed to the pressures of their new environment and adopted
joblessness, delinquency, vice, and welfare dependency as a way of life. There
were “others,” however, “who prove[d] that the travail of urban life is a fore-
runner of new birth” and joined the ranks of the industrial working class. Mov-
ing south toward the “workingman’s” zones, these migrants “pushed” more
established black families further out into areas of residential stability—“in-
vading” white neighborhoods as they went along. For Frazier, who minimized
evidence of racially motivated resistance, this residential succession was inevi-
table, driven as it had been for other immigrants by population growth, upward
mobility, and the natural “processes of selection and segregation.” It also
showed blacks becoming gradually assimilated to a modern, white, middle-
class standard of living. To illustrate, Frazier drew up ecological maps showing
the changes in wealth, occupation, social behavior, and culture that accompa-
nied residential mobility—here again avoiding the issue of racial segregation.
He paid closest attention to the map of black family structure, which showed
steadily falling rates of female-headed households, single parenthood, marital
instability, female employment, and family size in each successive zone.
Blacks, he concluded, were reorganizing as a stable, class-differentiated urban
population. This, of course, put the problem of social disorganization into an
entirely different light; the poverty, crime, and family instability arising from
urbanization were “the inevitable price which the Negro must pay for civiliza-
tion.” Social disorganization, as Burgess wrote in the book’s introduction, was
“not a matter so much of race as of geography.”24

Frazier moved beyond the ecological and assimilationist framework in his
far more ambitious survey The Negro Family in the United States. This study,
an effort to tell the “natural history” of the black family, was also Frazier’s
most fully developed analysis to date of the origins and nature of the class
differentiation he had begun to document in Chicago’s black community. Here
again Frazier sought to discredit both biological and Africanist interpretations,
essentially treating blacks as an American ethnic group. He also maintained
the hopeful outlines of the assimilationist narrative, finding evidence even in
urban social disorganization of a “civilizing” process at work. But here more
than in earlier work Frazier did acknowledge that blacks were distinguishable
from other migrant groups—to some degree due to white racial prejudice but
more importantly to their unique historical experience of slavery, post-emanci-
pation subordination, and urbanization. The impact of that historical experi-
ence could be seen most clearly in the changing black family, and especially
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in its basic division into “patriarchal” and “matriarchal” forms. Originating in
the disparities between free and enslaved blacks, that differentiation had been
perpetuated through each stage of black experience, and could now be seen in
the class-stratified urban social structure.

Contrary to subsequent characterizations of his work, Frazier did not see
the matriarchal family as inherently disorganized. Like Charles Johnson, he
understood it to be an adaptive response to the oppressive conditions of racial
and economic subordination.25 “Stripped” of their own cultural heritage by
conscription into slavery, blacks had established a matrilineal family system
as an “accommodation” to their own lack of autonomy in choosing and re-
maining with mates. Similarly, the matrilineal bond was the basis of the new
accommodation that arose after the slave family had been undermined by the
“crisis” of emancipation. Suddenly cut loose from the enclosed social system
of the plantation, the vast majority of rural blacks were left rootless, and as
men went “wandering” in search of work, a pattern of common-law liaisons
and relaxed sexual attitudes prevailed. “Motherhood outside of institutional
control was accepted by a large group of Negro women with an attitude of
resignation as if it were nature’s decree,” Frazier wrote. “Benign” in the context
of the rural countryside, this pattern was a disaster under the naturally “disorga-
nizing” influence of the urban environment. The “simple rural family,” forced
into “deteriorated slum areas from which practically all institutional life has
disappeared,” inevitably fell prey to male desertion, beset now not just by
joblessness, but by delinquency, crime, and welfare dependency.26 The “crisis”
of urbanization, then, was undermining what in the rural South had been an
undesirable but stable family system, planting the seeds of what Frazier would
later characterize as a pathological cycle of delinquency, crime, welfare depen-
dency, and female-headed households. More than simply a holdover from the
rural past, the disorganized urban family structure was sustained by the dis-
crimination black men faced in the labor market, and compounded by the fact
that black women could look to work—or welfare—as a means of support.
“The real key to the organization of the Negro family today,” as Charles John-
son wrote in 1941, “is found in the relative economic positions of men and
women.” Black women, it seemed, enjoyed an “independence” that was “com-
plemented by ‘irresponsibility’ in the men.”27

Despite their emphasis on economic factors, both Frazier and Johnson be-
lieved that family disorganization could play an independent role in perpetuat-
ing poverty as well. Thus, they concluded in separate studies on Negro youth
commissioned by the American Council on Education, black children suffered
from the burden of lower-class as much as racial status, and the socializing
influence of the disorganized or matriarchal family was largely to blame.
Lower-class children were exposed to instability, deviant “sex mores,” and
even violence from an early age. Equally important, they grew up isolated
from the influences of middle-class culture and were taught to be resigned to
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their lot in life. Lacking the “security, affectational as well as economic, which
children in the middle and upper classes enjoy,” the lower-class youth sought
“only the satisfaction of his individualistic impulses and wishes,” as Frazier
wrote. The lower-class family, then, was producing children who would have
difficulty adjusting to the demands of modern life.28

Still, despite early premonitions to the contrary, Frazier remained convinced
that, true to Chicago-school theory, family disorganization was not in and of
itself a pathological development but a natural and temporary stage in the
assimilation cycle. Nor was its eventual descent into a self-reproducing pathol-
ogy a reason to conclude that the Negro lower-class family was, given the right
economic opportunities, beyond repair. More than anything, and long before
it was picked up and repackaged by Assistant Secretary of Labor Daniel P.
Moynihan in 1965, Frazier’s analysis of family disorganization was a brief for
getting black men into industrial jobs, in part through cross-racial trade union
organizing, in part through keeping foreign immigration at Depression-era
lows. Only then would black men be in a position to take their rightful place
at the head of a patriarchally organized family, he argued, in all confidence
that the desired “reorganization” would occur. After all, the patriarchal family
system that Frazier envisioned for the black industrial proletariat was already
firmly established among the black middle and upper classes, who traced their
own lineage to the comparatively privileged house slaves, the skilled artisans,
the free landowning Negroes, and, more recently, the educated professionals
who had absorbed the mores of the predominant white culture. “[I]n retro-
spect,” he concluded after surveying the historic advance of the middle-class
Negro family, “the waste of human life, the immorality, delinquency, deser-
tions and broken homes which have been involved in the development of
Negro family life in the United States . . . appear to have been the inevitable
consequences of the attempt of a preliterate people, stripped of their cultural
heritage, to adjust themselves to civilization.”29 In this context, Frazier’s patho-
logical designation was much more than a way of denying anything of worth,
of African inheritance, or indeed of anything that could be described as a
worthwhile cultural tradition, in the black lower-class matriarchy. It was also
an essential part of the liberal case for assimilationism—and for opening up
opportunities in the existing political economy, if not actually for political and
economic reform.30

CASTE AND CLASS IN THE DEEP SOUTH

Frazier and Johnson did not ignore so much as minimize the importance of
white prejudice as a force relegating blacks to lower-class status. Still less did
they dwell on the structural or institutional underpinnings of racial subordina-
tion in urban labor and housing markets. Nor were they alone in emphasizing
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class more than racial dynamics as an explanation for black poverty. Eager to
take advantage of the potential for heightened class consciousness during the
Depression, Frazier and several of his colleagues at Howard University empha-
sized the common fate of white and black workers, and argued that class-
based, interracial strategies were the key to advancing the race.31 And yet, by
heightening awareness of racial disparities in everything from employment to
relief, the Depression also helped to foster a race-consciousness in social sci-
ence. This sensibility was reflected, to some degree, in work by scholars such
as DuBois, historian Carter G. Woodson, and anthropologist Melville Hersko-
vits, who for years had been challenging the assumptions of the Chicago school
by writing about the African roots of black American culture. By this time,
DuBois was also defying liberal convention by advocating proposals to de-
velop independent black economic and political cooperatives rather than taking
a more strictly integrationist line. But it was another interpretation of race
relations, coming from the white academic mainstream, that would come to
prevail among racial liberals in the late 1930s. This was what became known
as the “caste and class” school, and its leading academic spokesman was
W. Lloyd Warner.

The notion that blacks could be considered an American caste did not origi-
nate with Warner, as critics were quick to point out, but it was Warner who
first revived and elaborated on the theme as a way of understanding American
race relations in a brief but very influential American Journal of Sociology
article in 1937.32 Fleshed out empirically in full-fledged community studies
based in Natchez (Deep South) and Indianola, Mississippi (Dollard’s Caste
and Class in a Southern Town, Powdermaker’s After Freedom), the caste and
class framework traced the roots of black poverty to an all-pervasive system of
racial subordination, aimed above all at maintaining white supremacy through
interlocking mechanisms of economic, political, and legal control. But what
made the system most powerful and enduring were its psychological and sex-
ual controls. These were not temporary accommodations, as Frazier’s model
suggested, but rigid and absolute taboos that had become ingrained in black
as well as in white culture and personality. “Endogamy,” wrote Davis and
Gardner in reference to the absolute ban on interracial marriage, “is the key-
stone of the caste system.” It was the one “rule” that was never broken, pre-
senting both an absolute barrier against social mobility and, as Dollard clini-
cally noted, “exclusions from sexual contact of the lower-caste men.” The
taboo, which did not apply to extramarital relationships between black women
and white men, allowed whites to fulfill their fantasies of complete subjugation
while maintaining the idealized imagery of white female asexuality. This, a
decided psycho-sexual “gain” for whites, was also a dimension of the gender
imbalance that Johnson and Frazier had attributed to the economics of the
black “matriarchy.” “It appears, then, not only that the Negro man is subordi-
nated in all his relations to the white but that his subordinate role weakens his
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relations with women of his own group,” Davis and Gardner concluded. “If
he marries, his wife may at least sometimes compare him with that potential
ideal, a white lover.” Powdermaker, noting that black women enjoyed these
advantages over men in slavery as well as “after freedom,” observed that they
“furnished psychological support to the matriarchal family form.”33

And yet the caste system was not without its psychological “gains” for the
lower-class black man as well. For all the humiliations, he was compensated
with greater freedom to act on his own psychological yearnings for sexual
freedom, aggression, and dependence, according to Dollard. Unlike his mid-
dle-class counterparts, the lower-class black man could take out his frustrations
in violent behavior (albeit aimed mostly at other blacks) and sexual promiscu-
ity, while also maintaining the “luxury of his dependence relationship to the
white caste.” All of these represented “primitive biological values” that the
white middle class had been socialized to repress. The result was behavior,
Dollard wrote, that “draws and seems to deserve the low opinion of whites.”34

Still, for the majority of blacks, who fell into the lower-class designation,
the consequence of racial subordination was an inclination to accommodation,
dependence, and “subservience” that, Dollard thought, “has been built into the
personalities of individual Negroes,” thereafter to be “culturally transmitted
from one generation to the next.”35 And here the ambiguous implications of
caste and class analysis were most apparent. For, while documenting and con-
demning the political, economic, and legal mechanisms southerners used to
maintain and reinforce racial inequality throughout the generations, the caste
and class analysis also introduced the possibility that the inferiority it generated
could, through the mechanism of a specifically lower-class negro psychology
and cultural inheritance, reproduce itself. Even though rooted in a system of
racial oppression, that is, the subservience, dependence, and deviance social
scientists associated with black lower-class culture might not need white op-
pression to survive.

Although more fully played out in later studies of a ghetto “culture of pov-
erty,” this theme was developed as early as the 1930s in a series of studies
commissioned by the American Council on Education for the purpose of de-
termining the impact of caste on personality development among black youth.
The five-volume series, which emphasized the centrality of family structure
and class-related cultural patterns in personality development, included contri-
butions from Johnson, Frazier, and Warner. But of all the studies published in
the series, the collaborative contribution from Allison Davis and John Dollard
went furthest to suggest that personality development—and, by extension,
learning problems—were more powerfully influenced by lower-class cultural
practices than by racial subordination alone. Entitled, somewhat ironically,
Children of Bondage (1940), the study was based on interviews and psycholog-
ical case studies conducted in Natchez and New Orleans.36 It focused on what
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Davis and Dollard determined to be class-typed child rearing patterns, conclud-
ing that, in light of the combination of permissive impulse control and authori-
tarian discipline associated with the lower class, growing up poor was more
important in transmitting disadvantage than was growing up black. In contrast,
middle-class black children, though repressed and overly fearful of losing their
status, had been better equipped for success in school by the more puritanical
child rearing practiced by their parents.

Nor, despite their implicit condemnation of white supremacy, did the caste
and class studies question the notion that “white” and upper caste represented
the desirable cultural norm. Even while commenting on the psychological
damage (neurosis, frustration) suffered in black upper-class efforts to “acquire
the traits of the white caste,” social scientists writing in the caste and class
tradition reaffirmed those traits—particularly, as Powdermaker described
it, a patriarchal family structure “with the man assuming chief economic re-
sponsibility and also chief authority”—as a sign of achievement and social
respectability.37

The psychological dimension of the caste and class analysis only reinforced
what was already a deeply pessimistic outlook on the possibilities for racial
change, adding to the note of psychological determinism just beginning to
creep into poverty knowledge more generally. The ACE series concluded with
a call for rehabilitative social engineering, aimed at changing lower-class child
rearing patterns, along with more aggressive federal antidiscrimination poli-
cies to improve black standards of living. The deep South community studies,
however, made little effort to disguise a more defeatist note. Presenting a static
picture of race relations, they suggested that there would be no basic improve-
ment without a complete transformation of the southern social structure, a
prospect that, even with the presence of northern philanthropy and federal
government planning, did not appear to be anywhere on the horizon. For all
the economic reforms spurred by the Depression and New Deal, the view from
the ground up suggested that the caste system was too deeply entrenched in
southern culture and psychology to give way to interference from above. Incre-
mental steps against any single “symptom” were also ineffectual, for the very
strength of the system was in how it operated as an integrated whole. So strong,
indeed, that its effect was to divide the society into two “self-perpetuating
groups of people, with extremely unequal privileges and opportunities,” as
Warner and Davis wrote. “Once the strength of this system is perceived, only
the superficial observer, who must also be an incurable optimist, can argue
against the generalization that the Negroes form a lower caste in the South,
upon the sole ground that minor variations in the degree of their subordination
exist.” Nor, internally stratified and racially “accommodated” as they were,
did southern blacks appear any more likely to organize themselves into a force
for change. Until the time when “basic changes” could be introduced, the
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“lower class of Negroes,” nearly three-fourths of the black population of the
South, would continue to bear the brunt of the caste system, and, under its all-
encompassing control, to reproduce the cultural deviance that had become a
defining way of life.

THE SOUTH GOES NORTH: BLACK METROPOLIS

Warner’s caste and class analysis represented a basic challenge to the assimila-
tionist optimism of the Chicago school, offering in its stead a structural inter-
pretation of race relations that left little room for incremental action and little
hope for the poor. Frazier, who like Park had written about the castelike nature
of race relations in the South, was somewhat dismissive of the caste and class
“school,” commending it for drawing attention to “the structural aspects of
race relations” but criticizing its “static” and, he suggested, unoriginal analysis
for failing to take account of the “changing conditions of urban living.”38 De-
spite this and other, more damning criticisms, the caste and class framework
quickly became part of the social scientific mainstream, standing somewhat
uneasily alongside Chicago-school theory as the leading liberal interpretation
of America’s race problem throughout the 1940s. Some even held out hope
for reconciling and combining the two approaches, as Chicago-trained sociolo-
gists Elaine Ogden McNeil and Horace R. Cayton noted in an American Jour-
nal of Sociology research report published in 1941. Such a reconciliation was
possible, they believed, with the recognition that the South and the North were
two fundamentally different racial systems. In the South, the “fixed” and subor-
dinate status of the Negro was “embodied in the structure of the society” and
“necessary to its smooth functioning,” making the structural analysis of the
deep South community studies the most appropriate approach. In the more
racially progressive North, however, the “rapid changes” in Negro status called
for a more dynamic, process-oriented understanding of race relations, one that
could capture the “free competition” that governed certain aspects of urban
life for blacks and brought them into unregulated contact with whites. There
was a duality in the black urban experience, when viewed as a whole, between
the “fixed status” of the caste system and the “free competition” of the city.
That duality became a central organizing idea in Black Metropolis by St. Clair
Drake and Cayton, a book many consider to be a masterpiece of social scien-
tific analysis for its blend of structural social anthropology, Chicago-school
social ecology, and social survey techniques. It is also something of a landmark
in poverty knowledge—a comprehensive formulation drawing at once on Fra-
zier, Warner, and DuBois—that presents black poverty as the product of a
racialized political economy, social disorganization, and a distinctive, cultur-
ally deviant lower-class way of life.39
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Black Metropolis grew out of what was by far the largest of W. Lloyd War-
ner’s research enterprises, a four-year WPA-funded research project set up
on Chicago’s South side in the mid-1930s, nominally to study juvenile delin-
quency under the auspices of the University-affiliated Institute for Juvenile
Research. In reality, the project was a full-scale Warner-type investigation of
the internal workings and class-stratified social system of the black community,
carried out by a racially mixed staff that included 20 full-time graduate re-
search assistants and some 150 WPA workers employed as interviewers and
clerical staff. Horace Cayton, an African American graduate student who
moved from Seattle to Chicago to study sociology with Park in the early 1930s,
was the project staff director under Warner. Later describing the experience as
a step toward becoming a recognized “race man” on Chicago’s South Side,
Cayton noted that he was happy to be providing white collar jobs for black
community residents, but couldn’t help but comment on the ironies of his
position. The staff, though purposely and consciously biracial, brought to-
gether a predominantly white group of graduate students and a majority black
staff of relief workers. It was also held up by local government officials as a
model of what the WPA was doing for blacks, even though, as Cayton knew,
blacks experienced widespread discrimination in relief work. Nevertheless,
and despite occasional labor disputes involving negotiations with the Commu-
nist Party–dominated WPA union, Cayton recalled the feeling on the project
as being “democratic” and interracial, infused with the hopeful spirit of the
New Deal.40 And, with the arrival of St. Clair Drake shortly after the study got
underway, the project’s intellectual leadership was in the hands of African
American scholars. A student of Allison Davis’s at Dillard University and
fresh from his field work as part of the Deep South research team, Drake was
in Chicago to complete his Ph.D. in anthropology, and soon became recognized
as the “guiding force” in conceptualizing and organizing the research protocols
for the massive project.41 After four years, Drake, Cayton, and Warner had
supervised an enormous compilation of personal interviews, ethnographic
field notes, newspaper files, institutional studies, and statistical data on the
black neighborhoods of the South Side, producing several graduate student
monographs and, equally important, keeping a large number of people steadily
employed.

It was not until the early 1940s, however, in an atmosphere of dramatic
racial change and heightened racial consciousness, that Drake and Cayton de-
veloped this vast compilation of scientific data into the synthetic, accessible,
and urgent community portrait that would become Black Metropolis. Some
sense of the changes at hand could be conveyed in the new census and survey
data the authors had begun to collect to bring their study up to date: more
than 60,000 black migrants arrived in Chicago between 1940 and 1944 alone,
attracted by the same promise of wartime job opportunities that was leading
millions of others to familiar destinations like Detroit, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia,
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and New York, and, increasingly, to newer industrial labor markets in Los
Angeles, San Francisco, and other western cities. Blacks were becoming a
“city people,” Drake and Cayton wrote, and it was “in the cities that the prob-
lem of the Negro in American life appears in its sharpest and most dramatic
form.” Less concrete, but equally powerful, was the change in consciousness
they attributed to the impact of World War II, the growth of “race pride,” and,
more threatening, the intense and persistent frustration of black workers denied
the opportunity for advance. The Negro problem had been transformed, “al-
most overnight,” from a “chronic social difficulty” inspiring gradualist solu-
tions to a national crisis requiring immediate action. White Chicago was begin-
ning to sense the crisis—with the violent racial uprisings that had occurred in
Detroit, New York, and several other cities in 1943 in mind, the newly created
Mayor’s Commission on Race Relations was eager to keep the racial peace.
Mainstream social science had also taken notice: in 1944, Gunnar Myrdal’s
sweeping, scholarly indictment of American race relations was published to
great acclaim. Responding to the changes in the racial climate, Drake and
Cayton shifted their own sights from the methodological treatise commis-
sioned in a grant from the Rosenwald Fund, and decided instead to write a
book that would bring the scientific facts about race to a wider audience.42

Novelist Richard Wright captured the significance of the shift in his intro-
duction to the original edition of Black Metropolis. “The dominant hallmark
of the book is the combination throughout of the disciplines of both sociology
and anthropology,” Wright wrote. “The book examines the social structure as
though it were frozen at a moment of time, which is the approach of anthropol-
ogy; and it examines the processes and dynamics which take place in that
structure, which is the approach of sociology.” But for Wright the real power
of Black Metropolis, going beyond the “mere facts,” was in laying bare the
social environment that had created “Bigger Thomas” and thousands of angry
young black men like him. Bigger, the impulsive and violent character who
murdered the white Chicago heiress in Wright’s novel Native Son (1940), was
a symbol of the irreparable psychological and cultural damage created by racial
oppression, the kind of damage that, he warned, was the stuff not just of mur-
derous rage but of fascist mass movements. Black Metropolis revealed the
reality that “whites do not see and do not want to see”: the Negro problem, a
creation of the racism embedded in white American culture and institutions,
could no longer be ignored.43 Drake and Cayton, although considerably less
“passionate” in their own rendering of Bigger Thomas’s social environment,
shared Wright’s conviction that an immediate, perhaps violent racial crisis
was at hand. Conscious of their own “role-bound obligation” to “discipline
their feelings as they wrote,” they attempted to tell the story of the Chicago
Negro by integrating the established methods of liberal social science, and
ended up, without fully intending to, revealing the internal contradictions of
the science instead.44
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Part 1 of Black Metropolis starts out with the “dynamic” tools of Chicago-
school social ecology to present the history of blacks as a migrant group, map-
ping their experience along the immigrant trajectory of conflict, accommoda-
tion, and assimilation. Initially a miniscule presence in comparison to the
masses of European immigrants, by the end of World War I and in the wake of
the great “black diaspora” of 1914–18, blacks had “replaced” white European
immigrants as “the primary source of unskilled and menial labor,” and, like
other newcomers before them, had “inherited the slums.” Entering the urban
economic and spatial order as the last in a long line of immigrants, they faced
intense competition “for living space, economic goods, and prestige,” and had
not yet been fully “absorbed” into the “general population.”45 Things looked
better during the extended “fat years” of the 1920s, when steady economic
growth and immigration restrictions reduced intergroup competition, and the
continued flow of southern blacks into the “promised land” helped to create a
political strength in numbers. Even the rifts uncovered by the race riot of 1919
seemed to be healing, fueling hopes for the possibility of an egalitarian future.
But the ecological model of competition and assimilation could only go so far
to explain the fortunes of black Chicago, as even the experience of the “fat
years” made clear. While showing the expected patterns of residential settle-
ment, black migrants remained confined to a “black belt” that would sooner
cut across residential zones than give way to racial mixing. Nor did the “fat
years” leave blacks much beyond the margins of the urban economy, or any
more welcome in the restaurants, stores, and nightclubs of the prosperous
downtown. The “lean years” of the Depression and the dashed hopes of equal
opportunity during World War II only reinforced what most in the growing
black metropolis already knew: the story of the Negro in Chicago would be
told not along the familiar immigrant line as rendered by Park and the Chicago
school, but along the color-line, as anticipated by W.E.B. DuBois.46

Drake and Cayton devoted Part 2 of Black Metropolis to developing the
concept of the color line in concrete detail. Drawing on social survey as well
as ethnographic techniques, they shifted the analytic framework from social
ecology to political economy and relied heavily on census data to document
the forces keeping blacks in their socially segregated, economically marginal
“place.” The “job ceiling” was the strongest of the forces, in their view, elabo-
rated brilliantly in charts reminiscent of DuBois’s Philadelphia survey showing
the racial distribution of employment, occupation, and job “types.” Black men
and women were disproportionately represented in unskilled, undesirable work
and underrepresented in higher-paying managerial, clerical, and professional
jobs. Nor could the discrepancy be explained away by differences in education,
natural ability, or skill. The “job ceiling” was a tangible and institutionalized
barrier, maintained by employer discrimination, labor union practices, and
white racial prejudice, that purposely kept blacks from freely competing in the
labor market. The black ghetto, too, hardly looked like a “natural” area of
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migrant settlement, in light of the real estate practices, racial covenants, city
planning ordinances, and white resistance that kept it in place. The white immi-
grant could move, “once he gets on his feet,” but “Negroes, regardless of their
affluence or respectability, wear the badge of color. They are expected to stay
in the Black Belt.” Meanwhile, the widespread “ghetto conditions” that
stemmed from poverty, overcrowding, and physical “blight” were used as a
“convenient rationalization,” by the University of Chicago among others, “for
keeping Negroes segregated.”47 The combination of white prejudice, economic
interest, and institutional practice that maintained the color line was formida-
ble, then, and was operating to keep blacks both segregated and overwhelm-
ingly poor. Still, as noted at the end of Part 2, the situation was not without
hope: Chicago was not the South; the color line was not “static”; the job ceiling
could be broken; and the “white folks” could be educated. Most important, in
light of their growing numbers, the increased demand for labor, and the loom-
ing threat of a race riot, blacks in Chicago in the mid-1940s seemed to have
political and economic expediency on their side.

This sense of tentative hope was quickly dampened by Part 3 of Black Me-
tropolis, however, when Drake and Cayton once again shifted their analytic
framework to present an anthropological view of life in Bronzeville, as Chica-
go’s black South Side was known. The analysis was based on the Warner-
Cayton fieldwork, conducted at the height of the Depression when most of
black Chicago was either unemployed or on relief. It showed that the color
line looked more castelike than not from inside the black ghetto, forming an
“iron band” within which people lived “in a state of intense and perpetual
awareness that they are a black minority in a white man’s world.” It also re-
vealed Bronzeville to be deeply stratified as a community, divided by the gra-
dations of color as well as by social class, and caught up in the elaborate
apparatus of cliques, associations, social behavior, and cultural practices War-
ner had found in New England and the deep South. Finally, it revealed that
Bronzeville harbored a large, culturally insulated lower class, isolated in a
“world” bounded not by economic or spatial segregation so much as by deviant
behavioral norms. To be sure, the lower-class world was complex and hetero-
geneous, encompassing “respectable,” church-going, working-class families
as well as the “denizens of the underworld.” But at its core was the group of
“disorganized and broken families” whose way of life was defined around
pursuing pleasure, getting relief, and keeping the wheels of the illicit gambling
industry known as “the policy” going rather than getting a job and getting
ahead. An embarrassment to the socially ambitious middle classes who were
forced to live among them, the lower classes were unconsciously acting out
the frustrations of caste and class subordination in “[t]he vigor with which they
shout or dance; the rapt attention that they fix on the policy wheel; the floods
of liquor they consume,” and the fundamentalist storefront religion in which
they sought refuge. And yet, theirs could also be seen as the problem of migra-
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tion, an expression of the “incomplete urbanization” of rural migrants from
the South. This instability of lower-class family life had its origins, after all,
in the tenuous sexual and economic “bargain” that E. Franklin Frazier had
traced to the post-emancipation South, drawing “dependent,” “wandering,”
marginally employed men to “dominant,” economically independent women,
who had nowhere else to turn for their own “affectational” needs. The high
rates of illegitimacy and desertion that resulted from this “bargain,” and the
“wild children” and juvenile delinquents they in turn produced, reflected the
impact not just of caste and class subordination, but of the internal disorganiza-
tion of recent migrants from the South. Thus, drawing on the ecological con-
cept of “disorganization” as well as the notion of psychological damage associ-
ated with caste and class, Black Metropolis’s anthropology of Bronzeville
painted a portrait of a black lower-class majority that, just as much as the
color line, seemed to exert a powerful force against its own advancement, by
perpetuating a pathological way of life that even the most socially ambitious
found hard to escape.48

Drake and Cayton’s chapters on the lower classes of Bronzeville were de-
scriptively riveting but intellectually jarring, presenting a bleak, almost deter-
minist portrait that served more than anything to underscore the distance sepa-
rating the observers from the observed. Clearly, the authors identified with the
disdain and frustration of the black middle-class doctor who, in one illustrative
vignette, was called upon to make a midnight house call to heal the knife
wound “Baby Chile” had inflicted on her temporary lover “Mr. Ben.” Powerful
in rendering the doctor’s inner conflict as he runs through the emotional gamut
of obligation, compassion, cynicism, and disgust, the vignette treats the lower-
class characters as one-dimensional stereotypes, setting the tone for the analy-
sis to come. Relentlessly, even aggressively benighted, the majority class of
Bronzeville appears more “accommodated” to its station than not, hardly capa-
ble of breaking through the barriers of caste and class deprivation—giving
support to the idea, which Drake and Cayton later argued was a myth, that
the black ghetto couldn’t be organized. Even its most genuinely indigenous
institution—the storefront church—was devoted to escapism and exploitation,
acting as an impediment rather than an aid to advancing the race. The overpow-
ering imagery of lower-class cultural dissolution also seemed to contradict
Drake and Cayton’s own predictions about racial advancement as they brought
the Bronzeville section to a close: the same lower-class people they had charac-
terized as pleasure-seeking, lazy, and apathetic, it turns out, were ready to
demand access to jobs, better housing, desegregation, and equal rights. These
very same lower classes had thrown their support behind all sorts of grass roots
campaigns during the 1930s, ranging from the moderate “Spend Your Money
Where You Can Work” campaign to any number of rent strikes and labor
actions sponsored by the Left, and were likely to mobilize behind a “ ‘racial
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radicalism’ of gigantic proportions . . . if Negroes feel that the Second World
War liberated the world, but did not ‘advance The Race.’ ”49

It was this more dynamic vision of the black masses that informed the fourth
and concluding section of Black Metropolis, entitled “Of Things To Come.”
There, Drake and Cayton returned to the troubled but tentatively hopeful tone
of parts 1 and 2, to the Chicago-school faith in the solvent of “free competi-
tion,” tempered by the inescapable reality of DuBois’s color line. The Job
Ceiling and social segregation persisted, but they showed signs of “bending”
and “breaking” precisely because Chicago was not ruled by a caste system like
the deep South. The same duality—between “free competition” and “fixed
status”—that caused conflict within the Negro personality presented a pro-
found moral dilemma to the democratic urban North. Most importantly, though
incapable of facing its moral dilemma, Chicago was gripped by the memory
of 1919. White fear, combined with economic and political expediency, was
opening the door to a relaxation of the color line and possibly even to a pro-
gram of peaceful, informed social reform. The last section, then, suggested that
it was not the lower-class or even the broader culture that needed to change; it
was the political economy that propped up the color line. Perhaps that is why
the fatalistic, psychologized view of lower-class culture in Black Metropolis
was so jarring: it stood as stark testimony not so much to the need for as to
the impossibility of reform.50

Even though Drake and Cayton did not manage to reconcile the tensions
within liberal social science, Black Metropolis did show how pervasive—and
problematic—the imagery of black lower-class culture had become in a social
science that labeled it as at once pathological and adaptive, a product of inter-
nal social disorganization as well as external oppression, a transitional yet
seemingly permanent feature of ghetto life. In this sense Black Metropolis was
the most detailed and comprehensive statement to date of what liberal social
science had to say about the black urban lower-class “world.” But more than
any single work it was Gunnar Myrdal’s An American Dilemma that crystal-
lized the idea of the black lower class as a cultural pathology in a double sense:
as an expression of black lower-class deviance and of the broader cultural
pathology of white racism.

THE “VICIOUS CIRCLE”

Drake and Cayton only briefly referred to racial inequality as a moral dilemma,
but that particular formulation of the “Negro problem” was by then almost
inescapable, brought home powerfully by Swedish economist and social demo-
crat Gunnar Myrdal as the central thesis of An American Dilemma (1944).
Commissioned by the Carnegie Corporation to conduct a comprehensive sur-
vey of scholarship on the American Negro, Myrdal used the occasion to chas-
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tise American social science for its “value-free” pretensions as well as to un-
cover the morally intolerable contradiction between racial reality and
democratic ideal. It was from this vantage point, of empirical fact filtered
through moral “valuations,” that he drew a portrait of black lower-class pathol-
ogy and linked it to the pathology of white racism.51 Drake and Cayton, along
with E. Franklin Frazier, W. Lloyd Warner, Allison Davis, John Dollard, and
dozens of other scholars had contributed to the vast body of background mate-
rial Myrdal and his assistants compiled for the book. It was from their work
that Myrdal drew his portrait of the black lower class, relying on Frazier for
his discussion of the impact of slavery, migration, and poverty on the lower-
class Negro family, but otherwise adopting Warner’s “caste and class” analysis,
with its emphasis on the persistence and rigidity of racial caste. Blacks’ over-
whelmingly lower-class status was not simply a reflection of poverty or igno-
rance, but of the “disabilities” and discrimination associated with race.52

Myrdal grounded his own “valuations” in a combination of Enlightenment
principles, liberal social science, and political pragmatism: the “American
Creed,” defined as a belief in human equality, individual rights, and equal
opportunity for all; an environmentalist understanding of racial difference; a
belief in the functional, if not inherent, superiority of white cultural norms;
and racial assimilationism, based on the assumption “that it is to the advantage
of American Negroes as individuals and as a group to become assimilated
into American culture, and to acquire the traits held in esteem by the dominant
white Americans.” On the latter point Myrdal differentiated his assimilationist
premises from white cultural absolutism, noting that it was only in the
“pragmatic sense” that white culture was superior “here, in America,” where
it demanded “adherence . . . [from] any individual or group which is not strong
enough to change it.” This somewhat qualified valuation also informed his
sweeping characterization of black cultural “divergences” as a “distorted de-
velopment, or a pathological condition, of the general American culture” (em-
phases in original).53 Because of the racism in the “general American culture,”
that is, the vast majority of blacks had not been allowed to assimilate as
other immigrants had, the price of which was to be found in the family instabil-
ity, religious “emotionalism,” high crime rates, “superstition,” “provincial-
ism,” “personality difficulties,” and other “characteristic traits” of Negro cul-
ture. Of course, the black upper and middle classes were managing to escape
such cultural “peculiarities,” gradually assimilating the family structure, ambi-
tion, morality, and manners of the dominant “national culture.” The great
masses, however, remained isolated behind the walls of segregation, living
below the “American standard” of economic and cultural necessity and just
barely above the “mental servility” and dependence of the slave past. “Their
situation is not favorable for developing strong incentives to personal accom-
plishment and improvement. Standards of industry and honesty are generally
low,” Myrdal wrote of the “large majority of Negroes everywhere.”54 “Negro”
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culture was by definition a culture of poverty; the way to advance was to
become culturally white.

Black culture was not the only “pathology” created by the caste system. The
“economic situation of the Negroes in America” could also be described as
“pathological” in much the same way, the product of low skills and lack of
education but always and at each stage compounded by the fact of racial dis-
crimination. Nor could the “extraordinary” poverty be explained only with the
static, structural concept of caste. Instead, it was the product of a dynamic,
cumulative “force, which, like gravitation, holds them down in the struggle
for survival and economic advance,” a “vicious circle” in which economic
exploitation, low cultural status, and racial discrimination were “interdepen-
dent factors, mutually cumulative in their effects.”55

The vicious circle of poverty had its origins in slavery and black economic
exploitation, according to Myrdal, which in turn had confined blacks to low
educational, moral, and cultural standards. Armed with an elaborate array of
racist beliefs, whites then used black deprivation to justify further exploitation,
rationalizing their actions with “evidence” that most blacks were incapable of
rising to a higher station in life. Poverty could in this sense be seen as itself a
breeder of poverty, for it triggered and justified the cumulative cycle of dis-
crimination and exploitation that left blacks further and further behind. And
yet, complex and intractable as it seemed, the vicious circle of poverty could
in another sense be seen as a ray of hope: its same principles of interdepen-
dence and cumulation could be used to guide “practical planning” for programs
to promote black economic advance. “[A] primary change, induced or un-
planned, affecting any one of three bundles of interdependent causal factors—
1) the economic level; 2) standards of intelligence, ambition, health, education,
decency, manners, and morals; and 3) discrimination by whites—will bring
changes in the other two and, through mutual interaction, move the whole
system along in one direction or the other,” Myrdal wrote (emphasis added).
Change did not have to be radical or all-encompassing to make a difference,
he concluded, just targeted at “strategic” points in the circle that planners felt
they could control. Identifying those points, of course, was the first step in
social engineering, and a principal task for social scientists of race.56

The concept of the vicious circle did not originate with Myrdal, but An
American Dilemma helped to make it the reigning metaphor in liberal social
analysis for the next three decades. For one thing, it resolved a central tension
between social ecology and anthropology by arguing that black poverty was
not caused by cultural disorganization or racial oppression, but by both. For
another, it offered reassurance to advocates of rationally planned, incremental
change. It was also based on important revisions in caste theory that seemed
to make American racism more readily susceptible to change. For the most
part, Myrdal accepted the notion that there was a certain “rank order” to white
racial discrimination, in which the absolute ban on intermarriage was at the
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top, followed, in descending order, by objections to social intermingling, inte-
gration, political participation, and access to economic opportunity. Similarly,
picking up on a theme black writers had been sounding since DuBois, Myrdal
pointed out that the rank order of black racial preferences was precisely the
reverse, with the desire for jobs leading the way and the hope of intermarriage
a distant last. And yet Myrdal, unlike Warner, Davis, and Dollard, did not
accept this rank ordering as a reflection of the real motivations behind the caste
system. In actuality, as suggested in the vicious circle dynamic, white people
were more interested in maintaining their own higher status than in racial pu-
rity; the ban on intermarriage, in fact the whole array of anti-amalgamationist
racial beliefs, was not based on a deep-seated psychological fear embedded in
social personality, as Warner and Dollard had suggested. It was instead an
elaborate rationalization, “an irrational escape on the part of whites from voic-
ing an open demand for a difference in social status between the two groups
for its own sake.” Racism, then, was not a structural problem in either the
psychological or the economic sense. It was a set of attitudes that could be
proved to be irrational, subject to treatment and enlightened education, and,
ultimately, would be defeated in the face of the American Creed.57

The vicious circle had much to offer liberal social analysts, but it created as
many problems as it resolved. Even while recognizing the systemic interdepen-
dence of poverty and racial oppression, it defined them in the most individual-
ized, least threatening possible way—as cultural deprivation, as discriminatory
behavior, as irrational attitudes, and, most definitely, as deviations from the
normal operations of an inherently democratic social and economic order. In
some ways, then, Myrdal’s analysis did precisely what he criticized “value-
free” and “laissez-faire” sociologists for doing: in treating poverty and racism
as social pathologies, he reified white cultural standards and economic capital-
ism as the democratic norm. Once the vicious circle was broken, inequality
would be redressed through the normal workings of the system. Equally im-
portant, the imagery of poverty breeding poverty had the effect, however unin-
tended, of severing the problem from a concern about systemic inequality,
confining it to an isolated “other half” seen not as a part or a product of the
mainstream but as outside a system otherwise devoted to equal opportunity.
Widely deployed by liberals during the War on Poverty, the vicious circle
offered reassurance that poverty could be eradicated by limited, “strategic”
interventions, and without major changes in the economic status quo. Such
imagery would very quickly come to haunt them, however, when the intracta-
bility of the vicious circle became an explanation for why liberal antipoverty
intervention would not, and could not, work.

In its time and subsequently, An American Dilemma was rightly celebrated
as a major achievement, a “triumph” for social scientific environmentalism and
liberal assimilationism. It was also a repudiation of the disengaged, supposedly
value-free social science Robert Park had come to represent. Myrdal himself
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did not shy away from making concrete policy recommendations, and looked
forward to a substantially expanded role for the state in public education and
in breaking down discriminatory barriers to “free competition.” In these ways
An American Dilemma was an affirmation of an older Progressive Era model
of reform investigation. Indeed, having mapped the theoretical territory, it gave
added reinforcement to the move toward applied social research exemplified
by the ACE and other studies on race. And yet, Myrdal’s study also showed
just how thoroughly the ideas and categories of post-Progressive social science
had come to dominate social problem, and now race relations, research. Myrdal
himself was a political economist, but his American dilemma was formulated
as a problem of culture and social psychology, and the solution as a job of
social engineering and assimilation more than of political organizing and eco-
nomic reform. The literature following in its wake reflected this “psychological
and social psychological orientation,” focusing heavily on prejudice, in-
tergroup relations, and often, for policy and political purposes, on documenting
the impact of racial subordination on the “Negro” personality.58 Seen from this
perspective, the golden age that culminated in An American Dilemma marked
a turn away from rather than the culmination of the political economy of race
that DuBois had mapped out years before, and opened the way for the racializa-
tion of poverty knowledge as in all senses a problem of cultural pathology.
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Giving Birth to a “Culture of Poverty”:
Poverty Knowledge in Postwar Behavioral Science,

Culture, and Ideology

THE IDEA of a lower-class culture was firmly entrenched in social problem
research by the 1940s, although social scientists did not always agree on its
source. Not until the two decades following World War II, however, did social
scientists begin to engage in debate about the existence of an independent
culture of poverty that could persist even without the immediate deprivations
caused by modernization, class, and race. The distinction was more than se-
mantic, reflecting important and interrelated postwar changes that profoundly
affected social scientific thinking about the poor. One was the political econ-
omy of affluence, which lent superficial credence to the idea that America was
becoming a “classless” society with a small, isolated substratum of people who
were poor. A second was the postwar institutionalization of the behavioral
sciences, which encouraged and redoubled the psychological emphasis that
had earlier begun to emerge in research on class and, in particular, on race. A
third was the resurgence of middle-class domesticity in Cold War ideology and
culture, which reinforced the patriarchal family as a psychological and cultural
norm, and treated deviations from it as a source of lifelong afflictions in the
young. And a fourth was the rise of poverty as a global political issue, creating
a whole new vista of research opportunities as the Cold War between the
United States and the Soviet Union expanded to the “underdeveloped” world.
All of these changes converged in the social scientific theory of the culture of
poverty, developed by anthropologist Oscar Lewis in the late 1950s and more
widely adopted as an explanation for the “paradox” of poverty in the affluent
U.S. Thus, rooted though it was in the concepts and methods of an earlier
generation, the culture of poverty was a distinctively postwar idea, and can be
understood as an expression of the broader trends in postwar political economy,
politics, and culture that reshaped liberalism as an ideology as well as its ap-
proach to social knowledge and to the poor.

THE CHANGING CONTEXT (I): PROSPERITY

The most prominent of these trends was the much-heralded phenomenon of
mass prosperity, which helped to make economic inequality less visible as a
political issue while creating an environment in which liberals would identify
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poverty as a “paradox” and “the poor” as a self-contained, culturally deprived
social group. In reality, the “affluent society” was riddled with structural in-
equalities that made the experience of prosperity selective and that of poverty
more concentrated among people—the elderly, racial minorities, women head-
ing households, and low-skilled laborers in “depressed” areas of the econ-
omy—all of whom, as one report put it, affluence had “left behind.”1

Nothing was more celebrated in postwar political economy than the wide-
spread experience of affluence, symbolized in rising incomes, higher rates of
home ownership, and especially in the ever-expanding acquisition of consumer
goods.2 Americans were a “people of plenty,” as one prominent historian put
it; affluence had become a characteristic fact of working- as well as middle-
and upper-class life.3 Less often recognized was the role of federal policy—
higher defense spending, home mortgage subsidies, labor regulations, and so-
cial welfare benefits—in generating the growth and mass prosperity for which
the U.S. economy was becoming renowned. Still less did the image of a “peo-
ple of plenty” recognize the importance of organized social movements in
broadening the distribution of national wealth. Instead, prosperity was greeted
as a vindication of America’s commitment to capitalism and free enterprise,
an argument made with growing ideological fervor as the Cold War set in.

To be sure, the federal presence in the economy was more circumscribed
than many liberals and activists had once envisioned, relying more heavily on
growth than redistribution as a way to raise low incomes and avoiding efforts
to achieve market reform. Liberals, for example, had lost legislative battles to
sustain wartime levels of centralized economic planning, and to mandate full
employment as a matter of law. By the late 1940s, with anticommunism on
the rise, even once-militant labor leaders had been pushed into a more accom-
modating stance toward capitalism. The bargain they struck with private sector
employers gained better union wages and social welfare benefits while dimin-
ishing the drive toward a more regulated economy and a more generous, uni-
versalistic federal welfare state.4 Liberal intellectuals, too, came to an accom-
modation with capitalism that turned to celebration at the height of the Cold
War. Affluence, they believed, had ushered in a new era of ideological “consen-
sus,” labor peace, and political stability—with no end in sight. The American
standard of living was a triumph of the uniquely “mixed” (neither socialist
nor “free market”) capitalist economy and a limited welfare state.5 The United
States was close to achieving what the Soviets could only impose—a
“classless” society—without recourse to violent, revolutionary force. The real
revolutionary force was not Marxism but capitalism, and its impact could be
measured in economic statistics: income was more equally distributed in the
late 1940s than at any time since the start of federal income taxation in 1913.6

Even the critics of “the affluent society” were more concerned with the con-
sumerism and conformity it fostered than with the economic inequalities it
reproduced. Poverty, to the extent that it was visible to social scientists at all,
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was at most a “residual” problem, relegated to isolated “pockets” of decline
and cultural backwardness that an otherwise thriving economy had left behind.7

This is not to say that postwar prosperity put an end to the subject of social
class. Judging from the steady stream of literature on the subject, both social
scientists and the people they wrote about were more class and status con-
scious than ever. But class took on an entirely different connotation in postwar
sociological writing, less an occasion for “muckraking” sociology than an op-
portunity for social scientists to make inroads into the fast-growing field of
consumer market research. Writing under the auspices of Social Research As-
sociates, Inc. (founded by Deep South coauthor Burleigh Gardner), W. Lloyd
Warner showed advertisers how class analysis could be helpful in marketing
their wares; Warner’s students later put the message into practice, in a study
of one of the most widely sought-after figures in consumer markets, Working-
man’s Wife, in which the point was not to learn whether she could manage the
household on her husband’s inadequate wages but to learn about her consumer
“personality”—what she likes, where she shops, what clubs she joins—as the
basis of a distinctive marketing niche. Nor was class analysis an occasion for
criticizing capitalism; in the hands of the ever-popular Warner, it was testimony
to the absence of rigid economic determinism that made the American way of
life unique. In America, Life magazine quoted Warner as saying, anyone could
climb the economic ladder, provided they had the attitude, psychological
makeup, and determination to get ahead.8 Besides, according to a prevalent
argument in sociology, every complex society needed a system of stratification
to help it function smoothly as a community, and to help individuals “adjust”
to their appropriate stations in life. Even Warner’s lower-lowers had a place
in this functionalist hierarchy, provided society found a way of putting their
penchant for brute force and unreflective pleasure to constructive use. If the
lower-lowers displayed more than their share of social “pathology,” it was from
lack of personal adjustment mechanisms as much as from economic distress.9

And yet, much as prosperity may have reduced poverty among the masses,
the postwar political economy also perpetuated structural inequities that left
25–30 percent of the population in poverty at any given time.10 Talk of an
inequality-reducing “social revolution” was highly exaggerated; income and
wealth were less concentrated, but still unequal—and, after gaining ground in
the early 1940s, the bottom 20 percent of earners did not add to their share of
the growing economy at all.11 Exaggerated, too, was the image of an economi-
cally secure, upwardly mobile working class. The 1950s brought slower
growth and two major recessions, leading working-class families to rely more
heavily than ever on women’s wages and welfare benefits to stay out of pov-
erty.12 Automation, though speeding up agriculture, mining, and manufacturing
production, displaced thousands of untrained laborers, continuing the flow of
labor migration that had brought African American, Latino, and white workers
to industrial cities during World War II. Several of those cities, however, were
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beginning to experience industrial decentralization and restructuring of their
own, relegating especially the least skilled and nonwhite urban newcomers to
unemployment or low-wage jobs.13

The image of mass prosperity also ignored the vast diversity and income
disparities within the working class, a growing proportion of which was non-
white and female, and employed not in the relatively well-paid, heavily union-
ized manufacturing sector but in low-wage, nonunion “pink collar” work.14

Nor did the postwar boom come anywhere near closing the gender gap in
earnings and employment, despite women’s steadily increasing participation
in the paid labor force. Indeed, having momentarily enjoyed access to higher-
paying manufacturing jobs during World War II, women were shunted off into
sex-segregated, lower-paying secretarial and clerical jobs, if not discouraged
from working at all.15 Most glaring, however, were the vast racial disparities—
in wages, employment, education, housing, wealth, and income—that pre-
vented the majority of African Americans and Latinos from achieving what
amounted to a white American standard of living. “Bronzeville” had shared in
the new postwar prosperity, wrote St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton in a
postscript to Black Metropolis in 1961, but the “job ceiling,” the wage gap,
and the color line persisted. Indeed, a generation of migration and federally
sponsored urban renewal had left the racial boundaries of the black ghetto
expanded, but very much intact.16

In income as in housing, the disparities of the market were only exacerbated
by the unequal protections built into the structure of the welfare state. Farm
laborers and “displaced” workers were among those left virtually without pro-
tection, while nonwhites could routinely expect separate and unequal treat-
ment. Structured to keep women out of the paid labor force, the welfare system
left single, nonwidowed mothers to rely on an increasingly unpopular, low-
benefit Aid to Dependent Children program that, until the mid-1960s, allowed
local administrators to cut them off on a whim. Significantly, these were the
very groups—the rural poor, the long-term unemployed, the minority poor,
female-headed households—singled out by social scientists as denizens of a
“culture of poverty” in the affluent U.S. Poverty was a problem of low wages,
unemployment, economic restructuring, and inadequate protections; but in af-
fluent, Cold War America, liberal social scientists turned for explanations to
the culture and psychology of the poor.

THE CHANGING CONTEXT (II):
THE BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES “REVOLUTION”

A second major trend shaping postwar poverty knowledge offers further in-
sight into why: the quest for an interdisciplinary, methodologically rigorous
science of human behavior, with the ability to predict as well as prescribe.
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Spurred on by government agencies and private philanthropic funders, the be-
havioral emphasis in social science assumed the dimensions of an organized
movement in the wake of World War II, leading to a vast expansion of the
resources and institutional infrastructure for behavioral research.17 Carnegie,
Rockefeller, Russell Sage, and a newcomer, the richly endowed Ford Founda-
tion, virtually invented the label “behavioral sciences” and proclaimed it the
new frontier in social research.18 Financially, they were dwarfed by the dollars
for psychological and behavioral research flowing from the federal government
under the auspices of the U.S. Department of Defense and two new postwar
creations, the National Institute of Mental Health, and the National Science
Foundation. Nevertheless, the private foundations infused the behavioral sci-
ences with a special sense of mission that would have a lasting impact on the
future of social research. The success of their efforts was soon reflected in
the proliferating array of institutions devoted to interdisciplinary behavioral
research, including university-based research centers such as the Institute for
Social Research at the University of Michigan, Columbia University’s Bureau
of Applied Research, and Harvard’s Department of Social Relations, as well
as academic retreats such as the Center for Advanced Studies in the Behavioral
Sciences in Palo Alto, established by the Ford Foundation in 1954.19 The hey-
day of the University of Chicago and the local community study had passed.
The future lay in the “multi-versity,” in what C. Wright Mills called the “fetish-
ism” of scientific method, and in the national sample survey, which gathered
information on individual attitudes and behavior while leaving questions of
social structure aside.20

At its loftiest, the movement behind the behavioral sciences aimed to reorga-
nize social knowledge around individual and group behavior, professing the
hope that better understanding of human motivation would allow enlightened
leaders to bring control and rationality to a rapidly changing, war-torn world.
More prosaically, it aimed to gain broader acceptance and legitimacy for disci-
plines that, for all their emphasis on objectivity and methodological rigor, were
still considered “soft” by the scientific establishment and ideologically tainted
by the political Right.21 Two fundamental convictions lay behind these objec-
tives, noted the Ford Foundation in announcing its Behavioral Sciences pro-
gram: one that all problems—“from war to individual adjustment”—could be
traced to individual behavior and human relationships; the other that method-
ologically rigorous research could uncover the “laws” of human behavior so
that enlightened, democratic leaders might set society on a more rational
course.22 The possibility that these two convictions might involve a contradic-
tion—that research into the recesses of human motivation might lead to a fatal-
ism about the possibility of planned social change—did not prevent behavior-
ism from becoming a central article of postwar liberal faith. Nor did the
antidemocratic implications of social engineering imposed from above. To the
contrary, the liberal embrace of an individualized, psychologically oriented
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behavioral science grew out of and in turn reinforced the postwar “consensus”
that major social problems could be resolved without recourse to political mo-
bilization or conflict and without significant institutional or economic reform.

The postwar emphasis on individual psychology added momentum to the
fascination with culture and personality that, while present, had remained rela-
tively muted in the community studies during the Depression. But it marked a
definitive break from the Progressive Era tradition of industrial and social sur-
vey research. Nowhere was this more evident than in the postwar transforma-
tion of the Russell Sage Foundation, which after 1948 would virtually drop its
historic commitment to social work and industrial research to become the only
national philanthropy specifically devoted to behavioral science research.
Among the programs eliminated in the reorganization was the Department of
Industrial Studies, run by Mary van Kleeck, a staff member since 1910. Van
Kleeck, who had herself conducted pioneering research on women in industry,
was renowned as a reform-minded knowledge broker, feminist, founder of the
Women’s Bureau in the Department of Labor and, in the 1930s, an outspoken
advocate of Soviet-style national economic planning—the last prompting the
foundation to place disclaimers on the policies if not the research methods
advocated in the work she underwrote. But it was the foundation’s postwar
reorganization that finally eliminated her program, replacing what remained
the most significant outpost of Progressive industrial investigation with pro-
grams to develop behavioral research as a science that would find applications
in the study of law, medicine, and the military as well as in such traditional
philanthropic areas as poverty and social work.23 In this the transformed Rus-
sell Sage Foundation reflected a broader change in the political economy of
knowledge that, just as much as the broader political economy of affluence,
set the stage for individualizing poverty as a social problem, locating its origins
in individual behavior rather than in economic and social arrangements, and
tracing its “pathology” to individual personality.

Further evidence of the influence of the behavioral movement could be
found in the substantive and methodological innovations it wrought. Among
the earliest had been the integrative study of culture and personality, based
on a melding of psychoanalytic, anthropological, and sociological techniques.
Pioneered at Yale University’s Institute of Human Relations in the 1930s,
by the late 1940s the interdisciplinary focus on culture and personality had
put individual psychological development at the center of anthropological and
sociological research, making the use of Rorschach (ink blot), Thematic Ap-
perception (image projection), and personal attitude surveys not only common-
place but de rigueur in postwar social research.24 The culture and personality
approach also shifted the emphasis in local studies from the community to
the family, encouraging intensified scrutiny of its psychological as opposed to
its social or economic functions in the life course. Studies of early childhood
became something of a growth industry in postwar social science, extending
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from the question of individual development to cross-cultural comparisons of
child rearing and its impact on differences in “national character” around
the world.25 Child-rearing patterns also assumed greater significance in the
sociological study of class in the United States, redoubling the emphasis on
the family as the source of deep-seated, class-typed personality differences
that could in turn determine an individual’s opportunities in life. The true meth-
odological breakthrough in the behavioral sciences, however, came with the
application of quantitative sampling, measurement, and predictive modeling
techniques to surveys of personal attitudes and behavior, which finally brought
the aura of “hard,” data-rich, experimental science to behavioral research.
These techniques had been cultivated in national opinion polling since the
1930s, but they got the full laboratory treatment in the U.S. Army’s Research
Branch during WWII. There, social scientists with training in psychology,
sociology, and statistics conducted the most extensive research to date on the
determinants of attitudes and behavior among a national sample of Americans,
in this case to be used as a vital source of information for the recruit-
ment, training, morale-building, and postwar reconversion of American GIs.
Though explicitly set up, in the words of staff director Samuel A. Stouffer,
“to do a practical engineering job, not a scientific job,” these studies became
standard-setters in social psychological theory and method once the war was
over, in the process launching many an academic career. They subsequently
became the basis of The American Soldier, a four-volume, multi-authored trea-
tise produced under the imprimatur of the Social Science Research Council and
written explicitly to advance the science of quantitative attitude measurement,
social scientific prediction, mass communications experimentation, and social
psychology more generally.26 Its publication, underwritten by the Carnegie
Corporation, held out the tantalizing prospect not only of observing the deter-
minants of behavior with new, quantitative techniques, but of predicting and,
ultimately, engineering human behavior with policies steeped in the latest sci-
entific expertise.27

The changes that took social science in a more behavioral direction did not
take place in a political vacuum. The demise of Mary van Kleeck’s Industrial
Development Department coincided with the political setbacks and rising
anticommunism that put economic planning off the agenda and the labor move-
ment on a more accommodationist course. Van Kleeck herself was subse-
quently subject to FBI surveillance and was called to appear before Senator
Joseph McCarthy’s committee in 1953.28 No single factor contributed more to
the rise of behaviorism, though, than its intimate association with America’s
wartime needs, needs that persisted well after the Allied victory over fascism
had made the Cold War against communism the driving foreign policy force.
Building on their research into culture and personality, anthropologist Margaret
Mead, psychiatrist Erik Erickson, and specially formed committees of behav-
ioral scientists gave the concept of “national character” both theoretical and
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strategic heft, pointing out its relevance in designing anti-enemy propaganda as
well as in building civilian morale during World War II.29 In The Authoritarian
Personality, emigree sociologist Theodor Adorno developed a statistical
method for linking personality traits, social attitudes, and political ideology,
(known as the F-[fascism], A-S [anti-Semitism], and E-[ethnocentrism]
scales), to determine the psychological roots of anti-Semitism, prejudice, and
fascism and the social conditions under which authoritarianism could take
hold.30 The American Soldier, still recognized as a veritable founding document
in experimental social psychological research, grew out of a vast military mo-
bilization of social science behind the cause of winning the war. All of these
studies were suffused with a sense of common commitment, not just to the
scientific facts of human behavior, but to identifying, as Margaret Mead wrote,
“the psychological equipment with which we can win the war.”31 All developed
concepts and methods that would subsequently be applied to the ongoing fight
against international communism, as they would to the understanding of racial
prejudice, juvenile delinquency, and poverty at home.32

Few of the insights from this emerging, war-tinged behavioral science boded
particularly well for the working class or the poor. Studies based on Adorno’s
F-scale measures, for example, traced fascism to a lower-class “anti-demo-
cratic personality structure,” a theme later picked up by sociologist Seymour
Martin Lipset, whose concept of “working-class authoritarianism” used the
F-scale to designate lower-class character as a reactionary, racist, potentially
dangerous political force. Such findings should provide fair warning for “intel-
lectuals of the democratic left,” Lipset wrote, reflecting his own postwar jour-
ney to the liberal center, “who once believed the proletariat necessarily to be a
force for liberty, racial equality, and social progress.”33 The vision of American
“national character” was equally, if indirectly, hostile in its implications for
the poor. Americans had a fundamentally democratic personality, Margaret
Mead claimed in her wartime morale work, and it had been nurtured in the
upwardly mobile, white middle-class home. Achievement-oriented, acquisi-
tive, individualistic, and fixed on the future, this personality type was not just
the product of prosperity and democratic practice, Mead suggested, but the
source of those virtues as well. Thus enshrined as the basis of what would
later be known as the American “core culture,” the middle-class personality
embodied all the characteristics said to be missing in the lower class.34 Even
more troubling than the suggestion of lower-class un-Americanism, however,
was what behavioral science had to say about its source. Once thought to be
producing satisfied, if unambitious children with its over-indulgent, permissive
ways, the working class was now said to be practicing rigid, “authoritarian,”
even “primitive” methods of child rearing associated with reactionary, racist
politics as well as underachievement in life.35 That was the conclusion reached
by a team of Harvard social psychologists based on a comparison of middle-
and working-class mothers in the early 1950s. Indeed, reversing findings re-
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ported by Allison Davis and Robert Havighurst less than a decade earlier, they
concluded that middle-class mothers were not the strict, puritanical, impulse-
denying figures they had been made out to be, but were “warmer,” more loving,
“more permissive and less punitive” toward their children than the mothers of
the working class. The very notion of working-class permissiveness, they ar-
gued, was a romanticized vision from a politically distant past. Meanwhile,
the sudden turnaround in the findings about middle-class child rearing had a
more scientific, not to mention self-serving, explanation: the mothers were
paying attention to expert advice.36 Now considered quite literally to be a cradle
of democracy, the middle-class family was tellingly compared by one sociolo-
gist to a “country which, having operated under an authoritarian form of gov-
ernment, has suddenly switched to a democratic form.”37 Whatever the source
of the new permissiveness in child rearing, students of the middle-class family
hardly hid the fact that they approved. Lower-class deviance, deprivations, and
even political ideology, in contrast, were looking more and more like personal-
ity deficiencies inculcated by lower-class mothers in the young.

THE CHANGING CONTEXT (III):
GENDER AND FAMILY IDEOLOGY

Even while reifying the image of an enlightened middle-class family norm,
postwar social science showed signs of a broader cultural anxiety about the
family that played an additionally powerful role in shaping knowledge about
the poor. Sociologist Talcott Parsons captured something of this anxiety when
he acknowledged that the family had lost its traditional economic and social
“functions” in the face of the large bureaucracies, technological conveniences,
and mass consumerism that characterized the modern age. He also tried to
allay such concerns by arguing that the family was not in trouble but in “transi-
tion” toward a more “specialized” form. The new family form was more self-
contained, less extended, and revolved exclusively around the psychological
functions of socializing children and providing a stable social identity for
adults—it was a “factory,” that is, for producing human personalities. The
modern family was also more dependent than ever on a sharp separation of
“sex roles” between a socially dominant, breadwinning father and a nurturing,
economically dependent mother to care for the children and the home. In this,
its more modern, “nuclear” form, the family had actually risen in significance,
according to Parsons, for it now had the awesome responsibility of maintaining
the psychological conditions for social stability—a responsibility associated
in Cold War America with no less than preserving democracy, capitalism, and
the American way of life.38 Whether or not this analysis proved reassuring to
the few who could penetrate his prose, Parsons’s streamlined, psychologized
view of the modern family did offer the weight of scientific theory to the
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“domestic consensus” that emerged in postwar politics and popular culture as
a response to the uncertainties of the Cold War and atomic age.39 It also, as the
prevailing norm in social scientific research, provided a new way of implicat-
ing the family—specifically, gender relations within the lower-class family—
in the incidence and perpetuation of poverty across generational lines.

Concern about gender relations in the lower-class family was by no means
new to postwar social science, but in the past much of that concern had been
focused on the family as an economic unit, dependent on an often delicate
balance of male and female work. Whether or not they accepted a “traditional,”
patriarchal norm, several studies recognized that this balance was of necessity
a matter of negotiation and compromise within the working class. Thus, in
W.E.B. DuBois’s Philadelphia, black women had little choice but to become
breadwinners on their own, especially in light of the low wages—hence the
bad marriage prospects—of black men.40 Some later social surveys used the
prospect of married women’s employment to make the case for a male “family
wage,” arguing that men would lose self-respect when their wives entered the
paid labor force. Not that this diminished the economic role of the housewife;
indeed, only the most “intelligent” and thrifty of housewives could translate
industrial wages into an adequate standard of living. Others writing in the
survey tradition, however, insisted that women were in the industrial work
force to stay. In her study of female industrial workers conducted for the Pitts-
burgh Survey, Elizabeth Beardsley Butler claimed that improving women’s
wages and training would make for more “intelligent home making” and a
more healthy family life.41 In the 1930s Margaret Hagood’s Mothers of the
South, a survey of tenant farm wives, used the techniques of regionalist sociol-
ogy to show how economic as well as family planning would allow lower-
class women to negotiate the triple role of mother, housewife, and laborer
they had to play.42 Even the more psychological of the Depression-era studies
maintained a focus on the family as an economic unit, couching gender rela-
tions within the framework of the balance between male and female work.
Male unemployment set off a complex “cycle” of “readjustments” within the
family, E. Wight Bakke wrote, as women and children took on greater responsi-
bility for earning and managing household income while men accustomed to
acting as sole providers found their authority diminished vis-à-vis their wives.
Nor was the readjustment necessarily a bad thing; at least some of Bakke’s
families had emerged from unemployment with more tight-knit, cooperative,
and less patriarchal bonds—and in this sense were better off for the ordeal.43

In the sociological image of the black lower-class “matriarchy,” on the other
hand, the breadwinning female was definitely in charge, generating a combi-
nation of economic dependence and sexual irresponsibility in men. Still, as
E. Franklin Frazier, Charles S. Johnson, and others insisted, the relationship
was sustained not so much by the fact of female employment as by the econom-
ics of unemployment and racial discrimination against black men. The matriar-
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chy was deviant, and less preferable than the middle-class patriarchal form,
but it was also a cultural adaptation that would give way, Frazier believed,
when black men were accepted into the industrial labor force and in a position
to assume a position of authority in family life.44 Thus from the Progressive
Era through the 1930s the lower-class family, and particularly the position of
women in it, continued to provide a perspective on the problems of wages,
unemployment, and discrimination in the industrial capitalist economy.

In the postwar literature on the lower-class family, this emphasis on the
economics of gender relations began to change. Social scientists, following
the Cold War “domestic consensus” as much as the behaviorist “revolution,”
severed the family from its social and economic context and began to view it
in a much more exclusively psychological light. Patriarchy, in this constricted,
psychologized context, became more a necessity than a cultural norm, while
lower-class gender relations were less significant as a consequence of low
wages and unemployment than as the cause of personality damage in the
young. Like so many other afflictions in the Cold War era, some of the damage
would be associated directly with the faulty child rearing practices of mothers
unenlightened by expert advice.45 But analysts attributed the most deep-seated
scars to the structural deficiencies of the lower-class family, and specifically
to the sources that E. Franklin Frazier identified in a 1950 report on delin-
quency among black youths. Moving beyond the “social disorganization”
framework that had informed his earlier work, Frazier explained delinquency
as a reflection of the personality disorders wrought by the matriarchal house-
hold, in which children, and boys especially, had no one to meet their develop-
mental and disciplinary needs. On the one hand there was the working mother
who could not play her properly nurturing role; on the other, and more im-
portantly, there was the absence of an authoritative breadwinning male.46 Here
again the contrast with earlier literature can underscore the significance of this
change. First, in the streamlined psychologized view of the family the focus
was no longer on external, social and economic conditions, but exclusively on
the role of internal family characteristics in creating disadvantages for the
young. From this perspective, women’s labor force participation was not an
asset or a necessity but a liability for the lower class, which is precisely how
it would be treated (when not ignored altogether) in subsequent behavioral
science research. Second, armed with an ever-expanding battery of psychologi-
cal tests and developmental theories, social scientists were now “diagnosing”
behaviors once viewed as cultural adaptations as deeply ingrained personality
traits. The lower-class penchant for immediate gratification offers a case in
point. Viewed by sympathetic anthropologists as a reasonable response to dep-
rivation—why wait to enjoy what might not be there tomorrow?—by the 1950s
the “inability to defer gratification” had been transformed into a certifiable
personality disorder.47 The cause? Not poverty, as the anthropological view
suggested, but the absence of a father in the home.
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This turn to diagnostics was greatly encouraged by the foundation-spon-
sored seminars, training fellowships, and research collaborations that, having
gotten the personality and culture movement off the ground, then helped to
make psychological training a regular part of the graduate curriculum in lead-
ing universities. There, anthropologists and sociologists would learn about a
host of new diagnostic techniques, especially prominent among which was the
Thematic Apperception Test (TAT). First developed by psychologist Henry A.
Murray in the late 1930s, the TAT was designed to measure human motivation
by asking respondents to create a story based on a suggestive picture. A trained
interpreter would then “read” or “score” these stories to determine the uncon-
scious needs motivating the respondent’s behavior, and specifically to detect
the presence of the need (n) for such hidden desires as dominance, dependence,
punishment, and power. Applied in The Authoritarian Personality, the TAT
was used to uncover the psychological needs being filled in the rise of fas-
cism—and to create the scales that would implicate the lower class as a reac-
tionary political force. Only in the 1950s, though, did it become a diagnostic
tool to help explain differences in social class, when psychologist David
McClelland developed TATs to measure what he called “achievement motiva-
tion”—or “n Achievement”—not as a component of culture but as a basic
personality trait. McClelland himself was motivated by a desire to understand
what he considered one of the most positive of personality traits and to see
how it played out in human behavior. He was not disappointed. Dozens of TAT
studies, most of them on white males, correlated high n Achievement with the
revered American values of democracy, self-reliance, economic success, and
the Protestant, capitalist ethic itself. Later on, McClelland identified n Achieve-
ment as the single most important factor in “the rise and fall of civilizations.”
Not surprisingly, considering that the test protocols were developed using
white, middle-class college students, the studies consistently found high n
Achievement in middle-class respondents, and low n Achievement in the lower
class. Middle-class mothers, it seems, had learned a lesson that had been lost
on the lower class: how, through proper weaning and toilet training, to cultivate
a high-achieving personality in their sons.48

The research basis for these and other psychological diagnoses was contra-
dictory, culturally biased, and remarkably simplistic at times. Different studies
on the personality impact of father absence found sons who were overly depen-
dent, passive, and showed homosexual or effeminate tendencies as well as
sons who were aggressive and masculine-identified enough to join delinquent
gangs. The consequences for daughters drew less psychological attention,
though the conclusions followed the same theme in reverse: girls without fa-
thers were more prone to independence, abstract thinking, and other “mascu-
line” traits, rather than to the emotionalism appropriate to their sex.49 In the
growing literature on achievement motivation and social behavior, analysts
interpreted TAT and attitude surveys based on scales using white, male middle-
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class respondents as the norm.50 Psychologist Walter Mischel, a leading author-
ity on the inability to defer gratification, used such “independent” scales in
surveys of young black and East Indian respondents in Trinidad and Grenada,
where he found that father-absence was principally to blame. But what truly
convinced Mischel was an experiment that would later, often disparagingly,
be referred to as the “candy bar test,” which Mischel devised as a supplement
to his attitude surveys. In this test the survey administrator would stand before
a classroom full of children and offer them a choice of two rewards for having
completed their surveys. Children who wanted the reward immediately (ImR)
could have a small candy bar today; those who were willing to wait (DelR)
would get a large candy bar the following week. For Mischel, this experiment
did more than confirm the father-absence correlation, it identified the “DelR-
ImR distinction” as the basis of an entire “cluster” of personality traits, later
summarized in a survey of the literature to include social irresponsibility, low
achievement motivation, delinquency, distorted time perspectives, and “imma-
ture, criminal and neurotic behavior.”51 With such correlations, often backed
up with quantitative attitude surveys, psychologically oriented researchers
felt confident in tracing a whole host of social maladjustments to father-ab-
sence and other examples of gender role confusion in the home. The authors
of one study took great pride in their ability to use early childhood ego develop-
ment to predict where on the socioeconomic spectrum their subjects would
end up later in life.52 The methods behind these findings would come under
heavy criticism in the 1960s, but not before they had contributed to a harden-
ing, if internally contradictory, profile of lower-class personality disorders as-
sociated especially with the “broken” family and its violation of patriarchal
gender norms.53

The damage was only compounded in the literature when the personality in
question was black. For it was in the black “matriarchal” family that postwar
psychology found its most pathological case.54 There, in the eyes of psychia-
trists Abram Kardiner and Lionel Ovesey, analysts would find powerful evi-
dence of the deep “psychological scars” not just of poverty but of race. Kar-
diner and Ovesey, both of whom were white, presented their own evidence in
a study of twenty-five Harlem residents recruited for a six-month series of
psychoanalytic interviews and psychological tests. Drawing from the marriage
of anthropological and psychoanalytic theory, they determined there was a
“basic Negro personality,” and that its most fundamental characteristic was the
self-hatred blacks had internalized from prevailing white racist beliefs. Though
manifest in an assortment of upper and middle-class neuroses, the burden of
racism had fallen heaviest on the black lower class, where it had triggered an
“endless number of vicious circles . . . that can never end anywhere because
they are self-perpetuating.” The most damaging of the “vicious circles” origi-
nated in the matriarchal family which, though itself a product of racism and
black male unemployment, had taken on a separate psycho-sexual dynamic of
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its own. Stripped of the patriarchal authority accorded by conventional norms,
the black man was further emasculated by the dominant black female, “first in
the dominant mother and later in the dominant wife.” Unable to escape this
“confusion” in “sociosexual roles,” he suffered not only a loss of esteem and
personal efficacy, but sexual impotence as well. The matriarch, in the mean-
time, was too busy being the breadwinner to assume her naturally dependent,
passive “maternal role,” and she, too, suffered a distorted sexual identity that
left her either “frigid” or promiscuous, but always incapable of conducting
“normal” sexual relationships. What truly made this a self-perpetuating circle,
however, was the distorted psychological development of the young. Left with-
out a strong male figure to idealize, they turned to delinquency and all sorts
of immediate gratification for compensation and release. In this way the matri-
archal family had become not just the reflection but the actual vehicle of white
racial oppression, and for reproducing its “mark” from one generation to the
next.55 Kardiner and Ovesey stopped short of concluding that black lower-class
personality problems were inherited traits, instead insisting that each genera-
tion experienced the impact of racism anew. They also took care to distance
themselves from racially conservative or even gradualist points of view. No
amount of compensatory education, they argued, could undo the damage that
racism had wrought. “There is only one way that the products of oppression
can be dissolved, and that is to stop the oppression,” they wrote in the emphatic
conclusion to their book (emphasis in original).56 Nevertheless, by depicting
the family as the immediate agent of oppression and emphasizing the perma-
nence of childhood ego development in the course of later life, they had in-
vested both class and racial deprivations with the almost biological quality that
would later emerge in the more broadly encompassing concept of the culture
of poverty.

Kardiner and Ovesey were hardly the only liberal social scientists to depict
the black matriarchy as a source of psychological damage and of the social
pathologies it bred. In the continuing battle against biological racism, both
culture and psychology provided liberals with alternative, environmentalist
explanations for high rates of poverty, illegitimacy, and delinquency among
blacks.57 And yet, inseparable though it was from the liberal psychology of
race, Kardiner and Ovesey’s vision of the matriarchy should also be understood
as part of the same trends in postwar social science that made a psychological
issue of class. Crucial to that analysis was an often unspoken consensus around
a psychological as well as cultural ideal of the modern family that postwar
social science had done a great deal to construct. Couched as it was in the
values of patriarchy, female domesticity, and middle-class self-reliance, that
ideal offered cold comfort to the millions of white and nonwhite Americans
who, even if they aspired to achieve it, lacked access to the jobs, wages, social
welfare protections, and educational opportunities that would enable them to
sustain that way of life. Liberal social scientists, however, had turned away
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from political economy as a framework for analysis to focus more deeply
than ever on the culture and psychology of the poor. By the 1950s, they had
identified not only child rearing but “confused” or “disturbed” gender relations
within the family as a means of transmitting low achievement, immediate
gratification, and other traits defined as personality disorders from one genera-
tion to the next. In the process, they had adopted a framework that was incapa-
ble of recognizing a woman’s productive labor while exaggerating the exclu-
sivity of her reproductive role. No longer would the lower-class family, and
the woman’s place in it, be a window onto the problems and changing organiza-
tion of work. Instead, it would be a window into the processes of personality
formation and, in the case of the lower-class family, their part in creating the
psychological conditions in which the “paradox” of “poverty amidst affluence”
would persist.

THE CHANGING CONTEXT (IV): GLOBAL POVERTY
AND THE COLD WAR

If World War II had opened the door to a behaviorist “revolution” in social
science, it was the Cold War that truly paved the way for direct investigation
of the culture and psychology of “the poor” as a distinguishable social group.
For it was the Cold War that generated the need and the justification for open-
ing up a whole new world—the “third world”—for technical assistance and
applied behavioral research in the name of international aid to the poor. Global
modernization, after all, was “our most effective counter-measure to Soviet
propaganda,” in the words of President Eisenhower, “and the best method by
which to create the political and social stability essential to lasting peace.”58 It
also created an unprecedented and continuous demand for knowledge of non-
Western cultures and their people, reflected in government and foundation-
funded expansion of “Area Studies” as a new interdisciplinary field. Few issues
were more important than the question of what was keeping the countries
of Asia, Africa, and Latin America from “developing” as industrial capitalist
economies—in U.S. strategic thinking, the surest way to prevent them from
falling into communist hands. Economists played a leading role in providing
the answers, studying “development economics” in terms of the social and
political preconditions for growth. But it was the answer from behavioral sci-
ence, the culture of poverty, that would have most direct relevance for dealing
with the “paradox” of poverty at home.

Anthropologists, of course, had been studying “primitive” or peasant cul-
tures for years, but the goal of modernization put those cultures in an entirely
different light. Viewed through the filter of U.S. policy, peasant or tribal
communities were not “primitive” but “underdeveloped,” their folkways not
exotic but “backward,” and their poverty a barrier to the necessary introduction
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of a more modern, democratic way of life. Accordingly, attracted by the oppor-
tunity to see their knowledge put into policy and practice, many anthropolo-
gists of the postwar generation joined up with the technicians of economic and
social modernization in projects sponsored by an expanding network of public
and private development agencies, led by the Ford and Rockefeller Founda-
tions, the U.S. Agency for International Development (AID), and in some
cases, as many locals suspected, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). To-
gether, they sought to bring the amenities of Western technology, education,
medicine, and economic development to the people they studied—and to find
out what in traditional cultures might prevent modernization from taking hold.
For many anthropologists and sociologists in the rising postwar generation,
consulting on international development projects represented a first significant
field experience. From a professional perspective, there was an air of coming
of age about the prospect: anthropology, in line for at least a share in the
growing research dollar, could expand the vistas of ethnographic field research.
“Certainly the days of the anthropologist as a one man expedition must be
over,” Oscar Lewis wrote to his mentor, Ruth Benedict, from fieldwork in
Mexico in 1944. The project he was working on, a joint U.S.-Mexican govern-
ment effort combining development aid with research, was “an opportunity to
observe behavior in a more or less controlled experimental situation,” and
had brought Lewis into contact with a wide assortment of government officials
at a very early stage in his career.59 It also signaled his willingness to embrace
the values of modernization rather than, as Lewis criticized other anthro-
pologists for doing, defending traditional ways of life “against the inroads of
civilization.”60

In their capacity as consultants and scholars, Lewis and other social scien-
tific proponents of modernization launched a wholesale revision of what they
considered to be a romanticized vision of traditional cultures in anthropologi-
cal research. The first target for Lewis was no less an anthropological giant
than the University of Chicago’s Robert Redfield, who in a famous study of the
Mexican village Tepoztlàn had bemoaned the loss of the villagers’ harmonious,
communal “folk” culture under the encroachments of more urban ways.61

Much like his colleagues in the sociology department, Redfield looked at ur-
banization as a culturally disruptive, disorganizing force in a broader contin-
uum between folk traditionalism and modern urban civilization. In Life in a
Mexican Village, his 1951 “restudy” of Tepoztlàn, Lewis confronted this
widely influential framework head on. Far from the “Rousseauean” idyll of
integrated communalism that Redfield had made it out to be, Lewis wrote that
Tepoztlàn was riddled with “violence, disruption, cruelty, disease, suffering
and maladjustment” and an abject poverty from which only modernization
could provide escape. Tradition in Tepoztlàn was little more than an obstacle
to the necessary change; for all the modern conveniences that had penetrated
its resistance, the village remained mired in a superstitious and primitive
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worldview.62 Lewis was not alone in his revisionism; the Cold War made the
problem of traditional culture a direct political concern. Political scientist Ed-
ward Banfield made this explicit in The Moral Basis of a Backward Society,
his portrait of the Italian peasant village he called “Montegrano,” published in
1958. Banfield spent a year among the villagers, never learning the language
but acting as a self-described participant observer nonetheless. His observa-
tions led him to the deeply pessimistic prognosis that the villagers were cultur-
ally incapable of either political democracy or economic modernization—in
his analysis, the two went hand in hand—because of what he termed their
“amoral familism,” an attachment to the nuclear family that kept the villagers
fragmented, impoverished, and unable to work together toward “their common
good.” In a stunningly facile leap, Banfield generalized his conclusions to all
“non-Western cultures of the world.”63 Others found the dangers of traditional-
ism closer to home. In studies of the rural coal towns and mill towns of the
United States, social scientists portrayed a superstitious, often fundamentalist
“pre-modern” worldview that left villagers passive, submissive, hostile to out-
siders, and unable to share in the national wealth. The dead hand of tradition
was not just a factor in rural poverty; liberals viewed it as a seedbed of reaction-
ary politics as well.64 Perhaps no one was more eager to revise the “myths” of
traditionalism than U.S. historian Richard Hofstader, who not only rejected
the idealized vision of populist agrarian democracy, but warned that it fed into
a reactionary, racist, anti-Semitic streak in American politics.65 The turn against
traditionalism, then, was not confined to the movement for modernization in
the “underdeveloped” third world. It also ran strikingly parallel to postwar
revisionism in images of the American lower class. In the early 1960s, the two
would run together, as the elements of rural traditionalism and lower-class
urban culture became conflated into a single, undifferentiated concept of a
culture of poverty that deviated from the American middle-class norm.

It is thus hardly surprising that social scientists found support for their con-
clusions about traditional or underdeveloped cultures in an ever-expanding
arsenal of psychological tests exported from the United States. Social psychol-
ogy and personality and culture, after all, had already been established as legiti-
mate areas of policy concern during World War II. The demand for psychologi-
cal knowledge continued in the major funding agencies during the Cold War,
where it was used to uncover the secrets of stimulating economic development
or to quell incipient revolution abroad. With the help of such easy-to-adminis-
ter tests as the Rorschach, the TAT, and various picture-drawing tests, Ameri-
can social scientists set out to get even nonliterate people to reveal their inner-
most drives, in search of the psychological knowledge that would bring
modernization and political stability to the third world.66 Meanwhile, the study
of child rearing practices was growing far more systematic and widespread, a
development Margaret Mead attributed to breakthroughs in studying early
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child development and culture and personality, as well as to the growing ranks
of professional women for whom research on children was a “natural choice.”67

In the late 1950s psychologist David McClelland used all of these methods
in an extravagently ambitious project to prove that a single personality trait—
none other than the achievement motive (n Achievement)—was the engine
behind all of the great civilizations in Western history and that measuring n
Achievement “levels” in various societies could be used to predict the rate of
GNP growth (or decline) over time. McClelland reported his results in The
Achieving Society (1961), a sweeping historical and comparative analysis that
encompassed ancient Greece, sixteenth-century Spain, the European Industrial
Revolution, and the contemporary United States. Although he did draw from
child rearing and personality studies, McClelland was primarily interested in
making a quantitative case, and for this he relied chiefly on a method for
“scoring” the number of achievement images in children’s literature (and on
ancient Greece vases as well). “It may come as something of a shock,” McClel-
land wrote in The Achieving Society, “to realize that more could have been
learned about the rate of future economic growth . . . by reading elementary
school books than by studying such presumably more relevant matters as
power politics, wars and depressions, economic statistics, or governmental
policies governing international trade, taxation or public finance.”68 That was
because n Achievement was cultivated in childhood—more precisely, in the
way mothers raised their sons. Thus, he concluded from his masses of evi-
dence, economic development in third world countries was not likely to happen
without first bringing about psychological change. Fortunately, psychological
research could offer guidance for this awesome task: McClelland urged devel-
opment agencies to sponsor ideological campaigns for modernization, provide
motivational training for budding entrepreneurs, and, above all, to teach moth-
ers how to break with tradition and adopt more modern methods for raising
their sons.69

Outlandish though it may seem in retrospect, McClelland’s project was not
much more than an extension of what was already happening in mainstream
behavioral science research. Measuring achievement motivation had become
a mini cottage industry for McClelland and his students at Harvard, where
McClelland was affiliated with the prestigious Department of Social Relations.
The project was also inspired by the broader movement to establish behavioral
study as a quantitative, predictive, and policy relevant science. In the preface
to The Achieving Society McClelland lavishly thanked the Ford Foundation’s
behavioral sciences program, not just for its “magnificent” patronage, but for
the essential “spirit” that inspired the book: “hope and enthusiasm for the role
that knowledge of human behavior might play in helping man control his des-
tiny.”70 Most important, though, the project was grounded in a vision of social
institutions and social change that had come to pervade the postwar behavioral
sciences and that the behavioral sciences were beginning to impose on the non-
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Western or “underdeveloped” world. It was a vision in which the individual
personality, manufactured by the family, was the central driving force, and in
which the family, reduced to its psychological function, was sharply divided
into maternal child rearing and paternal breadwinning roles. Hence McClel-
land’s remarkable disregard for the facts of political economy and for the eco-
nomic agency of women and the family in the developing world. In this The
Achieving Society was not at all a departure from the general direction of social
problem research. It was also an example of the extraordinary hubris—not
just of McClelland but of the postwar behavioral sciences—in their search for
unifying theories of human psychology that could then be applied around the
world. McClelland and his colleagues did in fact set up an enterprise for con-
ducting achievement motivation seminars throughout the third world—an ef-
fort, incidentally, that AID and the Ford Foundation backed away from after
critics in Congress stepped in.71

AFFLUENCE, BEHAVIORISM, MATRIARCHY, AND COLD WAR:
THE CULTURE OF POVERTY IS BORN

In the idea of the culture of poverty Oscar Lewis extended a similar kind of
logic across national, racial, and ethnic lines. Convinced that “anthropologists
have a new function in the modern world,” he wrote about the need to docu-
ment the lives of the “great mass” of poor people in underdeveloped countries
and to understand what they had in common with the lower classes all over
the world. “It seems to me that the culture of poverty has some universal
characteristics which transcend regional, rural-urban, and even national bound-
aries,” he wrote when he first introduced the idea in 1959, and it could be
found “in lower-class settlements in London, in Puerto Rico, in Mexico City
slums and Mexican villages, and among lower class Negroes in the United
States.”72 As a “cross-societal” concept, he later added, the culture of poverty
offered a new way of thinking about race, allowing Americans “to see that
many of the problems we think of as distinctively our own or distinctively
Negro problems . . . also exist in countries where there are no distinct ethnic
minority groups.” From an extensive collection of life histories and psycholog-
ical tests with families in Mexico and Puerto Rico, he distilled an ever-growing
inventory of “traits,” describing them as essential features of a “way of life,
remarkably stable and persistent, passed down from generation to generation
along family lines.”73 Economic “traits” formed a part of Lewis’s inventory,
including underemployment, low wages, and a “constant struggle for sur-
vival.” So did the “mother-centered” or “matrifocal” family. But the crux of
the list, which over the years expanded from thirty-six to seventy, were “traits”
that are best characterized as behavioral and psychological: resignation, depen-
dency, present-time orientation, lack of impulse control, weak ego structure,
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sexual confusion, and the inevitable inability to defer gratification, to name
but a few.74 In the recurrence of these traits Lewis saw something more than
an adaptation to “objective social conditions.” The culture of poverty was per-
petuated by the family, passed on from generation to generation through its
psychological impact on the children.75

There was a notable irony in Lewis’s emphasis on psychology. The son of
poor immigrants who grew up in and around New York City, Lewis (anglicized
from Lefkowitz) joined many other working-class intellectuals of his genera-
tion in embracing Marxist theory while at the College of the City of New York
(CCNY) in the 1930s.76 This early influence, with its emphasis on the material
basis of social identity and conflict, would continue to inform his thinking
throughout his career, and, if anything, served as a kind of constant counter-
weight to the increasingly psychological direction in his own and, more gener-
ally, in anthropological, research. While a graduate student in anthropology at
Columbia University, he was surrounded by such leading lights of the culture
and personality movement as Margaret Mead, psychiatrist Abram Kardiner,
and his own mentor Ruth Benedict. Lewis himself, however, was something
of a latecomer to the field, focusing more heavily on economic organization
and material culture than on psychological method in his course work. That
his first book on Tepoztlàn included any psychological testing was not at all
Lewis’s choice. The project that employed him, funded by the U.S./Mexican
Interamerican Indian Institute, had been designed explicitly to combine devel-
opment activities with research on “the Indian personality,” and came complete
with a set of pre-designed psychological tests. Even then, Lewis relied on his
wife (and lifelong collaborator) Ruth to administer and interpret the nearly
overwhelming array of Rorschach, TAT, emotional response, moral judgment,
and other tests.77 Subsequently, he continued to turn to outside experts for
psychological readings of his field material, frequently putting Lewis in the
position of “defending” his informants against diagnoses of mental illness ren-
dered by outside experts. “[T]he psychiatrists, clinical psychologists and social
workers who have read the autobiographies and psychological tests of the peo-
ple I have studied, have often found more negative elements and pathology
than I am willing to grant,” he wrote late in his career.78 The arm’s distance
was already evident in his Tepoztlàn study, Life in a Mexican Village, which
many consider to be his best work. Although he did devote attention to the
question of personality development, the study put greater emphasis on the
problems of economic stratification, land tenure, agricultural practices, and
household economies—and provided a far more comprehensive community
ethnography than any study Lewis subsequently did. In fact, as Lewis’s biogra-
pher Susan Rigdon convincingly argues, Lewis’s own strengths as a field re-
searcher were much more in the area of material culture and household econo-
mies, reflected in a method for taking household inventories that was far more
detailed than anything the Progressive-era budget surveyors had ever under-
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taken.79 Nevertheless, after Tepoztlàn the community or any other kind of
larger context all but disappeared from Lewis’s analyses; he turned instead to
a method he called “family studies,” and to almost novelistic biographical and
autobiographical expositions of his subjects’ lives. It was out of this turn, to a
more exclusive focus on individual personality as developed in the family, that
Lewis developed the idea of the culture of poverty and offered it as a unifying
concept for understanding poor people all over the world.

The culture of poverty did have its origins in political economy, according to
Lewis’s theory, even if it did perpetuate itself by psychological means. Found
primarily in “class-stratified, highly individuated, capitalistic” societies, it
arose out of the extreme isolation and marginality of poor people in moderniz-
ing societies. Thus, Lewis took care to distinguish between more “primitive”
societies, in which poverty was an integral and near-universal part of life, and
the subculture of poor people who were deprived of the benefits or a sense of
belonging in modern industrial society. “The most likely candidates for a cul-
ture of poverty are the people who come from the lower strata of a rapidly
changing society and are already partially alien from it,” he wrote. Lewis was
also convinced that the culture of poverty would not survive socialism: though
still poor, the postrevolutionary slum dwellers he observed in Cuba “had a new
sense of power and importance. They were armed and were given a doctrine
which glorified the lower class as the hope of humanity.” Most of the world’s
poor, however, were divorced from organized politics or social institutions of
any kind; their passive, dependent, sometimes hedonistic culture was a “design
for living” with the harsh realities of their own isolated lives. Only by making
basic structural changes—developing the economy, redistributing wealth, or-
ganizing the poor, even staging a revolution—would the conditions that gave
rise to the culture of poverty be changed. But that, Lewis warned, would not
necessarily put an end to the culture of poverty itself. For once it was estab-
lished as an adaptation to “objective” social conditions, the culture of poverty
was absorbed and embraced by young children, who by the age of six or seven
“are not psychologically geared to take full advantage of changing conditions
of increased opportunities which may occur in their lifetime.”80

The problem was that Lewis made very little attempt to provide direct evi-
dence or analysis that actually linked behavioral and cultural patterns to the
structure of political economy as experienced by the poor. Instead, he discussed
political economy only in terms of the individualized “traits”—unemployment,
low wages, constant shortage of cash—which he in turn described as part of
the culture of the poor. Nor, despite what can only be described as an extensive
and intrusive battery of psychological tests, did Lewis provide any systematic
evidence or analysis to explain the “high incidence of maternal deprivation, of
orality, of weak ego structure, confusion of sexual identification” and the “high
tolerance of psychological pathology of all sorts” he identified as distinctive
personality “traits.”81 His empirical evidence—presented in individual life sto-



120 C H A P T E R 4

ries, autobiographical narratives, and lengthy “day in the life of” vignettes—
hardly fit the theory of a patterned way of life that could be generalized across
or even within national boundaries. In Five Families, presented as Mexican
“case studies” in the culture of poverty, there is actually more diversity than
consistency reported across the lower class. La Vida, written in an attempt to
“test and refine the concept of a culture of poverty,” was a collective biography
of a Puerto Rican family that even Lewis had to admit was unique, with a
“history of psychopathology,” prostitution, and personalities that he described
as being “closer to the expression of an unbridled id than any other people I
have studied.”82 By then, Lewis’s list of poverty traits had grown almost too
lengthy to be comprehensible, let alone coherent: the “matrifocal” culture of
poverty family, for example, was also part of “bi-lateral” culture of poverty
family form. Meanwhile, Lewis had done so little to contextualize the life
stories he presented that any connection to political economy or broader social
conditions was completely obscured. What was left were several detailed por-
traits of individual poor people and their families—most of them sympathetic
as characters, but all of them, in Lewis’s presentation, deeply and perhaps
permanently damaged from the psychological suffering that poverty imposed
upon the poor.

The consequences are particularly evident in his Puerto Rico study, La Vida,
a controversial though influential study that dominated the scant social scien-
tific imagery of Puerto Rico for many years. Published in 1966, it reflected an
important recent shift in social scientific thinking about postwar Puerto Rico:
rather than an exciting “social laboratory” for economic planning and modern-
ization, the island was increasingly seen as a laboratory for studying the social
pathologies associated with “underdevelopment,” and for understanding why
social intervention had not worked.83 Lewis, himself skeptical of the images
of progress being promoted by Puerto Rico’s controlling political party, raised
substantial funding from the U.S. Department of Health, Education and Wel-
fare to prove that the culture of poverty cut across national boundaries—and
to take a “first step,” as he put it, toward studying poverty in the United States.84

Building on the concept and methods he had developed in the vecindades of
Mexico City, Lewis assembled a portrait of multiple households within the
Rios family, extending from a notorious urban housing development called La
Esmeralda in San Juan to various run-down apartments in New York. All the
more notable, then, was the absence of any significant discussion of Puerto
Rican migration, of the active role of the Puerto Rican government in promot-
ing it as part of its program of economic development and population control,
or even of migration’s significance as a household strategy against poverty.
Lewis did report finding, albeit without describing the study, that “the precipi-
tating factor for leaving Puerto Rico” was not economic but “most often a
personal social-psychological crisis.” He also reported that Puerto Rican mi-
grants “formed small islands in the city and perpetuated their culture”—with-
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out ever resolving whether these patterns reflected Puerto Rico, or the exis-
tence of a universal culture of poverty he had set out to prove.85 Nevertheless,
the data he did present on a larger group of Puerto Ricans in New York sug-
gested a very different story: their incomes were much higher, men and women
were steadily employed, and the majority of workers belonged to unions—
indicating, by Lewis’s definition, that the culture of poverty did not survive
migration. Also conspicuously absent in this context was any discussion of
race, especially since the matriarch of the Rios family, Fernanda, was identified
as a Negro and her children as mulatto, or racially mixed. Here again Lewis
sidestepped an issue that, according to earlier research, made a profound differ-
ence in the fortunes and assimilation patterns of Puerto Rican migrants in New
York: how members of the Rios family negotiated their own racial identity in
the more racially polarized atmosphere of the mainland United States.86 Nor,
in comparison to the chapter and verse on their sex lives, did Lewis offer any
insight into the wage-earning history of the Rios women, despite the fact that
among them they had worked as laundresses, prostitutes, factory laborers, and
migrant farm workers to provide for their families. The culture of poverty,
like the behavioral science tradition it grew out of, was blind to any but the
reproductive role of women, and narrowly fixated on the psychological dimen-
sions of family life. In this and other ways, it was not only an incomplete, but
a distorting framework for understanding the nature of poverty and the lives
of the poor.

Despite or perhaps because of its many limitations, the culture of poverty was
greeted in the early 1960s as an important, and welcome, scientific idea. Cer-
tainly it established Oscar Lewis as something more than an anthropologist of
Mexico. Like McClelland’s achievement motivation, it was exactly the kind
of universalistic concept that postwar behavioral science promoted: it could
be hypothesized, measured, and used to generate funding for research all over
the developing world. Unlike McClelland, Lewis had also captured an under-
current of the pessimism and psychological foreboding that often crept into
postwar behavioral research, and that served as a kind of corrective to the
optimistic assumptions about national prosperity and the mood of political
complacency it seemed to promote. By the early 1960s, some of that forebod-
ing was beginning to come through in social scientific explanations of the
“pockets” of poverty in the United States. Writing about Appalachia, and its
economic and cultural “lag,” regionalist sociologist Rupert Vance suggested
that policy makers look beyond economic growth to include early childhood
development as a strategy for the future, while accepting the current reality of
a “lost generation of mountaineers.”87 Michael Harrington’s best-selling The
Other America took the concept much further, helping to assure the future of
the culture of poverty as a popular as well as a scholarly idea. The poor in
America were like an “underdeveloped nation,” Harrington wrote estimating
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its size as some forty to fifty million strong. “They are a different kind of
people. They think and feel differently; they look upon a different America
than the middle class looks upon.”88 Lewis himself used the culture of poverty
to puncture the “great publicity” Puerto Rico had been getting as a success
story of modernization and economic growth.89 For Harrington, Lewis, and
others, then, the culture of poverty was more than an explanation for persistent
disadvantage; it offered a dissent from postwar optimism about the solvent of
economic growth, and a dire warning about the consequences of failing to act.

Most important to its public reception was the fact that the culture of poverty
had widespread ideological appeal, especially to a generation of liberal and
left-liberal reformers who, after years of Cold War, prosperity, and ideological
“consensus,” had grown more comfortable with the language of psychology,
culture, and poverty than with that of political economy and class. To be sure,
there were some who used cultural imagery to argue that intervention of any
sort was both futile and wrong, but in the early 1960s those voices were few
and scattered—the culture of poverty was an argument for reform. Rupert
Vance used the mountaineers of Appalachia to make a case for a more truly
comprehensive form of regional planning, combining economic development
with educational and early childhood programs to break poverty’s “vicious
circle” before it could take hold. For others, including Oscar Lewis, the concept
had more radical implications—at least in the context of the third world. There,
the culture of poverty called for revolutionary action, as a means of eliminating
the conditions of mass deprivation while giving the poor a sense of belonging
and purpose in life. In much the same spirit, Michael Harrington called for a
“vast social movement” to “empower the poor” in the United States.90 And
yet, by couching the analysis so exclusively in terms of behavior and psychol-
ogy, the culture of poverty undercut its own radical potential and deflected
attention away from any critique of capitalism implicit in the idea. Harrington’s
call for a vast social movement said more about the need for spiritual redemp-
tion and rehabilitation than it did about the redistribution of wealth. He also
looked to the third world for metaphors, as if poverty were not indigenous to
the American economy but somehow anomalous and “alien”—precisely the
language Harrington used to characterize the world of the poor. Certainly this
entailed political calculation—the culture of poverty, after all, would prove far
more acceptable to a popular audience than would socialist critique. But it
also played into a central tenet of the prevailing liberal consensus: that in the
prosperous United States, as Oscar Lewis himself saw it, the problem of pov-
erty could be resolved without significant political or economic restructuring;
it called for rehabilitative programs to bring the poor into the social and eco-
nomic mainstream.

In much the same way, the culture of poverty played into the liberal consen-
sus by suggesting that the United States was no longer riven by the structural
divides of class and race—and certainly not of gender—but faced a single,
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overarching problem of how to deal with the poor population in its midst.
Isolated, maladjusted, and politically passive, this deprived population needed
the galvanizing force of outside intervention to break what had become an
internalized “vicious circle” of physical and cultural deprivation in order to
benefit from the opportunities the affluent society could—and would—pro-
vide. It was very much in this spirit that the culture of poverty and other social
scientific theories of cultural deprivation were taken up by liberal reformers in
the late 1950s and early 1960s, first in a series of local community action
experiments and then in the War on Poverty. Precisely because of their encoun-
ter with the structural problems of race, unemployment, and political power,
however, both these experiments and the War on Poverty would reveal the
limits of postwar poverty knowledge, and of the liberal “consensus” it helped
to reaffirm.
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Community Action

IN THE self-consciously behavioral, psychological drift of postwar social sci-
ence, poverty knowledge was becoming at once more global and more individ-
ualized. In many important respects, though, local communities, especially
urban neighborhoods, remained essential venues for producing and applying
poverty knowledge during the immediate postwar decades. There, with contin-
uing support from national foundations and government agencies, social scien-
tists trained in the methods and theories of urban ethnography resisted the
individualizing drift of social problem research to insist that communities
rather than individuals should be the units of analysis and reform. A series of
community-based experiments sponsored during the 1950s and 1960s by the
Ford Foundation, the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), and a new
Kennedy administration agency, the President’s Committee on Juvenile Delin-
quency (PCJD), illustrate the point. Drawing on more structural and ecological
theories of human behavior, these experiments very specifically sought reform
at the community and municipal levels to help prevent such problems as juve-
nile delinquency and inner-city neighborhood decline—eventually to conclude
that the underlying problem was poverty and that the solution called for change
at the federal as well as the local level of government. In those experiments
social scientists reconnected with an earlier, more action-oriented view of
knowledge to create what they saw as an alternative, less “psychiatric” theory
of poverty that would later be acknowledged as the intellectual basis for an
official program of Community Action in the federal government’s War on
Poverty.1

Very much like their Progressive-era counterparts, these later-model experi-
ments in community action treated low-income neighborhoods as labora-
tories for research-based reform, and as vehicles not only for linking social
science with official policy but also for garnering expert and “indigenous”
cooperation in achieving community goals. Likewise, they looked upon poor
communities as sites for creating a constant flow of new knowledge, under-
standing reform as an ongoing process of expert social learning and mutual
understanding across the social divide. Also like their Progressive counter-
parts, the community action experiments accommodated a range of sometimes
conflicting reform visions, alternating between resident uplift to promote as-
similation and community empowerment to agitate for change. Equally im-
portant, they helped to solidify the personal networks and the institutional
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relationships, between local groups and national philanthropy, and between
civil society and state agencies, that would help to translate poverty knowledge
into policy reform.

And yet, the community-based poverty knowledge of the 1950s and 1960s
differed from its Progressive Era counterpart in at least three significant ways.
One was that to a far greater degree than the settlement-based reformers, the
community action revivalists set themselves quite apart from and in strong
opposition to social work practice, setting their sights instead on a concept of
“systems reform” that would make individual casework obsolete. Second, they
drew their expert leadership not from the ranks of female neighbors and re-
formers but from a cadre of predominantly male academic and foundation
experts. As a result, their efforts were far more consciously and scientifically
“experimental” than were Progressive Era studies, and were accompanied by
stylized protocols for articulating theory, staging formal planning processes,
and conducting evaluations—in the hope of serving as quasi-official “demon-
strations” for interventions nationwide.2 They were also accompanied by a
rhetoric that was not only identifiably more scientific, but identifiably more
masculine—most prominently the language of strategic intervention, of “gue-
rilla” tactics, and of being out on the urban “firing line,” that proponents used in
positioning community action as the latest weapon in the war against poverty.
Finally, as poverty knowledge, community action had far more to say about
problems of cultural adjustment and social organization than about the issues
of employment, wages, and work conditions that had absorbed the social sur-
veyors—even though, as social scientists themselves were well aware, the
communities they studied were being undermined by changes in the emerging
postindustrial economy. Still, on the eve and throughout the early years of the
War on Poverty, community action was very much a work-in-progress, part of
an evolving concept both of poverty and of poverty research that would only
later be overshadowed by an altogether different, more individualized and
technocratic, but in its own way equally idealistic, research paradigm.

SOCIAL ECOLOGY REVISITED: THE INTELLECTUAL
ROOTS OF COMMUNITY ACTION

At its core, community action was a combination of theory and practice, the
former honed in a generation’s worth of Chicago-school revisionism, the latter
in foundation and government-sponsored efforts to codify and provide theoret-
ical grounding for a type of community-based intervention that dated back to
the settlement house. From Chicago-trained sociologists came the basic eco-
logical framework for understanding social problems: as expressions of tempo-
rary cultural and social “disorganization” rather than as individual pathology,
concentrated in the inner-city neighborhoods where urban newcomers gathered
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to gain an initial foothold on a trajectory toward assimilation and upward mo-
bility. From various practitioners in the fields of juvenile delinquency and
urban planning came a growing appreciation of the structural and systemic
problems blocking this idealized vision of urban change. Refining and reshap-
ing the ecological framework in subsequent research and action programs, an
initially scattered network of sociologists and urban practitioners came to-
gether under the auspices of Ford, the NIMH, and the PCJD to cull the ideas
that would later be absorbed into poverty knowledge, as an explanation and a
set of action principles for responding to poverty.

One was a concept developed in the work of Chicago-trained sociologist
Leonard S. Cottrell, following on an early suggestion by Robert E. Park, that
urban neighborhoods lacked the “competence” to nurture and integrate individ-
uals into the larger society. Cottrell, who had contributed to Clifford Shaw’s
massive study of Delinquency Areas in 1929, began developing the idea that
only later became known as “community competence” in his subsequent social
psychological research on families. In contrast to such Chicago contemporaries
as Saul Alinsky, Cottrell took the notion of community reorganization in a
more therapeutic than political direction: intervention, as he and coauthor
Nelson Foote argued, should aim not so much at rehabilitating individuals
as at restoring the family’s overall “competence” to nurture individuals cap-
able of functioning in a democracy. That meant a more holistic and “participa-
tory” rather than individual and “passive” approach to healing—an approach
Cottrell later developed into criteria for distributing agency funding for com-
munity-based antidelinquency demonstration projects when he was appointed
as a key advisor to President Kennedy’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency
in 1961.3

Indeed, Cottrell’s role in the genesis of “community competence” from so-
cial psychology to delinquency to antipoverty intervention illustrates the im-
portance of interlocking institutional networks in transforming community ac-
tion, as filtered through Chicago-school social ecology and antidelinquency
practice, into official poverty knowledge. Cottrell started his career right in
the center of the behavioral science–policy nexus, having served in the U.S.
Army’s Research Branch as a staff researcher and contributor to Samuel Stouf-
fer’s massive survey of the American soldier during World War II. The soldier
study was later picked up by the Social Science Research Council, which
eventually landed Cottrell a staff position at the then-reorganizing Russell
Sage Foundation in 1949, where he became a key research broker in the foun-
dation’s shift from “applied” social reform knowledge to “basic” but “mission-
oriented” social research.4 Now a frequently tapped member of SSRC and
federal research committees, Cottrell was in a position to establish criteria for
funding when the NIMH, in its own attempts to give the field of mental health
a less psychiatric, more environmentalist spin, began to sponsor community-
based antidelinquency experiments in the late 1950s and invited him to serve
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on the advisory and proposal review panel.5 From there it was a natural step
to the PCJD—itself an extension of social science and philanthropic networks,
with a congressional mandate to make demonstration grants—where Cottrell
endorsed what he considered to be the elements of “community competence”
as standards for judging proposals: the efforts should be “indigenous,” mean-
ing that they were to involve local residents; they should be comprehensive,
meaning that they should address the disorganization of community life as
well as its individual manifestations; above all, they should aim to make the
community more capable of dealing with its own problems—without, by im-
plication, becoming dependent on the services of outside experts.6 In the in-
tense internal maneuvering for ideas that characterized the Kennedy adminis-
tration’s planning for the War on Poverty, the final link, from delinquency to
poverty knowledge, came directly through the PCJD. The “competent commu-
nity” concept, and its constituent parts, was absorbed into official Community
Action Program guidelines.

Although greeted as a novel alternative to professionalized individual ther-
apy, Cottrell’s competent community was hardly radical—nor entirely new—
as an approach to social reform. Nevertheless, it embodied two key notions—
local participation and “indigenous” reform—that would later prove tremen-
dously controversial when applied in the far more politicized context of the
War on Poverty. Sociologist Lloyd Ohlin captured only a glimmer of this po-
tential in a paper on urban community reform projects prepared for the Ford
Foundation in 1961. On the one hand, Ohlin noted that “indigenous social
movements” would serve “to redistribute and broaden the basis of social power
and the exercise of authority” in the community. By respecting the subcultural
norms and “life styles of the local community,” they would also “furnish a
buffer to the conformity demands of a mass society.” On the other hand, he
recognized that the ultimate success of the movements rested on their ability
to “reduce pressures toward deviance” and to “heighten the personal invest-
ment of members in the established social order.”7 At least at this point indige-
nous participation—later and better known as “maximum feasible participa-
tion”—was attached to a basically amelioristic, culturally assimilative vision
of reform.

By the early 1960s, the ideas of “indigenous participation” and building
community competence had become firmly entrenched within the leading anti-
delinquency funding agencies. Meanwhile, Lloyd Ohlin and sociologist Rich-
ard Cloward were laying the groundwork for introducing a second key concept
into community action and poverty knowledge: the idea that poverty and delin-
quency stemmed not simply from community “disorganization” but from the
“systemic” barriers to legitimate opportunity that kept lower-class neighbor-
hood residents from realizing their middle-class aspirations. Here again they
were operating from a revised Chicago-school framework, this time moving
in a more explicitly structural direction. Of the two, Ohlin was much more
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the product of the Chicago school, having learned from Chicago-influenced
criminologist Edwin H. Sutherland and subsequently from Park and Burgess
about applying theories of social disorganization to criminal behavior. After
joining the faculty at the Columbia University School of Social Work in the
mid-1950s, Ohlin began to work with Richard Cloward, then a sociology grad-
uate student at the University’s Teachers College, who had been heavily influ-
enced by Columbia sociologist Robert K. Merton.8 Cloward patterned his dis-
sertation after Merton’s vastly influential 1938 article entitled “Social Structure
and Anomie,” which laid out a theory explaining social deviance and criminal
behavior as “normal” responses to the “inconsistency” between “culturally-
induced success goals” and limited access to the “legitimate” institutional ave-
nues for achieving them.9 When Ohlin recruited his junior colleague to work
on a Ford Foundation project, the stage was set for the integration of Chicago-
school social disorganization theory with the Mertonian idea of blocked oppor-
tunity structures—and from there, via a major antidelinquency demonstration
known as Mobilization for Youth, for its adoption into federally sponsored
community action against poverty. The basic argument, as Cloward and Ohlin
explained it in Delinquency and Opportunity (1960) was that lower-class boys
had “differential access” to legitimate and illegitimate “structures of opportu-
nity” depending upon the level of organization in the slum communities they
lived in. The key to solving the delinquency problem, then, lay not in individu-
als or subcultures, but in the way the surrounding community was organized.
“The target for preventive action,” they concluded, “should be defined, not as
the individual or group that exhibits the delinquent pattern, but as the social
setting that gives rise to the delinquent.” For that the starting point was an
institutional “reorganization of slum communities,” with the objective of pro-
viding lower-class youth with legitimate avenues to legitimate success.10

Although Delinquency and Opportunity never got much more specific about
its implications for practice, by the time the book was published in 1960 the
theory of differential opportunity structures had already gained wide circula-
tion as the cutting-edge explanation for delinquency, with interlocking social
science, philanthropic, and federal agency networks playing a key role.11

Grantees and consultants to the Ford Foundation since 1957, Cloward and
Ohlin were hooked into its earliest forays into community action, and by exten-
sion into the national obsession with finding a solution to the scourge of juve-
nile delinquency.12 More recently, thanks in part to Leonard Cottrell, they had
become part of Mobilization for Youth, an initiative started as a joint effort by
New York City settlement houses to wage a “ ‘saturation’ campaign against
delinquency” on the Lower East Side. After approaching the NIMH for funds,
the original settlement-house sponsors were informed that their proposal
lacked a coherent theoretical framework. The review panel, chaired by Cottrell,
encouraged the settlements to join forces with Cloward and Ohlin, eventually
insisting, as a condition of an NIMH planning grant, that they give the sociolo-
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gists a more prominent role. The result was a substantial overhaul of the origi-
nal MFY proposal, placing opportunity theory at its center and expanding the
original coalition well beyond the settlement house network to include the
wide range of social agencies involved in the youth “opportunity system.”
Amidst considerable contention and internal struggle, the now-transformed
MFY coalition proposed to reform the entire “system” for socializing low-
income youth—education, vocational training, and social service institutions
would have to change—through a combination of its own community-based
services and local resident organizing to pressure city hall for institutional
change.13 Only later would MFY’s organizing activities be used as evidence
of communism, among other “subversive” activities; for now, with help from
various Ford Foundation and NIMH supporters, MFY and opportunity theory
had the endorsement of local, state, and federal officials, not to mention the
liberal social science establishment.14 In 1962, the reconstituted MFY received
a total of $13 million in grants from the NIMH, the Ford Foundation, New
York City, and the recently established President’s Committee on Juvenile De-
linquency to launch the federal government’s first major community action
demonstration. By then, Ohlin had agreed to join the PCJD as its chief research
consultant, paving the way for making opportunity theory a part of the War on
Poverty.

While delinquency networks were consolidating around opportunity theory,
urban planners were working on a separate but parallel track to explore the
possibilities of community action as a vehicle for a third concept that would
be absorbed into poverty knowledge: comprehensive “systems reform.” The
reference point for their efforts went beyond delinquency and other manifesta-
tions of community “disorganization” to the social structural changes reshap-
ing postwar American cities: industrial decentralization, white middle-class
suburbanization, and, especially, the steady stream of Appalachian, African
American, and Latino “new” migrants arriving to fill up “old” immigrant
neighborhoods. Often unacknowledged in the behavioral sciences literature,
these large-scale changes were a central preoccupation among big-city mayors,
urban planners, and the handful of journalists who, like Fortune magazine’s
Charles A. Silberman, were regulars on the urban beat. While largely preoccu-
pied with issues of metropolitan governance and the “bricks and mortar” of
urban renewal, these urbanologists were also trying to come to grips with the
“human face” of the new metropolitan reality with programs to help the new
migrants assimilate. In community action, they saw an opportunity to achieve
at least two goals at once: a comprehensive, integrated approach to providing
services; and a platform for encouraging broader urban “systems reform.”15

Informed though it was by Chicago-school concepts of the migration pro-
cess, the postwar movement for urban systems reform rested on an important
revision of the ecological model of urban growth. The product of newer and
more applied disciplines such as urban planning and public administration,
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this revised vision emerged not in academic settings or urban “laboratories”
but in the decidedly applied context of the postwar struggle for urban renewal
and redevelopment. In the Chicago-school model, urban growth was a story
of industrial development, which began in the innermost loop of the city and
radiated outward in the inevitable process of industrial expansion. While de-
structive in its impact on residential neighborhoods, industrial expansion in
the larger scheme of things was an essential component of the city’s vitality
and made the inner city itself the center of a growing economy. In contrast,
the revised understanding of urban change was grounded in the accelerating
processes of economic restructuring and technological change that were taking
industrial growth centers outside the city core, which was itself shifting its base
to information and financial services. In the new, decidedly more pessimistic
understanding, the central city faced a future not of growth but of economic
and social “obsolescence”: abandoned by industrial manufactures, middle-
class suburbanites, and upwardly mobile immigrants alike, those old Chicago-
school “zones of transition” were becoming dead ends for the host of black,
brown, and “white ethnic” migrants streaming in from the South. In a phrase
coined by economist Raymond Vernon and later picked up by the Ford Founda-
tion, they became known—with veiled reference to their racial composition—
as the “gray areas” of the inner city. It was in the hope of restoring the “gray
areas” to their original “ecological” or assimilative function that Ford and other
funding agencies sought to make community action a kind of catalyst for more
wholesale urban governance and social welfare systems reform. The first step,
they determined, was to modernize outdated social service institutions in light
of the “new” migrants’ needs. Now, more than ever, social agencies needed to
work as an integrated, comprehensive system for addressing a whole complex
of interrelated problems, ranging from education to mental health, suffered by
a population both poor and culturally deprived.16

The NIMH played an early and pivotal role in mobilizing intellectual energy
behind the blend of community action and urban systems reform, in this in-
stance under the auspices of its long-range planning division, directed by phy-
sician, psychiatrist, and former Public Health Services worker Dr. Leonard
Duhl. Critical of the drift in mental health toward psychiatry and individual
psychotherapy, Duhl’s division was at the forefront of a more “environmental-
ist” approach in the field. Through it and other more specifically focused re-
search programs, the NIMH was becoming an important source of funding
for research on the urban lower class—most notably, aside from the work on
delinquency, in exploring the sociological and social psychological impact of
urban renewal and of large-scale public housing.17 In May 1956, Duhl hosted
the initial meeting of what was to become an eleven-year consultation with an
interdisciplinary group of research consultants who called themselves the
“Space Cadets” (in a tongue-in-cheek comparison between theirs and the mis-
sion of Soviet astronauts aboard Sputnik), joining biologists, physicists, city
planners, and social scientists into a kind of “invisible college” for the agency
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planning division, and a scientific sounding board for emerging NIMH policy
initiatives in juvenile delinquency, housing, urban renewal, and, later, poverty.
As a culmination of their communal enterprise, the Space Cadets produced an
edited volume entitled The Urban Condition in the early 1960s, in which Duhl
laid out the core assumptions and implications of a view that linked the new
understanding of urban change to an ecological understanding of social prob-
lems. Issues traditionally defined as behavioral problems could no longer be
thought of as individual matters, Duhl noted in his introduction to the volume,
but instead should be understood in terms of their community of origin, with
their own “community of solution.” Looked at within the “vast complexity”
of the “total urban environment,” delinquency, poverty, and related problems
were part of a larger systems failure that kept cities bogged down in the old
fragmented way of doing things. Equally important, Duhl presented the need
for rational planning and “systems change” as a demand for the more interdis-
ciplinary, politically engaged, action-oriented, and what he saw as the poten-
tially more democratic, form of research that both the NIMH, and the commu-
nity action experiments more generally, were in a position to cultivate.18

More visible as a practical program for urban systems reform was the Ford
Foundation’s enormously ambitious Gray Areas program, officially launched
in 1961–62 with a series of community planning and action grants to five mid-
size cities and the state of North Carolina.19 Several years in the making, the
Gray Areas program was steeped in the fundamentals of community action,
but it also differed from its counterpart in the field of juvenile delinquency in
important ways. Committed, at least nominally, to indigenous participation,
Gray Areas was actually far more concerned about making services more com-
prehensive and efficient than about involving community residents in bringing
about the reforms. Like the “executive-centered” urban mayoralties it funded,
the program adopted an unapologetically top-down approach—in which the
foundation, and other elite institutions established for the purpose, would act
as outside “catalysts” to spark systemwide change.20 By all accounts its most
successful program was New Haven’s, which under the directorship of local
labor organizer Mitchell Sviridoff had set up an impressive array of education,
youth, and legal services programs and, through the operations of a private,
nonprofit organization known as Community Progress, Inc., was managing to
goad the established services bureaucracy into better coordination. New Haven
was much less successful, though, when it came to citizen participation; com-
munity organizing was simply not a priority. Moreover, while basically com-
patible with opportunity theory, the Gray Areas program looked elsewhere for
its theoretical frame. In its view of the community residents as unassimilated
migrants, Gray Areas was pure Chicago school. Himself impatient with de-
tached academic theorizing, Gray Areas program director Paul Ylvisaker had
come to this less as an application of theory than as a rationale for the founda-
tion’s urban and “youth development” programs. The underlying problem in
poor urban neighborhoods, Ylvisaker thought, was the city’s failure to assimi-



132 C H A P T E R 5

late its “backwoods” migrants into the urban mainstream. Minimizing—in part
due to internal foundation politics—the structural and racial barriers they
faced, Gray Areas played up cultural deprivation as an overriding common
denominator in poor communities—at one point organizing special workshops
for urban law enforcement and social service professionals to tour the deprived
southern communities whence their new clientele had embarked.

Despite occasional tensions within the emerging community action move-
ment, on several key points the various experimental programs were very much
in sync: about the need for new or dramatically reformed social service “sys-
tems”; about social science as an agent of reform; about neighborhood partici-
pation as a form of consensus-building if not actual organizing; and, about
the collective nature of the learning-by-demonstration process—a commitment
that prevented too much hardening of positions at the outset. So, too, were the
NIMH, the Ford Foundation, and the PCJD convergent in their institutional
stance: as newcomers to social service provision (the Ford Foundation, having
gone national with its huge Ford Motor Company endowment just after World
War II, had none of the connections to old charitable philanthropy that Russell
Sage, Rockefeller, and even Carnegie had) they positioned themselves as
“change agents” in the field. With this in mind, and with the help of an ever-
expanding network of social scientists, urban planners, local citizens groups,
a few good government politicians, and federal agency bureaucrats, Ylvisaker,
Duhl, Cottrell, and other “idea brokers” worked assiduously to put community
action—in all its variations—on the federal policy map. They also looked
around in the federal bureaucracy to find and shake loose the scattered re-
sources that, they argued, would be far more effective in the hands of knowl-
edgeable community leaders prepared to administer them comprehensively.
Most important, from the standpoint of poverty knowledge, they committed
substantial resources to building and creating the norms for what they saw as
a new kind of knowledge—hands-on, activist, practical as well as theoretical,
and, more often than not, produced as part of the ongoing process of commu-
nity action rather than in more traditional academic venues. It was in the course
of this ongoing process, of community action as political as well as social
learning, that community action began to shift its own language and frame of
reference, from delinquency and Gray Areas to poverty.

LEARNING FROM COMMUNITY ACTION: THE LIMITS
OF SOCIAL SCIENCE AND REFORM

Bold though it may have been in its vision of social science as a “change
agent,” community action rested on what, within the liberal social scientific
tradition, was a fairly conventional idea of the poor—based on community and
environmental rather than individual analysis; on concepts of cultural depriva-
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tion, social “disorganization,” and the inadequacy of social service systems
rather than of structural inequalities. True to its (however much revised) Chi-
cago-school origins, community action continued to absorb race and class dif-
ferences within this conceptual scheme, while embracing assimilation to the
existing social and economic order as its ultimate goal for the poor. Nor was
community action especially, or inherently, radical as a process for bringing
about change. Even the most “bottom-up” of the experiments started out with
a somewhat apolitical idea of rational, comprehensive planning as the essential
community action approach. These, indeed, were the very features that made
community action pass political muster—first within the ranks of funding
agencies and then among liberal but cautious bureaucratic planners within the
Kennedy and Johnson administrations.

And yet, these were also the very features of community action that came
under challenge during the first stages of social and political learning in 1961–
63, when the experiments actually got off the ground. The experience did not
so much change as sharpen and politicize the underlying analysis—including
the tensions within it—while anticipating the issues that eventually would con-
found community action as a strategy and a knowledge base for addressing
poverty.

The most immediate and obvious “lessons” community action evaluators
remarked on had to do with the enormous degree of political and bureaucratic
resistance to rational systems reform.21 Some of this had to do with resentment
of the outside “change agents,” but for evaluators the real culprit was a combi-
nation of bureaucratic inertia and interagency rivalry. Indeed, having been
mandated by Congress to fund local demonstration and action programs, the
President’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency review board was so struck
by the apparent lack of local interagency cooperation that it risked disapproval
from Congress and sent all of its initial grant applicants back to the drawing
board with one-year planning grants instead.22 Nor, despite its close affiliation
with Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, did the PCJD have the leverage
to get much coordination, cooperation, or program funding from the more
established federal agencies, putting the committee in the politically uncom-
fortable position of having money to fund no more than four or five of the
sixteen communities that had earlier won planning grants.23 The experience left
PCJD executive director David Hackett intensely frustrated—and eventually
provided ammunition for the argument that none of the existing “old line”
federal agencies was capable of directing the War on Poverty.

The issue of “indigenous” or resident participation raised a second dilemma
for community action, stemming on the one hand from vagueness and ambiva-
lence about its purpose, and on the other from community action’s underlying
view of the poor. Despite their belief in the value and importance of “indige-
nous” participation, community action theorists had not been specific about
how it was to be achieved. For Leonard Cottrell, coming from the mental
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health perspective, resident or indigenous participation meant breaking down
the distinctions between expert and client in the therapeutic process of building
community competence, beginning with a cooperative effort to identify prob-
lems and arrive at consensus on goals. For the “executive-centered” mayors
and planning experts engaged in urban renewal and systems reform, however,
participation was primarily a mechanism for gaining consent for centralized
redevelopment plans. Meanwhile, local organizers, including those associated
with community action projects, were looking elsewhere for models and ad-
vice. Many turned to Saul Alinsky, who earlier had broken off from the Chi-
cago-school affiliated Chicago Area Project to establish the Back of the Yards
neighborhood council and, not long after, the Industrial Areas Foundation. For
Alinsky, resident participation meant political organizing and genuinely local
autonomy—not, as was so often the case, control “by outside groups whose
basic interests are, in the final analysis, either not identified with or opposed
to the objectives sought by the people ‘back of the yards.’ ”24 Alinsky’s ap-
proach also acknowledged the conflicting interests among class and ethnic
groups and sought to exploit those acknowledged differences in the process
of building stronger community organization. Of all the prevailing models
Alinsky’s most forcefully challenged the notion that neighborhood residents
were culturally deprived. Nothing proved more powerful as an immediate
source of inspiration and tactics, though, than the unstoppable momentum of
the civil rights movement in the South, with its language of rights and brilliant
use of public demonstration to provoke official action. Like Alinsky, the civil
rights movement appealed to emerging notions of neighborhood empowerment
that were beginning to sharpen internal tensions within and between the differ-
ent community action experiments. At Mobilization For Youth, the program
to “Organize the Unaffiliated” caused a rift within the founding coalition by
confronting city hall and the social welfare establishment with tactics such as
rent strikes, sit-ins, school boycotts, and mass demonstrations beginning in
1963. The basic tensions—between “top-down” and “bottom-up,” cultural re-
habilitation and empowerment, resident involvement and resident control—
were to continue throughout the history of community action, with important
repercussions for poverty knowledge: for while Alinsky-style organizing drew
tremendous political fire during the War on Poverty, so, too, from a different
direction, would the social scientific concept of a culture of poverty.

Complicating and inextricably tied to the problems of participation and
empowerment in community action was the deeply divisive issue of race. But
race posed an even more fundamental challenge, for while continually raised
within the context of racial in- or ex-clusion, the encounter with race in the
demonstration projects revealed a basic conceptual flaw in community action
and its sociological roots.25 The problem was obliquely captured in the lan-
guage of “Gray Areas” itself, which Paul Ylvisaker and others recognized as
a way of maneuvering around rather than confronting directly the problems
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of racial conflict and discrimination. At the time, Ylvisaker recalled, he was
operating under a strict but unspoken racial “embargo” imposed by the contro-
versy-shy Ford Foundation trustees. But on a more basic level the problem
was built into the assimilation framework community action embraced, as
captured by journalist and Fortune magazine editor Charles Silberman in his
book Crisis in Black and White (1964). Silberman wrote about the exclusion
of African Americans from community action planning, pointing out that the
“academicians, government officials, and ‘civic leaders’ ” who drew up the
plans routinely failed to consult “the people being planned for . . . as if
the residents of a Negro slum needed to be told what their problems are!”
Calling the Gray Areas program a “grandiose fusion of paternalism and bu-
reaucracy,” he criticized the Ford Foundation for ignoring the basic conflicts
of economic and political interest as well as the deep-seated racism separating
blacks, working-class whites, and well-endowed white institutions. But Silber-
man’s book—written, as he acknowledged, with funding and cooperation from
the Ford Foundation—was equally damning in its analysis of the “white lib-
eral” assumptions underlying Gray Areas, and above all the analysis that
“makes no distinction between the problems faced by Negroes and those faced
by other contemporary migrants.” The expectation that blacks would be assim-
ilated just like past and current generations of white ethnics ignored “the cen-
tral fact,” Silberman wrote, that “the Negro is unlike any other immigrant
group in one crucial regard: he is colored.” For Silberman, the failure to con-
front this “central fact”—not only of racism but of its structural dimensions—
was “white liberal” community action’s fatal flaw.26 This, too, was a flaw that
would continue to haunt both community action and poverty knowledge, as
the concepts of social “disorganization” and cultural deprivation became in-
creasingly racialized.

Community action’s experimental phase also presented a direct challenge
to the actual practice of social science, as knowledge demands expanded from
conceptualization and planning to evaluation. To some degree the challenge
was methodological: how to arrive at concrete, measurable indicators of suc-
cess for programs that were by definition interactive, process-oriented, and
most likely subject to unanticipated changes?27 Despite the investments they
made in evaluation, neither the Ford Foundation nor the PCJD were of much
help in the matter. Ford’s ever-widening network of outside evaluators, paid
consultants, and informal observers remained essentially without guidance
with regard to the criteria for success, and efforts to develop a systematic
evaluative framework for Gray Areas programs were sporadic. The real barri-
ers to evaluation were more political than methodological, however, as it be-
came increasingly clear that social scientists and practitioners were pursuing
different, if not conflicting, interests. “The action-oriented professional has
regularly lambasted the ivory tower, whose inhabitants supposedly spend all
their time gathering data aimed not at solving concrete human problems, but
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at building bigger and better theories to be discussed at stuffy conferences and
debated in unreadable journals,” wrote North Carolina Fund director Michael
P. Brooks in an article reflecting on the tension. “The researcher, for his part,
is often heard belittling the action-oriented practitioner for his failure to con-
ceptualize clearly, for his inability to think in terms of systems; for his tendency
to act on the basis of subjective whims or impressions; . . . and for his apparent
fear of evaluation on the grounds that it might call his own actions into ques-
tion.”28 Even had the demonstration projects been subjected to the most scien-
tifically rigorous type of evaluation, however, it is doubtful whether their spon-
sors had the capacity to absorb and act on the lessons. For one thing the time
frame was far too short—no community-based project could reasonably be
expected to produce “results” within two years. Nevertheless, and more im-
portantly, the political demand was for quick and visible results, and the em-
phasis on gaining notice in Washington. Under these circumstances, commu-
nity action’s early success would be measured more on its degree of innovation
than on its capacity—or incapacity—to effect change.

Even at this early stage, then, the local demonstration projects highlighted
the limitations of community action as a conceptual as well as a practical social
scientific frame. Visions of cooperative, rational planning ran up against the
realities of political infighting and bureaucratic resistance. Resident participa-
tion brought notions of cultural deprivation under scrutiny and political chal-
lenge, but it also raised the question of whether community action could hap-
pen without a challenge to authority. The belief that race could be understood
or addressed within the “neutral” context of migration was quickly shattered
by the experience of racial conflict and resistance, while structural economic
conditions raised the question of whether systems reform alone was enough to
change the “opportunity structures” in increasingly nonwhite, urban, working-
class neighborhoods. Finally, community action’s experimental idealism—its
belief that change could be achieved in a scientific process of planning, experi-
mentation, assessment, and knowledge application—was itself being chal-
lenged by the incompatibilities between the scientific objectives of research
and the political demands upon action. Meanwhile, community action propo-
nents were faced with the political pressures of sustaining support for their
efforts and attracting more resources for the experimental programs. It was in
this context, of experience, bureaucratic frustration, and political need, that
they began to search for a more powerful institutional base from which to
launch community action as an instrument of social policy and social reform,
and to revise their conceptual framework to focus on the root causes of urban
social problems. They found what they were looking for in 1963, when offi-
cials in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations started to gear up for a war
on poverty.
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In the Midst of Plenty: The Political Economy
of Poverty in the Affluent Society

“THE WORDS ‘poverty’ and ‘poor,’ although on the threshold of revival, were
not parts of the public language,” wrote sociologist Hylan Lewis of the years
immediately preceding the War on Poverty. The problems were there, he went
on to say, “but society chose not to see them—or at least not to call them that.”1

In sociological and anthropological literature the poor were referred to as the
“lower-lower classes,” the “culturally deprived,” urban “newcomers,” and only
more recently as victims of a “culture of poverty.” In economics, poverty was
barely recognized as a subject worthy of study; it had been lost, as economist
Theodore Schultz wrote in 1964, “for want of a theory.”2 Even in applied
research the poor were more likely to be recognized—if at all—as part of
some broader economic or social problem, as were the “low-income” families
featured in hearings sponsored by Congressman John Sparkman in 1949, the
residents of “depressed areas” in the drive for the Area Redevelopment Act of
1961, and the “structurally unemployed” in analyses behind the Manpower
Development and Training Act of 1962.3 “Poverty,” as such, was not yet seen
as a distinctive social problem, much less as the target of a concerted govern-
ment attack.

It was thus with a tone of outrage and discovery, and no small degree of
political calculation, that social scientists and social critics began to draw atten-
tion to the problem of poverty in the early 1960s. Within the Kennedy adminis-
tration, it was economists, led by Chairman of the Council of Economic Advis-
ers (CEA) Walter Heller, who were leading the charge. Heller and his CEA
colleagues were the chief spokesmen in favor of an “attack on poverty” as a
central component of a Kennedy domestic policy for the upcoming election
year of 1964.4 But they were also engaged in a struggle to define the poverty
problem on their own terms—as a problem, that is, that could be addressed
within the boundaries, indeed, as a constituent part, of the broader economic
agenda they had been pursuing since 1961. The aims of this agenda—faster
growth and full employment—were to be achieved by means of a massive
individual and corporate tax cut. Growth, economists reasoned, would be the
single most effective weapon against poverty. Meanwhile, an added, more tar-
geted set of programs for the poor would help to deflect the critics of the
growth agenda, who pointed to evidence of a presumably new form of poverty
that would not respond to growth alone. Thus, it was in a process of political,
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social scientific, and interagency negotiation that administration economists,
uncomfortable with psychological renditions of a problem they sought to rem-
edy with economic measures, nevertheless came to incorporate the notion of
a culture of poverty and a set of remedies for it—community action—within
the blueprint for the War on Poverty in 1964. In the process, they laid out the
basic elements of a new political economy of poverty which, in looking to
individuals as the source of the poverty problem, had more in common with
the culture of poverty than with the political economy of Progressive reform.

POVERTY KNOWLEDGE AND THE “NEW ECONOMICS”:
KENNEDY’S CEA

Although dubbed the “new economics” in the press, the ideas Kennedy’s CEA
brought to Washington were actually rooted in developments that had been
reshaping the field since the 1930s and that lay behind the articulation of a
new political economy of poverty in the 1960s.5 The most prominent trend
was the “Keynesian Revolution” that had swept the discipline in the wake of
the Depression and World War II. Keynes had revolutionized economic policy
thinking in several ways, in particular by paving the way for such controversial
policy measures as deficit spending—a virtual guarantee that Keynesianism
would meet with considerable resistance in Washington—while at the same
time shifting the emphasis of liberal economic reform from monopoly and
market regulation to increased consumer capacity, full employment, and above
all, growth, as mechanisms for maintaining a stable economy. Never a single
“school” of thought, American Keynesianism had shifted from an initial, New
Deal emphasis on expanded redistributive public spending and aggressive full
employment guarantees to a heavier reliance on market-driven growth and
“compensatory” social welfare policy during the immediate postwar years.
Though reined in from the initial New Deal reform vision, this “commercial
Keynesianism” still marked a significant departure from older economic ortho-
doxies.6 Enough so that, despite its sweeping success in most of the postwar
academic world, the “new economics” had a much harder time penetrating
Washington policy making circles in the 1940s and 1950s. Kennedy’s CEA
arrived in Washington determined to win acceptance for their ideas, and espe-
cially determined to use government policy to stimulate faster economic
growth and full employment—in their minds, the most powerful weapons
against poverty.7

A second trend shaping the thinking of Kennedy’s CEA was the postwar
“revival” of neoclassical labor market theory, which by the late 1950s had
largely displaced the once-dominant institutionalist tradition in the field of
labor economics. The neoclassical revival marked an attempt to return labor
studies to its earlier grounding in the theory of competitive markets developed



I N T H E M I D S T O F P L E N T Y 141

in the late nineteenth century by British economist Alfred Marshall, posing a
challenge to the institutionalist tradition and to its central premise that laws,
social policy, firm practices, and trade unions were more important in de-
termining wages and productivity than were the naturalistic laws of supply and
demand.8 By the 1930s, the neoclassical revival was gaining momentum in the
U.S., embraced first by a generation of economists who accepted the basic
market framework but sought to refine it with a greater sense of “realism”
about the constraints that prevented workers from acting as rationally “max-
imizing” free agents, and then by a group of hard-liners who put market forces
at the very center of human activity.9 By the mid to late 1950s, the more hard-
line group, including Milton Friedman, Jacob Mincer, Gary Becker, and Theo-
dore Schultz at the University of Chicago, was establishing itself at the fore-
front of labor economics. Critical of the institutionalists and the labor market
“realists” for their failure to develop alternative theories, this Chicago school
used the neoclassical market model to explain, and, more important, to predict,
all aspects of labor market behavior and outcomes. The result was a simplified,
streamlined view of labor market operations that, in sharp contrast to the insti-
tutionalist view, attributed wage rates and workforce behavior to the immutable
laws of supply and demand, assumed conditions of perfect competition, and
regarded trade unions and other regulatory agencies as barriers to the ultimate
goal of market efficiency. By highlighting market forces, neoclassical theorists
diminished the importance of institutional practices and politics as factors in
shaping economic outcomes. At the same time, they exaggerated the role of
rational choice, individual behavior, and the level playing field by assuming
that workers should be viewed in the same light as their profit-maximizing
employers, as rational actors operating without constraints to maximize their
own individual self-interest. This rational, individualized worldview was at
the heart of human capital theory, which was a hallmark of the neoclassical
revival, and its major link to the study of poverty in the 1960s.

In its emphasis on competitive markets, human capital theory complemented
the direction taken by postwar Keynesians in the U.S. While “commercial
Keynesianism” suggested that economists could manipulate “demand side”
factors without too much direct interference in the private market, human capi-
tal theory showed liberals how market principles could be applied on the “sup-
ply side” to expand opportunity without massive redistribution. Individuals in
the labor market operated along the same principles as physical capital, ac-
cording to the theory, making rational choices to invest in their own education
and training for the greater returns it would bring in the future. Such personal
investments had become increasingly important to national wealth as well as
individual well-being, they argued, adding not just to individual earnings but,
by improving productivity, to overall economic growth. The gains made by
American workers, that is to say, should be understood not as the product of
institutional factors such as unions, government policy, or firm practices, but



142 C H A P T E R 6

as market returns to individual investments. Similarly, individual skills and
behavior, not institutional practices or sociological factors, could explain both
differences in earnings and why people were poor. Conservative though it may
have been in its implications, human capital theory caused greatest intellectual
excitement among liberals, as a justification for social investment in education
and training as the key to individual mobility and to higher aggregate produc-
tivity.10 Most important, it made fighting poverty, through human capital in-
vestments, compatible with economic growth.

Accompanying the Keynesian and human capital “revolutions” was a third
development in postwar economics that also shaped the character of poverty
knowledge in Kennedy’s CEA: an increasing emphasis on mathematical theory
and quantification, spurred along by expanding computer capacity and by
sophisticated econometric methodology, which promised to make economics
a more precise science. This rising “scientism” had a profound impact on
academic economics in general, as later reflected in the almost complete turn
to quantification as a language of mathematical equations—as itself the stuff
of analysis—rather than as one means of presenting documentary evidence.
Along with the movement to revive neoclassical theory, this approach to
quantification put a premium on large secondary data sources such as the cen-
sus and on a certain type of analysis, one very different from the historical,
hands-on, and case study approaches favored in institutionalist economics and
in the social survey. In contrast, “scientific” economic analysis would revolve
around market-driven models and quantitatively “testable” hypotheses—in
turn fueling a demand for more and better data suited to the specifications of
neoclassical models.11 The impact of such modeling was equally important in
the policy realm, for it heightened the confidence of economic policy prac-
titioners in their own ability to predict economic performance and to translate
complex social and economic processes into quantifiable, achievable policy
goals—4 percent unemployment and, within a generation, 0 percent poverty.12

And they would use it in arriving at a “scientific” definition of poverty that
could similarly translate into a realizable policy goal.

Kennedy’s first CEA appointees, Walter Heller, Kermit Gordon, and James
Tobin, were also caught up in the political and institutional changes that would
have a profound impact on poverty knowledge by giving economics greater
prominence in shaping the postwar social and economic policy world. Having
entered the profession during the Depression and World War II, Heller and his
colleagues had a firsthand appreciation of the significance of the Employment
Act of 1946 to their profession: By establishing the Council of Economic Advi-
sors and the Joint Economic Committee of Congress, the Employment Act
opened the door to a more central and institutionalized role for professional
economists in articulating and adhering to national economic goals.13 They
were also convinced that their predecessors had failed to realize the CEA’s full
policy potential.14 Armed, then, with the theories and methods that had been
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incubating in academe for two decades, they were determined to make the
“new economics” the basis of a more informed, activist policy regime.15

In the new economics, then, liberals found a powerful analytic and institu-
tional platform from which to wage a national campaign against poverty. The
impact on the subsequent trajectory of poverty knowledge was immense. First
and foremost, the new economics made the struggle against poverty compati-
ble with lightly managed, if not free-market, capitalist growth. The new eco-
nomics also provided a central theoretical framework—neoclassical labor mar-
ket theory—from which economists and, later, sociologists, began in the mid-
1960s to generate “testable hypotheses” and to build an expanding program of
poverty research.16 The ubiquity of the neoclassical model as a way of ex-
plaining the causes and consequences of poverty—alternately labeled human
capital, social capital, or cultural capital—indicates the extent to which that
central theoretical framework still prevails. So, too, does the overwhelming
emphasis on individual-level attributes as “causes” of poverty, an emphasis
that avoids recognition of politics, institutions, or structural inequality. Poverty
is “transmitted,” in this approach, when individuals “inherit” traits from their
parents; it “persists” when individuals and families remain poor for a long
time; it is a characteristic of poor people, not of the economy, and is reproduced
through individual behavior, not through policies or institutions or social rela-
tionships that perpetuate inequality over time. The new economics also intro-
duced a particular mode of analysis to the study of poverty, one based on
model-building and hypothesis-testing, on quantitative and secondary rather
than ethnographic and case study research, and on the individual rather than
the community as the unit of analysis. This new political economy, presumably
more neutral, scientific, and nonideological than the old, was eventually em-
braced by administration policy makers as an alternative to the increasingly
action-oriented direction being taken by community-based sociological re-
search. This reversal of fortunes was not, however, the simple triumph of ob-
jective “science” over partisan “ideology”—after all, Chicago-school sociol-
ogy had not long before used the mantle of objectivity to establish its claim as
a superior form of social knowledge. It was the result of an extended, highly
contested, inherently political process of problem-definition, policy planning,
and what became known as “social R&D” in the Great Society welfare state—
beginning with the CEA’s own efforts to gain acceptance for its Keynesian
program for achieving universal prosperity and perpetual growth.

THE CEA, POVERTY, AND THE GROWTH AGENDA

The starting point for the CEA’s analysis of poverty was the problem of growth:
slow growth and high aggregate unemployment during the Eisenhower admin-
istration, they argued, were the chief culprits behind poverty; faster growth
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would provide the key to wiping it out. Indeed, the fight against poverty was
announced as only one, somewhat belated part of the overall plan to “restore
momentum” to Eisenhower’s slack economy and to revive full employ-
ment and government-stimulated growth as chief policy goals.17 To achieve
this Keynesian, growth-centered agenda, the economists first had to reinvigo-
rate the CEA itself as a policymaking institution following its eight-year slum-
ber under the Republicans. Most of all, as Heller recalled, “we had to sell
modern fiscal policy to an unbelieving and highly suspicious public.”18 The
new way of thinking about the economy, they promised, held the key to a
future of managed prosperity and to the goal of reducing, if not eliminating,
poverty as well.

Heller and his colleagues faced a number of early barriers to achieving their
growth-centered agenda, not the least of which was Kennedy’s own conserva-
tism when it came to deficits and spending as ways of stimulating the economy.
Much to the dismay of his economic advisors, Kennedy pledged to balance
the budget in his 1961 State of the Union address, leaving them with little
room to mount what they’d hoped would be an aggressive antirecession spend-
ing and tax cut program—and still less for the growth measures required to
“lift all boats”—as the saying goes—out of poverty.19

The CEA encountered a second, more lasting barrier in the form of compet-
ing economic ideas, most notably in an alternative analysis of unemployment
that threatened to stop the high-growth agenda before it got off the ground.
This analysis, increasingly popular among economic conservatives as well as
left-liberals in the labor movement, held that unemployment was a “structural”
rather than an aggregate growth problem and hence would not respond to the
simple solvent of more growth. The conservative version of the argument was
largely based in concerns about inflation, and insisted that there was a certain,
relatively high plateau of unemployment—5–6 percent—below which infla-
tion would begin to rise too far and too fast. Labor’s version of the argument,
on the other hand, arose out of concerns about the impact of automation on
employment levels, and came to the opposite policy conclusion. Structural
change, technology, and, especially, automation were responsible for persis-
tently high unemployment rates, the argument went, and threatened to render
industrial, low-skilled, and, especially, minority workers unwanted and obso-
lete. In a debate that would continually resurface over the future course of
antipoverty policy, the left-liberal analysts called for more aggressive job cre-
ation, retraining, direct labor market interventions, and minimum income guar-
antees in response to poverty and unemployment—proposals that went well
beyond the CEA’s aggregate growth strategy.20 The immediate challenge in
1961, as the CEA saw it, was to disprove the structural unemployment analysis
altogether, quashing the idea that it was impossible or undesirable to reduce
unemployment without a direct government role in creating new jobs.
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Heller and his colleagues countered these barriers with a combination of
statistical analysis, education, public relations, and political compromise that
would have important consequences for the future course of poverty knowl-
edge and policy. They were willing, for example, to give up on “the expendi-
ture route” to stimulating growth, acknowledging a history of “unsuccessful
efforts to get expenditure increases out of Congress” and nodding to the “politi-
cal constraints of the day.” Instead, they concentrated on drumming up support
for a major, unprecedented series of tax cuts as a way to stimulate growth.
“The real choice,” as CEA economist Arthur Okun later put it, “was between
tax cuts and no fiscal stimulus at all.”21 The CEA economists also worked
quickly to establish their credibility as analysts, backing their positions with
an impressive array of statistical tables and quickly outflanking their counter-
parts in the administration as a ready source of reliable information. Here the
CEA had two distinct advantages: access to the latest available government
data; and, especially important, a staff of recruits from top academic depart-
ments who were schooled in the latest econometric techniques. Staff economist
(later Nobel laureate) Robert Solow constructed a detailed statistical refutation
of the structural unemployment concept for the CEA’s 1961 Economic Report,
which was updated annually for the next several years. Arthur Okun published
what is widely considered to be a groundbreaking article on the concept of
“potential GNP” while a CEA staff member, in which he measured the “gap”
between actual and potential economic output by calculating what the econ-
omy could produce at full employment. Such analyses provided the intellec-
tual—and statistical—justification for a more activist approach to economic
growth, while minimizing the necessity of structural measures to combat long-
term unemployment and poverty. They were also important in linking poverty
to the achievement of concrete, numerical policy goals—4 rather than 5 per-
cent employment, and 4 rather than 2 or 3 percent economic growth.22

Public relations was another part of the CEA strategy, extending within and
outside the administration. An especially able “policy entrepreneur,” Heller
proved adept at briefing the President on CEA analyses and positions in a
steady stream of concise, readable memos. Heller’s CEA was also adept at
packaging old Keynesian ideas in appealing “new” concepts like “constructive
deficit,” “fiscal drag,” “full employment surplus” and the “output gap.” Re-
versing the removed stance taken by his Republican predecessors, Heller made
frequent appearances in Congress and was active on the public speaking cir-
cuit. Skeptical at first, the press soon got caught up in the spirit, coining the
“new economics” appellation in 1962 and serving, as Okun recalled, “as the
textbook for the biggest course in elementary macroeconomics ever pre-
sented.” The upshot of all this activity was a virtual “tutorial” in the new
economics, with the public, the Congress, corporate America, and the Cabinet
as pupils, and the president himself at the head of the class.23
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By 1962, the CEA was beginning to make significant progress, and to
build support for the $10 billion personal and corporate tax cut that had become
the centerpiece of its growth agenda. In June, Kennedy officially abandoned
his attachment to balanced budget orthodoxy when he delivered the com-
mencement speech at Yale University. In July, Newsweek reported growing
momentum behind the tax cut idea, listing the Chamber of Commerce labor
leader Walter Reuther, and several business figures among its backers and even
acknowledging its origins in the “new economics.” In August, the president
announced that he would propose the CEA’s tax cut in 1963.24 The new eco-
nomics was on its way to becoming the new economic orthodoxy in Washing-
ton. Thus far, though, the CEA had taken little time to develop a full-fledged
analysis and program for addressing the issue that was beginning to crop up
with greater frequency among critics of the CEA’s growth-oriented policy: the
problem of poverty.

POVERTY AND THE LIMITS OF GROWTH

The nation’s “discovery” of poverty owed a great deal to the journalistic depic-
tions of mass deprivation that began to appear in the early 1960s, but it can
also be traced to a debate about liberal political economy—and specifically
about the limits of growth—that took place largely outside the realm of the
popular media.

The first traces of the relevant debate could be seen in John Kenneth Gal-
braith’s The Affluent Society (1958), a hugely popular book that started out as
a project to explain “why people are poor” and developed into a penetrating
critique of the excesses of growth, the materialism of American consumer
culture, and of the liberal mindset that helped to bring them about. In the end,
“poverty” per se received scant mention in a lengthy manuscript. Nevertheless,
what Galbraith had to say set off a series of responses that would eventually
develop into a debate among liberals about the potential and the limits of
growth as a strategy against poverty.

Galbraith himself was no stranger to the Kennedy policy establishment. One
of a number of intellectuals who had actively advised and supported Adlai
Stevenson for president in 1956, Galbraith had been among the first to endorse
Kennedy’s candidacy in the 1960 primary, and he remained a close advisor
after the election. As Kennedy’s ambassador to India, he was on the fringes of
economic policy decision making, however, and could generally be relied upon
to articulate a position to the left of the CEA. His opposition to the proposed
tax cut should have come as no surprise; he had been arguing in favor of
increased government spending and redistribution for years.

In fact, Galbraith’s main target in The Affluent Society was precisely the
liberal political economy that the CEA espoused. Specifically, he criticized the



I N T H E M I D S T O F P L E N T Y 147

“conventional wisdom” that had led postwar liberals to give up on redistribu-
tion in favor of continuous growth as the solution to “all the social problems
of the day.”25 The single-minded pursuit of growth had created a whole litany of
new problems, according to Galbraith, including inflation, excessive consumer
debt, the corporate concentration of power, the rise of the military-industrial
complex, and a starved public sector. There was a “curious unevenness” to
American life, captured brilliantly in Galbraith’s imagery of the well-fed (on
convenience food) American family driving a cadillac on badly paved roads,
alongside “blighted” inner cities, through a polluted environment. But nowhere
was the unevenness more evident than in what he called the “new position” of
poverty in this affluent society. Aggregate growth had not brought “an end to
poverty and privation for all,” as the conventional wisdom held. Instead,
growth had produced something new: “a self-perpetuating margin of poverty
at the very base of the income pyramid.” For the first time in history, poverty
was a characteristic of a few rather than the many; what was once a “general
affliction” was now a “residual” problem, an “afterthought” affecting a “voice-
less minority” who had proved immune to the benefits of economic growth.26

In a manner befitting such an “afterthought,” Galbraith buried his discussion
of the “new” poverty near the back of his book and offered a somewhat dis-
missive analysis. Using a poverty line of $1,000—one-half the amount used
by a congressional subcommittee a decade earlier—he estimated that less than
10 percent of the population could be categorized as poor.27 Underscoring
the gap between the poor minority and the prosperous majority, Galbraith
cast the poor in familiar stereotypical terms: the “case poor” as the “farm
family with the junk-filled yard and the dirty children playing in the bare dirt,”
there because of “mental deficiency, bad health, inability to adapt to the disci-
pline of industrial life, uncontrollable procreation, alcohol” or other personal
deficiencies; or the “insular” poor stuck in “islands” of deprivation such as
Appalachia, unable to get out because of inadequate education, racial discrimi-
nation, or the absence of support services.28 Neither group would benefit from
the general rise in income promised by growth advocates, since “[t]o spend
income requires a minimum of character and intelligence.” And yet Galbraith
was less concerned about poor people’s behavior than about the political econ-
omy that left them marginalized in the first place. An attack on poverty, ac-
cording to Galbraith, would require a complete reordering of economic priori-
ties, away from growth for its own sake and towards redistribution for the sake
of “social balance.”29

Galbraith’s contention that the poor would not benefit from economic
growth stimulated an immediate rejoinder from the Joint Economic Committee
of Congress—then chaired by a highly regarded economist, Illinois Senator
Paul Douglas—which in 1959 commissioned economist Robert J. Lampman
to examine postwar trends in low income. Lampman’s analysis stood in stark
contrast to Galbraith’s: it was based on careful, if dry, statistical analysis; it
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estimated poverty rates at the substantial level of nearly 20 percent (based on
a $2,000 poverty line); it attributed postwar reductions in poverty almost en-
tirely to economic growth; and it blamed inadequate growth for the poverty
that remained. Calculating from rates of reduction when the economy was at
its peak, Lampman also projected that poverty could be cut dramatically in the
future with more aggressive efforts to sustain growth.30 This 1959 analysis was
circulated by the Joint Economic Committee, and drew the attention of Walter
Heller, who at the time was acting as an advisor to Hubert Humphrey’s cam-
paign for the 1960 Democratic presidential primary. It was not until three years
later, though, that the differences between Galbraith and Lampman entered
into the policy debate. By then, Heller was chairman of President Kennedy’s
Council of Economic Advisers and had hired Lampman as his staff “expert on
poverty.” By then, too, proponents of an alternative, “structuralist” view of
poverty began to criticize the CEA’s growth-centered economic agenda for its
failure to do anything for the poor.

Picking up on themes from Galbraith, “structuralist” views of poverty in the
early 1960s started with two related observations: first, growing affluence
had fundamentally changed the nature of America’s poverty problem, trans-
forming it from a “mass” phenomenon to the experience of a smaller, isolated
minority. Once traceable to the widespread unemployment and low wages that
were to be expected of a less developed economy, poverty was now a “para-
dox” that lingered despite growth and prosperity. Second, despite expanding
opportunity for the working- and middle-class majority, American society was
still fundamentally unequal. Poverty was in this sense a selective experience
affecting specific “underprivileged” groups—those structurally disadvantaged
by age, geography, racial discrimination, and family structure—rendering
them incapable of benefiting from the “general” economic growth policies
being promoted by the CEA. The structuralists argued that the poor were quali-
tatively different from the rest of American society, and the difference had to
do with more than just the absence of jobs or income. True antipoverty policies,
they believed, would have to acknowledge the structural economic, social,
and political problems underlying the new poverty and address stratification
at its source.

The structuralist position was hardly based on a single, coherent set of argu-
ments, however, and in fact it appeared in many different and scattered guises.
One version of the argument emphasized underlying economic forces, building
primarily on the structural unemployment analysis that still held sway within
labor and civil rights circles as an alternative to human capital explanations of
wage inequality and unemployment. In his 1962 book Challenge to Affluence,
Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal attributed persistent poverty to structural
economic forces—automation, changing skill requirements, and the “historic
inequalities” of labor exploitation and racial discrimination. With overtones of
his earlier missive on American race relations, An American Dilemma, Myrdal
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warned ominously of a growing “underclass” of unskilled “unemployables”
that could prove “fatal for democracy.” Myrdal’s “Marshall Plan to eradicate
poverty” acknowledged the importance of aggregate growth, but argued that
growth without “social justice” would only deepen existing inequalities. Myr-
dal proposed extensive labor market restructuring to increase demand for low-
skilled labor, including direct job creation and retraining, along with minimum
wage improvements, “large-scale redistribution,” and public investment in de-
pressed areas.31 Similar arguments had earlier cropped up in the extended de-
bate over “depressed areas” legislation that finally resulted in the passage of
the Area Redevelopment Act (ARA) of 1961. A much-circumscribed version
of earlier proposals for direct federal investment and regional economic plan-
ning, the ARA offered modest assistance to high-unemployment communities
in the form of loan guarantees, training grants, and technical advice.32 Even
in this watered-down version, however, “depressed area” legislation reflected
persistent concerns about the impact of structural economic change—and the
inadequacy of policies that relied on growth alone as the answer.

Similarly focusing on automation, labor market exclusion, and racial exploi-
tation as primary causes of poverty, influential leaders within the civil rights
movement were also articulating a more structural concept of poverty in the
early 1960s, building toward their own version of a “domestic Marshall Plan”
that would come to include job creation and income guarantees as well as more
specifically race-targeted measures to combat segregation, discrimination, and
the absence of capital in black urban communities.33 Such proposals were be-
coming especially worrisome to the White House in the spring and summer of
1963, as the movement prepared for its historic March on Washington in Au-
gust, with jobs and freedom as the core demands.34 The National Farmer’s
Union, too, was beginning to focus on the impact of structural economic
change on groups disadvantaged by race and occupation, and particularly on
rural farm families. In 1961, the NFU established the National Policy Commit-
tee on Pockets of Poverty, which three years later issued a report calling for
measures to address “underlying economic trends” and recognizing, as Gal-
braith had said in a speech to the group a few months earlier, that the task of
eliminating poverty “won’t be accomplished simply by stepping up the growth
rate any more than it will be accomplished by incantation or ritualistic washing
of the feet.”35

But the structuralist interpretation of poverty was not always couched in
such obviously structural terms. The Pockets of Poverty Committee Report
relied in part on an analysis by Oscar Ornati, an economist at the New School
for Social Research who, while acknowledging structural economic change as
a key underlying cause of poverty, focused more narrowly on documenting the
characteristics of the population in poverty—specifically, on the demographic
characteristics that differentiated the “new” poor from everyone else. The re-
sulting analysis left ambiguous policy implications, indicating that there might
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be a double edge to the structural interpretation of poverty. In a study he began
conducting for the Twentieth Century Fund in 1961, Ornati argued that the
elderly, southern farm families, nonwhites, female-headed households, and
low-education achievers formed an “underdog” or “pariah” class that was “dis-
embodied from the economy” and outside the mainstream altogether. Ornati’s
policy proposals similarly concentrated not on reforming broader economic
and social conditions but on group and individual rehabilitation. “Policies
aimed at the economic development of the total society . . . are of very limited
use in the fight against poverty,” the study concluded, calling instead for poli-
cies that would target groups with “multiple poverty-linked characteristics.”
Labeling these as “structurally oriented” solutions, Ornati’s suggestions were
actually confined to personal rehabilitative measures, stressing education, skill
development, expanded mental health services, and other interventions aimed
at changing the characteristics of the poor.36

The structuralist critique of growth was also beginning to appear in more
popular formats in the early 1960s, and nowhere more forcefully than in Mi-
chael Harrington’s The Other America. Aiming to shock where the academics
had merely analyzed, Harrington introduced affluent America to the invisible
“underworld” of the poor and took structuralist interpretation in the somewhat
unlikely direction of the culture of poverty.37

Like other structuralist authors, Harrington used the novelty of contempo-
rary poverty as his starting point, writing of “the first minority poor in history,
the first poor not to be seen, the first poor whom the politicians could
leave alone.” Playing on the ironic theme that had been cultivated in the litera-
ture since Galbraith, Harrington described how this “new poverty” had
emerged from the American postwar success story: economic growth that re-
duced unemployment and poverty from “the decisive social experience of
the entire society” to the experience of a hidden minority; a labor movement
that organized the “majority poor” but left those in “unorganizable jobs” be-
hind; and a welfare state that had worked brilliantly for the “middle third” but
ignored the millions who desperately needed it. But when it came time to
discuss the contemporary forces sustaining poverty, Harrington seemed to
leave political economy behind, focusing instead, and at length, on the self-
perpetuating “vicious cycle” of deprivation and psychological isolation that
entrapped society’s “rejects” and threatened to capture their children as well.
A “culture of poverty” had emerged out of the structural changes of the past
thirty years, a culture “radically different from the one that dominates the
society,” with a language, a psychology, a “world view” characterized by
hopelessness and “personal chaos.” This all-pervasive culture rendered the
poor immune to economic progress and beyond the reach of the existing wel-
fare state. Most “deadly” of all, it was “increasingly associated with the acci-
dent of birth.”38
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For Harrington, as for others in the early 1960s, the existence of this culture
of poverty only strengthened the case for more comprehensive structural solu-
tions. Lampman’s projections to the contrary, economic growth would not “au-
tomatically” reduce poverty rates, Harrington argued, for growth alone could
not begin to penetrate the barriers of racial discrimination, community deterio-
ration, and the culture of poverty that oppressed the “other Americans.” The
poor needed better housing, health care, antidiscrimination legislation, jobs,
and, most of all, measures “to destroy the pessimism and fatalism that flourish
in the other America.” Such a “vast and comprehensive program attacking the
culture of poverty” would come only through an equally vast political and
spiritual transformation in the affluent society, a “vision” to enable “[t]he na-
tion of the well-off . . . to see through the wall of affluence and recognize the
alien citizens on the other side,” a “passion to end poverty, for nothing less
than that will do.” The call to arms, Harrington was convinced, could only
come from the federal government.39

The “new poverty” depicted in The Other America evidently struck a chord
where more academic analyses could not. With the help of a laudatory review
by New Yorker writer Dwight Macdonald that is said to have drawn the presi-
dent’s attention, Harrington became required reading among Washington liber-
als, and eventually appeared on the best seller lists.40 But for all its rhetorical
radicalism, Harrington’s book actually presented structural analysis in its most
narrow and politically benign form, as the culture of poverty. By focusing on
the socially deviant characteristics of the poor, Harrington’s version of the
structuralist analysis could—and would—be used to justify a strategy based
on individual remediation rather than political and economic change, in effect
undermining the premises upon which the structuralist analysis of poverty had
been built in the first place. Despite the attention the structuralists drew to
labor market restructuring and social stratification, this literature was focused
not on inequality but on deprivation, for the most part leaving unchallenged
and unspoken the premise that postwar economic growth had, by itself, created
a vast majority of prosperous middle-class Americans. “Inequality of wealth
is not necessarily a major social problem per se,” wrote Dwight Macdonald in
the New Yorker review essay, “Poverty is.” Even in the short time span separat-
ing Galbraith’s Affluent Society from Harrington, a subtle but important shift
had taken place.41 In the structuralist literature, the analysis of poverty was
becoming less about the political economy of affluence, and more about the
demographic and psychological traits that distinguished the poor from every-
one else. And it was in this form that the structuralist interpretation of poverty
would eventually be adopted by the CEA economists and absorbed into the
existing liberal growth agenda as a justification for more government spending
on behalf of the poor.42
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THE POLITICAL CONSTRUCTION OF POVERTY

By early 1963, the poverty issue was becoming hard for the administration to
ignore, as pressure mounted from sporadic but compelling media reports and
from left-liberal criticism of its proposed tax cut. When a February 1963 televi-
sion documentary lit up the White House switchboard with inquiries about
what was being done for the poor, Heller’s CEA took the lead in constructing
an official analysis of poverty that would affect research and policy agendas
for years to come. Based though it was on social scientific analysis, it was
also shaped by Heller’s sharp awareness of political interest and need—most
immediately, to defend CEA growth policies against the structuralist critique
that they would bypass the poor, but also to establish the CEA and the adminis-
tration as the locus of expertise on poverty. In late spring 1963, Heller began his
own campaign to “launch a Kennedy offensive against poverty,” envisioning it
as the next step in realizing the CEA’s broader growth and prosperity agenda,
while providing the president with a powerful campaign theme.43

This combination of politics and social science would guide the construction
of poverty through its various stages within the administration over the next
several months, culminating in the odd, or at least uneasy, combination of
“new economics” and old “culture of poverty” analysis that the CEA’s 1964
Economic Report to the President—the blueprint for the War on Poverty—
embraced. The first priority for Heller was to elaborate upon a concept of
poverty consistent with the CEA’s vision of economic growth, and to get it
onto the administration’s domestic policy agenda as such. That in itself re-
quired some delicate maneuvering, for among the CEA’s structuralist critics
were members of the Kennedy cabinet, including Secretary of Labor Willard
Wirtz, who were skeptical about the prospect of an across-the-board tax cut
and convinced that the growth package would not work for labor without more
intensive efforts to respond to structural unemployment. More important, the
CEA itself had adopted elements of the structuralist analysis, acknowledging,
in its 1962 Economic Report, that there were some groups—“[families] headed
by women, the elderly, nonwhites, migratory workers, and the physically or
mentally handicapped—who are shortchanged even in times of prosperity.”44

The key, then, was to acknowledge this substratum of the “poorest families”
without making too sharp a distinction between poverty and the problems of
unemployment and slow growth. Too sharp a distinction, growth-oriented
economists worried, could lead to mere “casework solutions.” More important,
according to calculations by CEA poverty expert Robert Lampman, drawing
too sharp a distinction would be wrong. The poor for the most part “are not
Negro or old or rural,” Lampman noted in a harsh critique of preliminary
reports from Oscar Ornati’s structuralist report, but “are in consumer units
headed by male-urban-whites under 65 years of age.” Besides, he added, “I



I N T H E M I D S T O F P L E N T Y 153

just can’t accept the idea that at some particular date in history we passed a
sound barrier beyond which the historical relationship between rising per cap-
ita income and reduction of poverty ceased to function.” Growth and full em-
ployment remained “the two measures which can have the greatest effect in
reducing poverty in the future.”45

As a CEA staff member in 1963, Lampman was in a position to deflect even
as he incorporated elements of the structuralist perspective on poverty, and
Heller relied heavily on him for background analysis in preparing to propose
a Kennedy antipoverty initiative. Heller and Lampman had first come together
on the poverty issue indirectly in 1959, when Heller was identifying themes
for Hubert Humphrey’s presidential campaign and took note of Lampman’s
study for the Joint Economic Committee. But the two economists shared more
than an interest in poverty. Both had their degrees from the University of Wis-
consin, and were committed to the “Wisconsin Idea” of applying economic
expertise in service to government. Both careers also exemplified the transi-
tions taking place in postwar economics. Like Heller, Lampman combined the
distributional concerns of a Wisconsin-School institutionalist with the theoreti-
cal and methodological revelations of the “Keynesian revolution.”46 He made
his first professional mark with his work on wealth inequality, in the mid-
1950s publishing a critique of the then-prevailing notion that an “income revo-
lution” had dramatically reduced the degree of inequality in the U.S. Eventu-
ally, he would become better known for his contributions to the economics
of poverty, as an early spokesman for the link between poverty and sluggish
economic growth.47 In his 1959 paper on poverty for the Joint Economic Com-
mittee, Lampman criticized Galbraith’s contention that more growth would
not make a dent in the new poverty, and predicted that maintaining growth
rates at their high postwar levels would by itself reduce poverty rates from
roughly 20 percent, where they stood in 1956, to 12 percent by 1976.48

By 1963, though, Lampman and Heller were beginning to look seriously
beyond the growth strategy for a more specifically targeted approach, both to
address the problems of those who would not automatically benefit from
growth and to preempt critics on the left who claimed that Kennedy’s policies
were not doing enough for poor and minority groups.49 While retaining the
CEA’s signature emphasis on aggregate growth as the central engine of prog-
ress against poverty, they began to put greater stress on structuralist proposals
such as expansions in the existing social welfare system, retraining and, for the
next generation, intensive human capital investments “to improve the health,
education, attitudes and motivations of children of the present poor,” and pre-
vent the spread of “intergenerational” poverty. Like a disease, poverty was
“subject to control if not eradication,” Lampman wrote in an internal memo
laying out the basics of the CEA’s conceptual framework. The solution was to
“promote exits” from poverty and to “prevent retreats” into what Lampman
now characterized as a separate “world” of the poor.50



154 C H A P T E R 6

With the outlines of a growth-and-structuralist framework established,
Lampman turned to what he recognized as a second political and conceptual
task: arriving at a “politically workable definition or concept of poverty,” as
he told Heller, that would focus the program on absolute deprivation, and quite
consciously avoid defining poverty as a problem of inequality. “Most people
see no political dynamite in the fact that our income distribution at the low
end is about the same as it has always been,” Lampman noted, setting aside
the concern over persistent income disparities that he himself had been writing
about since the 1950s.51 “Probably a politically acceptable program must avoid
completely any use of the term ‘inequality’ or of the term ‘redistribution of
income or wealth.’ ”52 Lampman and his CEA colleagues were also wary of
psychological and cultural definitions of poverty, concerned about the social
work solutions they implied. Instead, they insisted that poverty be defined
narrowly, as income that fell below a certain minimum standard rather than as
an expression of inequality, social disadvantage, or a state of mind. Such an
income-based definition, they reasoned, would lend itself to the growth-cen-
tered strategy they were proposing. It would avoid stigmatizing distinctions
between the “deserving” and the “undeserving” poor. Above all, the narrow,
absolute income definition had practicality on its side. It had “the great merit
of being something we had some numbers on,” Lampman recalled, offering a
yardstick for assessing the country’s progress against poverty and a numerical
basis for setting policy goals. “Relative” poverty was difficult to grasp and
would always be with us; “absolute” poverty was easy to measure and could
actually be wiped out.53

There was more than the politics of practicality at stake, though, as Heller,
Lampman, and their CEA colleagues were well aware. For while income was,
at least on the surface, an amoral, measurable, and inclusive criterion, main-
taining a narrow, income-based definition of the poverty problem would also
allow officials to skirt the question of what structural inequalities lay behind
the poverty numbers, and in particular to avoid explicit mention of racial subor-
dination and discrimination as dimensions of poverty. Gender, as such, did not
even enter the framework as a category of analysis. Thus, while the numbers
pointed to “female-headed families” as among those who “proved quite im-
mune to economic growth,” the CEA offered no analysis of female wages or
employment opportunities as one possible explanation; nor did female wages
enter into the picture—as it had for earlier social surveys—of male-headed
family income and poverty. More consciously, though, and with awareness of
the political repercussions, the CEA analysis did not ignore but it did minimize
the necessity of taking steps to combat racism as part of a program against
poverty. Indeed, Lampman took care to note that nonwhites were not to be
listed among the groups who proved “immune to growth”—even though they
did suffer disproportionately high poverty rates. Instead, he pointed out how
much nonwhites, having “shared in growth” during past boom times, could be
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expected to benefit from the CEA tax cut. If anything, Lampman argued, going
a step further, tight labor markets would push employers to “break down the
barriers of discrimination and overlook handicaps in a frenzy to hire any and
all workers.” An attack on poverty, then, while in this sense an answer to
mounting civil rights demands for jobs and economic justice, could be con-
structed as color-blind in actual content. With those concerns in mind, Heller
proposed to fold civil rights, along with a wide panoply of education, training,
and welfare proposals, into a more “general framework . . . within which public
responsibilities for achieving ‘widening participation in prosperity’ can be
viewed”—taking care, in a balancing act that poverty knowledge would in-
creasingly be called upon to pull off, not to racialize the issue of poverty while
recognizing it as a non–race-specific way to target African Americans for eco-
nomic advance.54

Politics came even more explicitly into the construction of poverty when
the CEA established itself at the helm of an interagency task force to hammer
out the conceptual and policy framework that was eventually adopted for the
War on Poverty. Playing on his position as the administration’s guardian of
economic health, Heller set the tone for cabinet-level discussion, while Lamp-
man and other CEA staff members worked closely with economists at the
Bureau of the Budget to provide statistical data, cost estimates, and, most im-
portant, to act as gatekeepers for proposals coming in from other agencies.
Thus assured dominance in conceptualizing the program, the CEA economists
were also in a position to distance themselves from old-line agencies such as
HEW and Labor, which routinely came in with what looked to be self-serving
proposals for expanded social welfare and labor market policies. Also at issue,
though, in what the CEA routinely portrayed as the politics of bureaucratic
self-interest, was the skepticism expressed by agency heads about the wisdom
of a specifically designated “poverty program”: better, they argued, to build
on programs with a potentially more universal appeal.55 Convinced that these
arguments were a cover for agency expansionism, CEA antipoverty planners
began to look elsewhere for proposals. It was in this context that economists
came to embrace community action as a genuinely new idea, with special
appeal as a way of cutting through the old allegiances and rivalries between
existing agencies.

Throughout, but especially in the final, legislative stages of planning, presi-
dential style and campaign politics played a part in the administration’s con-
struction of poverty as well. With an eye to the upcoming presidential election
year, Heller began trying out various slogans and themes for the poverty initia-
tive—the generic, broad-gauged “Widening Participation in Prosperity” later
gave way to a proposed focus on youth and opportunity—most, up to the last
minute, trying to avoid using the downbeat, stigmatizing term “poverty.” Hav-
ing gotten a tentative go-ahead from President Kennedy in early November
1963, Heller laid out the political parameters the proposed legislative package
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should meet: a focus not on poverty as a structural or systemic problem but
on individuals and groups in poverty; on “self-help” and access to opportunity
rather than “passive acceptance of handouts”; and, in recognition of “inevitable
budgetary constraints,” on “a relatively few groups and areas where problems
are most severe and solutions most feasible” (emphasis in original).56 Then, in
the weeks following President Kennedy’s assassination, the emotionally
numbed task force found itself in search of a way to appeal to the bold “John-
sonian” style—while remaining within budgetary constraints established by
Kennedy and Heller. Complicating matters was the fact that no one, not even
Lampman, felt that the CEA or the task force had much more than a superficial
understanding of the poverty problem—let alone a repertoire of bold, “John-
sonian” ideas that would work. Here again, with time running short to prepare
a 1964 legislative package for the new president, community action had a
special appeal. In fact, it seemed to offer solutions to several dilemmas at once:
limited to a small number of community-based demonstrations, the approach
would be targeted, it would buy time to gather more knowledge about poverty,
it would not require major new funding, and, in a legislative package made up
principally of repackaged existing proposals, it would be innovative. “This
may be the way to really make something of this poverty program,” one task
force member told Heller in mid-December; community action was on its way
to becoming the poverty program.57

With the idea that would become the community action program still in
embryonic form, Heller presented the broad outlines of a “major ‘Attack on
Poverty’ ” in a White House meeting with presidential advisor Theodore So-
renson and several other cabinet members in late December. Most of the legis-
lative details remained unresolved, the program had not met with full approval
from the other agencies, and nobody liked the stigmatizing “poverty” label.
Nevertheless, the CEA had mapped out the central themes of a presidential
appeal to Congress, to be delivered in the State of the Union, the Economic
Report, and a special message early in the session. The program would feature
a major emphasis on youth, “significant redirection of previously proposed but
not yet enacted legislation,” and a series of coordinated local demonstration
programs as its main components. The new budget request would be modest,
presented as the first step in a ten-year attack on poverty.58 To these would be
added an appeal to the country’s sense of affluence and altruism, playing up
the theme of poverty in the midst of plenty or, as one memo-writer had put it
several weeks earlier, “the obligations which a prosperous majority owes to a
submerged and desperately poor minority.”59

Thus it was that in a six-month period of intensive planning and interagency
negotiation the CEA economists had expanded their initial emphasis on em-
ployment and growth to incorporate, first, the structuralist notion of a segre-
gated population with the trappings of a culture of poverty, and then, for en-
tirely pragmatic purposes, the sociological concept of community action.
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These changes were reflected in chapter 2 of The Economic Report to the
President of 1964, entitled “The Problem of Poverty in America.” Written “to
provide some understanding of the enemy and to outline the main features of a
strategy of attack,” the chapter was presented as a synthesis of existing poverty
expertise, drawing chiefly on the CEA’s statistical analysis and the small body
of literature produced since the late 1950s. For Lampman, who had been com-
muting from Madison to assist the poverty task force, it was “maybe the best
sort of applied scholarship I’ve ever been involved in.”60

The overall Economic Report was, as usual, a political brief for the new
economics, and specifically for the CEA’s formula for expanding prosperity
and employment without resort to structural economic change. Unemploy-
ment, then measured at 5# percent, was “the country’s number one economic
problem,” the CEA reported in chapter 1, and faster growth through the too-
long delayed tax cut was the number one solution.61 Automation might be
causing some structural displacement, according to chapter 3, but nothing that
could not be addressed through added growth and human capital investments.62

Poverty, measured according to an income cutoff of $3,000, would be substan-
tially reduced by the growth and employment that would be stimulated by the
tax cut.

But then the report moved on to the “human face” of poverty, to the millions
who were beyond the reach of economic growth. “The poor inhabit a world
scarcely recognizable, and rarely recognized, by the majority of their fellow
Americans,” the chapter began in Harrington-like language. “It is a world
apart, whose inhabitants are isolated from the mainstream of American life
and alienated from its values. . . . Worst of all, the poverty of the fathers is
visited upon the children.”63 Separating the poor from the rest of America were
not structural barriers but “certain characteristics”—low education, race, single
parenthood, old age—that were themselves the causes of poverty. Complicat-
ing matters further, the composition of the poverty population had changed in
recent decades, as growth lifted two-parent families, working-age men, and
others out of poverty and left those with “special handicaps” behind to form a
larger share. Thus, “in the future economic growth alone will provide relatively
fewer escapes from poverty. Policy will have to focus more sharply on the
handicaps that deny the poor fair access to the expanding incomes of a growing
economy.”64 While tax reduction remained “the first requisite of a concerted
attack on poverty,” the administration would offer a more “comprehensive”
package of existing and new legislation, under the rubric of a “common tar-
get—poverty,” and a common theme—enabling poor Americans “to earn the
American standard of living by their own efforts and contributions.”65

Although it was premised on the essential compatibility between the objec-
tives of economic growth and antipoverty (“Humanity compels our action, but
it is sound economics as well”), the CEA report’s characterization of the pov-
erty problem was an important step in the official government definition of the
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poor and poverty as problems cut off from the mainstream, a “world apart.”66

Economic growth would not be enough to break the “vicious circle” entrapping
a significant minority of the poor. And yet, the CEA report did not call for the
“Marshall Plan” Gunnar Myrdal had envisioned, nor for the explicitly redistri-
butional economic and political reforms suggested by Galbraith and Harring-
ton as a response to the new poverty. Instead, policy would take the human
capital approach, in an attempt to overcome the handicaps of the poor them-
selves. Research, following suit, would focus narrowly on the characteristics
of the population in poverty—to the near exclusion of larger problems of social
and economic inequality which had given rise to the idea of “poverty amidst
affluence” in the first place.

The 1964 Economic Report represented the first concerted effort to bring
the analytic tools of the “new economics” to the problem of poverty, but the
economists had not had the last word. For in the process of negotiating what
amounted to a hybrid, internally conflicted but politically acceptable concept
of poverty, they had opened the door to another, quite different kind of poverty
expertise—attached to the sociological idea of community action—only later
to find out just how incompatible the new economics and the old sociology
could be.

ENTER COMMUNITY ACTION

Community action came to the CEA task force relatively late in the planning
process, with a great deal to recommend it: in contrast to most things being
suggested by the old-line agencies, the idea was new, it was low-cost, it offered
a way to overcome the fragmentation of services in the existing system, and,
when implemented in the form of a few limited demonstration projects as
initially proposed, it afforded policy planners much-needed time to experiment
and to learn more about poverty conditions around the country. The proposal
for community action was “based on the view,” CEA staff member William
Capron wrote, “that we have not had adequate time to develop a carefully
thought out program.”67 Above all, community action could be seen to fit in
with the overall conceptual framework devised by the CEA task force for the
War on Poverty: with tax-cut-induced economic growth as the weapon of
choice for the bulk of the problem, these local community-based experiments
would offer comprehensive remediation for those who were trapped in the
“cycle of poverty,” all by way, as historian James Patterson describes it, of a
“hand up, not a hand out.”68

In actuality, as the economists were soon to discover, community action was
not so easily contained. For one, there was the immediate problem of selling
the idea to a president who was about to declare “unconditional war on pov-
erty” and who wanted an impressive national program to accompany the rheto-
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ric. Just before presenting their proposal to Johnson, the planners upped the
community action allocation from $100 to $500 million, absorbing all of the
funds allocated for the poverty initiative. “In the course of a single week, in
mid-December,” James L. Sundquist later wrote, “aid to community organiza-
tions was transformed from an incidental idea in the War on Poverty into the
entire war.”69 More important, community action was caught up in the gradu-
ally building momentum of the movement for social reform that had originated
in the experimental demonstration programs launched in the late 1950s and
early 1960s in response to juvenile delinquency and other expressions of social
“disorganization” in declining inner-city neighborhoods. The architects of
these community action experiments were themselves in search of an overarch-
ing framework for their varied efforts, a “unified program” that would get to
the “root causes” of these interconnected social problems. For them, news that
the Kennedy administration was contemplating an “attack” on poverty came
at an opportune moment, just as they themselves were shifting their sights.

The odyssey of community action in planning for the War on Poverty created
a legacy that was as controversial as it was complex. In some ways, its absorp-
tion into the War on Poverty changed the community action idea, channeling
what for some had been a broader vision of community reorganization and
institutional reform into the narrower effort to break the “cycle of poverty”
with comprehensive services to rehabilitate the poor. Indeed, the War on Pov-
erty heightened and exaggerated the latent conflicts within community action,
ultimately contributing to its political demise. At the same time, community
action proponents threatened to transform what the economists had proposed
as the conceptual framework for the administration’s antipoverty initiative,
taking a strategy based on economic growth, human capital, and improved
social services and introducing several unexpected elements: one was the “so-
ciological” view of poverty as a cultural and psychological condition; a second
was the notion that the federal government would act as a catalyst for change
and local community “empowerment”; and third was a view of social science
research as an instrument for participatory planning, program evaluation, and
decision making at the community level—and as such itself an instrument of
social change. No sooner had CEA economists adopted community action as
an idea for the War on Poverty, than they found themselves working, with only
partial success, to keep its more radical potential in check.

In the months leading up to LBJ’s declaration of war on poverty, proponents
of community action had been adapting and refining their goals. In June 1963,
just when the Council of Economic Advisers was establishing its first inter-
agency task force on poverty, the flagship antidelinquency experiment Mobili-
zation For Youth issued a new mission statement that effectively reordered
its priorities. Reducing poverty would be the first order of business, the state-
ment announced, with MFY working to “change social conditions so that new
economic opportunities are created.”70 In September, Paul Ylvisaker an-
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nounced that “poverty, and the vicious cycle of poverty” would become the
“label” for the “essential concerns” of the Ford Foundation’s Public Affairs
program, albeit qualifying the announcement with a caution against a retreat
to “the one-way street of charity and the hand-out.”71 But the immediate con-
nection between community action and the administration’s nascent antipov-
erty initiative came at the hands of David Hackett, Executive Director of the
President’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency, who mobilized the juvenile
delinquency and urban reform networks to put the idea into the policy pipeline,
eventually leaving both community action and the poverty initiative signifi-
cantly changed.

Like many others doing antidelinquency work, Hackett was frustrated with
the limitations the PCJD was encountering in its efforts to create better oppor-
tunities for low-income youth, and particularly with his difficulties in persuad-
ing old-line federal agencies to coordinate and concentrate their resources in
the experimental communities. Hoping to galvanize a core of supporters within
the federal bureaucracy, he began in late spring 1963 to gather a number of
sympathetic agency staffers in a series of weekly meetings held in Attorney
General Robert Kennedy’s office. The initial purpose of the meetings was to
discuss the need for a stronger federal coordinating mechanism, but the agenda
turned to the PCJD’s conceptual limitations as well. “If the work of the Presi-
dent’s Committee is to affect more than a few demonstration cities and if these
demonstrations are to succeed, comprehensive local planning must be sup-
ported by more effective coordination at the Federal level,” Hackett explained
to Robert Kennedy later that fall. And, he added, the PCJD programs needed
to aim at a different target: “poverty and its effects.”72

The interagency group, self-styled as “Hackett’s guerillas” in reference to
its aim to shake up the bureaucracy, drew heavily from the networks that had
been forming around juvenile delinquency and urban reform since the late
1950s, counting NIMH program officer Leonard Duhl, Housing and Home
Finance Administration official Frederick O’R Hayes, and PCJD staff mem-
bers Richard Boone and Sanford Kravitz among its regulars. Several of the
“guerillas” had already come together earlier, to help plan the president’s pro-
posed National Service Corps—an effort that eventually found its way into the
War on Poverty as the “domestic peace corps,” or VISTA.73 The National Ser-
vice Corps experience had also played a role in moving community action
proponents to broader ambitions, featuring among its activities a tour, arranged
by Richard Boone, of poverty “pockets” around the country not at all unlike
those visited by LBJ, Robert Kennedy, and President Bill Clinton in future
“poverty tours.”74 Hackett was prepared, then, when Budget Bureau staff mem-
ber William B. Cannon invited him to submit some proposals to the CEA/
Budget poverty task force in the fall of 1963. At the time, faced with a “laundry
list” of lackluster ideas from old-line agencies and a fast-approaching deadline
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for a new poverty plan, Cannon and his colleagues were in serious need of
some new thinking.75

Hackett responded with memos directed to Robert Kennedy and CEA Chair
Walter Heller in early November, in which he outlined a plan that took commu-
nity action’s new found focus on poverty and combined it with the recent
experiences of the PCJD demonstrations and the National Service Corps.
“From our work on the National Service Corps we know of competent people
in the Federal government who can be brought together to develop a compre-
hensive attack on poverty,” he told the Attorney General. “What we are propos-
ing is continuous planning on a national scale to make better use of Federal
resources in programs which more effectively serve the poor.”76 For Heller,
Hackett sketched out an elaborate plan “that would encourage a dramatic ap-
proach to the problems,” based on a kind of research that would more directly
involve the poor. The plan would create a series of task forces “to study the
large pockets of poverty in the nation . . . and to approach the problems of the
poor first by consulting the people themselves, examining their life conditions,
then looking through them at the institutions which are attempting to assist
them.” After reviewing these community-based inquiries, the task forces
would make recommendations for legislation, for new “administrative arrange-
ments in the Federal Executive departments,” and for a few—no more than
five—comprehensive demonstration projects with interdepartmental support.
After reporting their findings to a cabinet-level committee on poverty, the in-
vestigative task forces would continue to evaluate the demonstrations and con-
tinue research and planning. The “central focus” of all this activity would be
“on that poverty which is passed on from one generation to the next.”77

Hackett’s memos made the rounds among the CEA and Budget Bureau plan-
ners, complete with a list of suggested task force members that included the
PCJD and Gray Areas regulars. At that point the CEA initiative was shaping
up as little more than a series of existing legislative proposals—the tax cut,
plus increased funding for education and training programs. Here, at last, was
something concrete to tie it all together, a way to make the scattershot array
of federal interventions more coordinated and efficient—without major new
spending. In late December community action, minus Hackett’s elaborate task
forces, appeared on White House aide Theodore Sorenson’s desk as the core
of the CEA’s antipoverty proposal. In his January 1964 State of the Union
address, President Johnson announced that he would soon be presenting a
major new package of legislation to lead an attack on poverty.78

Suddenly community action, only recently a relatively obscure and experi-
mental concept harbored by Ford and PCJD, was caught up in the constant
whirlwind of politics and planning that led to the passage of the Economic
Opportunity Act in August 1964. That was when the selling of community
action started in earnest, for the man LBJ put in charge of yet another new
antipoverty task force—Peace Corps director and Kennedy in-law Sargent
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Shriver—was skeptical to say the least. Following a Sunday afternoon meeting
to brief the new team on plans to date, William Cannon and other members of
the original CEA task force feared they were back to square one. “The whole
aim of the meeting was to sell Sarge on what we’d been doing and particularly
Community action,” Cannon recalled. “Sarge hardly heard us, to be frank.”
Seeking to repeat the success of the Peace Corps, Shriver was looking for
“something glamorous, easily understood, apparent in its workings,” and im-
mediate in its effects.79 Community action was none of those things. Nor were
its chances improved by the ideas competing for a place on the legislative
agenda. With the slate wiped clean, agency officials who had been opposed to
community action from the start had a chance to resurrect their original propos-
als. Calling community action a “band-aid,” Secretary of Labor Willard Wirtz
mounted a second effort to put large-scale job creation at the center of the
poverty strategy. Representing that position on the task force was a strong
contingent from the Department of Labor, led by Assistant Secretary Daniel
Patrick Moynihan.

Soon, however, community action was back in the antipoverty package,
with the help of Cannon and other well-placed advocates at the Budget Bureau,
and persuasive, reassuring spokesmen like Paul Ylvisaker and New Haven
Gray Areas director Mitchell Sviridoff, who came in to consult with the task
force. Shriver also learned very quickly that a major jobs program was out of
the question; the decision had already been made to keep poverty spending
to a minimum, and LBJ flatly rejected the task force proposal to finance job
creation with a cigarette tax. To Robert Lampman, the original CEA poverty
analyst called in from Wisconsin to assist the new task force, it was all
somewhat mystifying. The Shriver task force was like “a campaign train,” he
recalled, referring to the “extraordinarily chaotic atmosphere” and changing
cast of characters surrounding the endeavor. “Every time I would get there
there would be a different car on the train, a different sort of company.” Most
surprising from his point of view was “the importance of this community ac-
tion idea.”80

By then community action was beginning to take on a momentum of its
own. When Lampman had last been closely involved in the poverty planning,
drafting the CEA Economic Report in December 1963, the growth-stimulating
tax cut held the key to the drive against poverty, supplemented by expansions
in existing educational and employment and training programs. Community
action, at that point very new, was primarily a way to bring it all together more
effectively. Now, community action was positioned to become much more.
Firmly established as one among several new initiatives that would be created
by the legislation (Job Corps, VISTA, and loans to poor farmers were among
the others), community action was being shaped for federal adoption not by
economists interested in better service delivery but by the people who thought
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of themselves as having been in the trenches from the start: Richard Boone,
Sanford Kravitz, and Frederick O’R Hayes—three of Hackett’s “guerillas”—
working under the direction of UAW labor organizer Jack Conway. For most
of the spring and summer of 1964, they made up the core of an Urban Areas
Task Force designated to develop a plan for setting up a national community
action program in anticipation of legislative approval. In their hands, commu-
nity action would become much more than a federally sponsored services coor-
dinating mechanism; it would become an instrument of social reform. The
proposed Economic Opportunity Act laid the groundwork. Local organizations
would get federal money to develop comprehensive, coordinated antipoverty
plans. Research and demonstration would be continuous and community-
based, yielding the kind of knowledge that local practitioners could put into
action. Most important, in a requirement that had never appeared to date in
community action criteria, local community action plans would be “developed,
conducted and administered with the maximum feasible participation of the
residents of areas and members of the groups served,” enforcing the principle
of “indigenous participation” that, while present in community action from the
start, had only recently emerged as a dominant concern.

For the existing community action experiments, the impact of all this fed-
eral-level planning was immediate and unexpected. From the start, it brought
them instant star status, along with an “influx” of federal site visitors eager to
witness the new idea in action. New Haven, the Gray Area showcase, even
established a separate public information office to handle the attention. Local
directors were much in demand, as were their foundation sponsors. Paul Ylvi-
saker had something to boast about to the trustees. “[T]he community action
section of the poverty program builds heavily on the experiments of the Gray
Areas project,” he reported, noting that New Haven’s Mitchell Sviridoff and
North Carolina’s George Esser “had quite a hand in drafting and shaping it.”
Passage of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, and the Foundation’s role
in it, was the program’s “proudest achievement.”81 Indeed, from the perspective
of all of its institutional sponsors, community action’s triumph was complete:
a new kind of social science, a new kind of philanthropy, and a new approach
to urban reform.

And yet it was also with a slight sense of loss, and trepidation, that those
most directly engaged in the local community action experiments saw it be-
come caught up in the momentum of the antipoverty program. For in the pro-
cess of being discovered and taken up as the latest weapon against poverty,
the local projects had lost both the shield of experimentation and the luxury
of testing their assumptions about the possibility of rationally informed social
change. David Hackett’s initial proposal to the contrary, community action was
not to be regarded—or judged—as experimentation but as action. “In a sense,
the promoters of community action had succeeded too well,” wrote evaluators
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Peter Marris and Martin Rein a few years later. “Their ideas became fashion-
able before they were proved.”82 Suddenly subject to an influx of federal dol-
lars, Ford Foundation consultant Clark Campbell warned, the local projects
were also apt to lose sight of their original goals. The foundation would need
a “continuing interest in maintaining for posterity the integrity of programs
already launched,” he wrote not long after the poverty program had been
started. Such were the concerns raised at a foundation-sponsored conference
held in Puerto Rico in December 1964, at which OEO officials joined Gray
Area grantees to discuss “the kinds of problems and questions that arise in
organizing and executing community action programs of the type contem-
plated by the new Economic Opportunity Act.” Little attention was given to a
more basic question: just how community action, unproved as a method for
combating juvenile delinquency or promoting urban systems reform, was
going to “break the cycle of poverty.”83

The political triumph of community action also carried another price. For
even as they provided the institutional means for community action’s swift
rise to prominence, the Ford Foundation, the PCJD, and the administration’s
Poverty Task Force were continually drawing and redrawing the boundaries
of political and ideological acceptability within which the initiatives would
have to operate. For all its potential radicalism as an idea of empowerment
and neighborhood control, as of late 1964 community action had consistently
steered clear of policies that would entail direct government intervention in
local economies, and remained tentative in addressing the problem of race.
Aware of the transformations that were reshaping inner-city neighborhoods,
community action was nevertheless principally aimed at what appeared to be
a more tractable and ideologically acceptable target for change: the cultural
deficiencies of the poor. Like the social scientific concepts of social “disorgani-
zation” and community breakdown that informed it, community action was
based on a fundamentally limited idea, the culture of poverty, that effectively
skirted the systemic nature of social inequality and economic change. In dis-
connecting the poverty problem from urban restructuring and urban politics,
the early community action experiments had created a setting within which
poverty could be defined as a problem of individual deprivation—precisely
the feature that made them acceptable to poverty planners in the first place.
As Office of Economic Opportunity official John Wofford later concluded,
“community action . . . was attempting to reach community consensus at a
time when race, politics and poverty were pulling communities and the nation
apart.”84

What emerged, then, from community action’s abbreviated episode of ex-
perimentation was a view of poverty that, at least on the surface, was very
much in line with what the new economics proposed: a problem that could be
addressed without recourse to structural measures such as targeted job creation,
without seriously upsetting the political status quo, and without explicit men-
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tion of race. Added to that was a view of social change as an orderly process
of informed, consensus-based, and above all rational planning, in which social
scientists would play a central role, and the poor would participate as equal
partners. Within months of the official start of the War on Poverty, this concep-
tualization of the poverty problem, and certainly of how peacefully the battle
against it could be waged, had itself come under fire from a chorus of voices
on the front lines.



C H A P T E R 7

Fighting Poverty with Knowledge:
The Office of Economic Opportunity and the

Analytic Revolution in Government

THERE WAS NO official definition of poverty when Lyndon B. Johnson made
his declaration of war on poverty in 1964. Even the poverty warriors at the
newly established Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) were struck by how
little they knew about the problem they had been conscripted to combat. Taking
their mandate seriously, they quickly set out to gather—or, to continue the
metaphor, to mobilize—the kind of knowledge they needed to win the war:
it would be statistically rigorous, methodologically sophisticated, based on
nationally representative data, and, most significantly, it would be explicitly
modeled on an approach to policy analysis that was said to have revolutionized
decision making at the Department of Defense.1 Thus, in all the haste, idealism,
confidence, and no small amount of confusion that accompanied LBJ’s war
on poverty, a new phase in the history of poverty knowledge began. Liberal
government, through a constellation of sometimes-competing agencies, would
develop the most elaborate, far-reaching apparatus for measuring, tracking,
and experimenting with programs for poor people in the world.

Almost overnight, or so it appeared, the study of poverty was transformed—
from an uncertainly connected bundle of university-based sociological and
anthropological community studies, into a precise, federally funded analytic
science with national-level data sets and neoclassical economic models at its
core. Reestablished as a legitimate subject for academic inquiry, it was also
becoming the basis of a substantial, government- and foundation-subsidized,
public/private enterprise in applied economic research, an enterprise devoted
to the singular proposition that, as economist James Tobin put it, “It Can Be
Done!” Poverty, according to the new economic experts, could be “conquered”
within nearly a decade of launching the war.2

In actuality, the transformation of poverty knowledge was not accomplished
easily, and not without both political struggle and political consequence. After
all, the analytic approach favored by economists stood in sharp contrast to the
increasingly, and more explicitly, politicized research tradition that had
brought community action to the fore. The differences, of course, went well
beyond discipline, data, and methods. They touched on very different notions
of how the War on Poverty should be fought: with an emphasis on local or-
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ganizing for direct, transformative action; or through rational, “top-down”
planning toward readily achievable national goals. For the first part of the
OEO’s seven-year life span, the two approaches sat uneasily side by side, their
differences institutionalized in an intra-agency division between the volatile,
politically controversial Community Action Program (CAP) and the division
for Research, Programming, Planning and Evaluation (RPP&E). Only with the
political demise of community action did the analytic model come clearly to
dominate OEO-sponsored poverty research. Indeed, for a brief time, at its earli-
est inception, the OEO cultivated a more overtly political, if only very loosely
conceptualized, brand of action research.

KNOWLEDGE FOR ACTION

The vision of OEO as an action agency was in fact a departure from the concep-
tualization outlined by the administration’s original poverty task force, which
had adopted community action as a way of coordinating existing government
services and proposed a new federal agency to rise above the “bureaucratic
morass” that social welfare programs had become.3 That conceptualization
abruptly changed, however, as soon as Sargent Shriver took over as LBJ’s
“Chief of Staff for the War on Poverty” in February 1964. Almost immediately,
Shriver began to push hard to make OEO an operating as well as a planning
agency, recognizing that the new operation would have a much greater chance
of political survival if it actually had something besides planning to deliver.4

He fought for and won control of new programs like the Job Corps, and then
threw his considerable energies into a strategy of fast growth and immediate,
visible action once agency operations got under way. “We knew that we had
to get the funds out fast,” CAP administrator John G. Wofford later wrote,
because “the anti-poverty program had to ‘prove itself’ quickly in the eyes of
Congress, the White House, and the country at large.”5

The emphasis on quick action was also very much ingrained in Shriver’s
personal and administrative style. Brother-in-law and political operative to the
Kennedys, Shriver had truly come into his own as director of the Peace Corps
in 1961, which he ran with a Kennedy-esque combination of visionary idealism
and the competitive, bottom-line instincts of a corporate CEO. “Nice guys
finish last,” and “Good guys don’t win ball games,” read the signs on his wall.6

Surrounding himself with an intelligent, hard-working, and loyal inner circle
of “young turks,” Shriver had managed, with little time and lots of public
relations, to turn the idealism of the Peace Corps idea into a force for large-
scale mobilization of volunteer service around the world. Seeking to replicate
his success, Shriver set the same standards for performance in the new poverty
agency. “Shriver drives himself and his staff relentlessly,” one loyal aide wrote,
referring to the seven-day work weeks and late-night hours that quickly be-



168 C H A P T E R 7

came the norm at OEO.7 He also replicated his idiosyncratic administrative
approach, which combined an openness to new, creative thinking with an insis-
tence on maintaining personal control over all levels of decision making. This
approach was epitomized in the famous Shriver staff meeting. Described by
one frequent participant as a virtual marathon of “verbal mayhem,” staff meet-
ings became the ultimate test of toughness for the predominantly male OEO
leadership, where individual presentations would be subjected to “the roughest
tests of imaginativeness, feasibility, efficiency, practicality, and political sal-
ability that his closest associates could devise.” For Shriver, sharpest of all in
the cross-examination, the meetings were also essential tools for planning,
generating new ideas, and making major policy decisions.8

Despite his early skepticism about the program, Shriver attracted a staff top-
heavy with community action experts and enthusiasts. Among them were four
of “Hackett’s guerillas,” Jack Conway, Richard Boone, Sanford Kravitz, and
Fred O’R Hayes. Together these four had conceptualized and developed the
legislative provisions for the new community action program, including the
language requiring “maximum feasible participation” of the poor.9 Conway, a
trade union organizer “on loan” to the task force from the AFL-CIO, became
the first director of CAP. Boone, whose career had taken him from Chicago-
area police captain to the Ford Foundation’s Youth Program and the President’s
Committee on Juvenile Delinquency (PCJD), was appointed associate director
for planning. Kravitz, a social work and community planning professional who
had staffed the PCJD, was Boone’s deputy for research and development. And
Hayes, a budget officer with the Housing and Home Finance Administration
at the height of urban renewal, was in charge of CAP operations. As a group,
the new CAP leadership had little experience with running major government
programs. What they did have was a history of engagement in community-
based reform and a growing conviction that no meaningful change would occur
without basic political as well as administrative changes in the local status
quo. The poor need access to power as well as resources, Boone wrote in the
agency’s controversial Community Action Workbook in March 1965.10 Still,
the CAP staff remained committed to consensus-building as the key to change:
the ideal community action agency, as Conway spelled it out, would operate
like a “three-legged stool,” joining public officials, private agencies, and the
poor in a process of cooperative planning.11 Only after their work had gotten
substantially under way did OEO officials begin to confront some of the inter-
nal contradictions imbedded in this framework. “There was a gnawing question
about the capacity of a structure based on ‘consensus’ to work effectively for
broad social change,” Kravitz wrote a few years later, “but none of us, in our
euphoria over the opportunity to mount the program at a nationwide level,
were really prepared to raise openly that question.”12

CAP administrators were prepared, though, to jettison community action’s
time-consuming research, planning, and program development requirements
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in the interest of getting funds out to applicant communities, a mission to
which they were spurred on even further by Shriver’s campaign of “maximum
feasible public relations.”13 OEO announced its first round of grants just six
weeks after operations started in October 1964, in a strategically timed Thanks-
giving press release touting them as the beginning of a “major assault on igno-
rance, want and deprivation on six different fronts” involving “119 separate
anti-poverty projects in two-thirds of the states in the nation.” CAP grants
were spread out over nine states, twelve cities, six rural areas, and an Indian
reservation, the press release boasted, and funds had also been made available
for fourteen Neighborhood Youth Corporation programs and the construction
of several new Job Corps Centers. Regular press releases in the weeks to follow
kept the numbers coming. Nothing seemed too small or too preliminary to
report: 150 new trainees for the VISTA program; $82.6 million in new projects,
including “a $6,000 small business loan to a former Pittsburgh steelworker to
expand his 12-seat luncheonette”; agreements from governors to build 18 new
Job Corps Centers in 15 states, along with projections of 100,000 enrollees
within the first year. By mid-January, OEO had announced more than $200
million in new spending in 33 states and Puerto Rico, giving President Johnson
occasion to proclaim that the agency had provided “nearly 400 transfusions of
new opportunity to disadvantaged Americans in every part of this land” in its
first 101 days.14

The political reaction to OEO’s activist stance and fast growth, high-visibil-
ity strategy was immediate, and, as the poverty warriors quickly discovered,
the most negative came from the local powers that be. The major source of
trouble was community action, where the politics proved more vicious than
even the most seasoned of the activists had anticipated.15 The first line of attack
began when OEO said no to city halls, holding up funds for community action
agencies in Philadelphia, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Cleveland, and New
York on the grounds that they were controlled by the mayors and insufficiently
representative of the poor.16 Despite pressure from local congressional delega-
tions and other well-connected lobbyists, Shriver held firm. In January, the
White House got a warning from Baltimore Mayor Theodore McKeldin that
the Mayor’s Conference, a traditional Democratic Party stronghold, was about
to revolt—a threat it would follow up with later that year.17 Still, Shriver re-
sponded with a “singularly liberal and activist” stance, as one OEO administra-
tor saw it, vigorously defending both the principles of community action and
the independence of his staff.18 But by then other sources of protest had set in,
as the grants that were approved stimulated an “avalanche of telegrams” from
groups left out of the “official” coalition. “In effect,” a New York Times reporter
concluded, “Mr. Shriver and his Office of Economic Opportunity have inher-
ited a thousand local political fights.”19

OEO’s emphasis on activism and growth also made a mark on its formal
research activities, here again leaving little room for the deliberative processes
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of planning, theory development, expert consultation, or evaluative “social
learning” that had been such a central feature of earlier community-based re-
form. Nowhere was the impact more evident than in OEO’s demonstration
research program, which came to symbolize the agency at its most innovative
and politically controversial, and which, in its efforts to bring the core concepts
of community action to fruition, effectively transformed the very notion of
demonstration research from a mechanism for small-scale experimentation
into an instrument for direct, and in some cases immediate and large-scale,
action.

The CAP demonstration research program was authorized by section 207
of the Economic Opportunity Act, which reserved 15 percent of CAP’s annual
allocation for experimental programs that could be funded directly from Wash-
ington without going through local community action agencies. Modeled on
the idea of demonstration research embraced by the President’s Committee on
Juvenile Delinquency and in the Ford Foundation’s Gray Areas Program, these
grants were meant to be a testing ground for innovative programs that might
not well up from the community level but that, ideally after a period of experi-
mentation and evaluation, might provide models that could be replicated else-
where.20 Sanford Kravitz, the former PCJD staff member who was directly in
charge of the “R&D” effort, developed plans for the program with a PCJD-
like operation in mind. Research staff would be organized into substantive
specialties, work closely with grantees to develop theoretically informed
proposals, and then submit the proposals to independent experts for review.
Kravitz changed his plans, however, in his first meeting with the new OEO
director just after the agency opened. Shriver wanted no part of outside review
committees. “You’re supposed to be smart, you have a Ph.D, you bring me the
proposals and I’ll make the decisions,” he told Kravitz. Two weeks later, “the
word came down that Shriver wanted grants ready for funding before Thanks-
giving,” Kravitz recalled, setting off a “whirlwind effort to get proposals in.”
The program’s first funded project was a South Bronx program for training
paraprofessionals in community mental health centers—based on a proposal
written in a Washington hotel room over a weekend.21 Head Start, too, started
out as a hastily assembled CAP demonstration project, this one originating
from a Shriver idea for a “kiddie corps.” Against the advice of early educa-
tion experts, who predicted it could not be done (new experts were soon
brought in) by the end of the summer of 1965, the Head Start program had
enrolled two hundred thousand children, and was well on its way to becoming
the most popular of all OEO programs.22 CAP administrators also used demon-
stration projects to push past the limits of standard social service reform,
establishing neighborhood-based health centers, paraprofessional programs to
train community residents as providers, and educational programs to draw
community residents more directly into school governance.23 Some of these
programs, including Neighborhood Health Centers, Upward Bound, Foster
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Grandparents, and, of course, Head Start, would come to be considered the
most successful of the OEO demonstration programs, and several were ear-
marked for special funding from Congress in future amendments to the Eco-
nomic Opportunity Act.

For the most part, however, the ideas for demonstration projects originated
from the theories and the frankly ideological convictions of the CAP R&D
staff. Unencumbered by the usual sign-offs and other requirements of the larger
operating program, the demonstrations became a vehicle for stretching the
limits of “maximum feasible participation” beyond social services to political
empowerment. In this case the popularity of a few of its projects could not
insulate the OEO demonstration research program from political attack. For
what the program became best known for, where it “left its deepest mark,”
were the projects funded as experiments in organizing the poor politically.24 A
grant to the Syracuse University Community Action Training Center provided
the funds for training community organizers in the methods advocated by Chi-
cago organizer and OEO critic Saul Alinsky, with the idea that they would
then “fan out” into the community to mobilize the poor to advocate on their
own behalf. The group’s first target was none other than the OEO-approved
local community action agency, which had the support of Syracuse Mayor
William F. Walsh. Responding to the rent strikes, demonstrations, sit-ins, voter
registration drives, and city-hall protests organized by the renegade group,
Walsh accused the organizers—and the OEO—with fomenting “class war-
fare.” A second organizing grant, in Richmond, California, took a somewhat
different tack and focused on strengthening already-existing poor people’s or-
ganizations to demand better services and job opportunities. A third, to the
California Center for Community Development in Del Ray, was aimed at train-
ing the rural poor as organizers, and got in immediate trouble when members
of the local congressional delegation accused the Center of trying to organize
a strike among migrant farmworkers.25 Most notorious in its long-term reper-
cussions for OEO was the “high-risk,” nearly $1 million R&D grant to Chica-
go’s Alinsky-inspired The Woodlawn Organization (TWO) for a youth devel-
opment project involving the Blackstone Rangers and the East Side Disciples,
two of the most notorious street gangs in the country. The project drew a steady
stream of sensational charges, ranging from gun running and drug smuggling
to revolutionary plots, leading up to a congressional investigation and suspen-
sion of the project, but no evidence that TWO could be faulted for much be-
yond lapses in judgment in the way it managed the grant.26

By the end of 1965, and well before the TWO scandal, the CAP demonstra-
tion program had been permanently labeled a hotbed of radicalism by critics
on the outside and as a lightning rod for unwelcome controversy within the
agency. Shriver himself had always blown “hot and cold” on the demonstration
program, on the one hand thrilled with the success of programs like Head Start,
and on the other visibly annoyed at the negative publicity and controversy
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associated with the program. He took to calling Kravitz “Dr. Strangegrant,”
and frequently made the R&D program the object of barbs at staff meetings.
“Well, what have you nuts got cooked up for me now? In which funny papers
am I going to land now?” he would say when new grant requests came up for
consideration.27 Shriver also took steps to tighten the relatively free rein the
R&D program had enjoyed, and retained final sign-off on all demonstration
grants even after approval for other CAP applications had been devolved to the
regional offices. By the end of the year, OEO had curtailed or ended funding
altogether for the most controversial of its community organizing activities.
The combination of public attack and congressional action dealt the much
deeper blow to the community action R&D program. In 1966, the legislative
allocation for experimental demonstration programs was slashed to a fraction
of what it had been, as a clear punishment for its most confrontational projects.
In effect, the idea of action-oriented demonstration research was cut off before
it could do much more than get started.

By then, though, the administration had deemed the entire community action
program a political embarrassment, and was taking active steps to curtail its
organizing activities. In September 1965, Budget Director Charles Schultze
wrote a memo to LBJ criticizing CAP for “organizing the poor politically” and
got the president’s agreement to direct administrators to restrict their focus to
local coordination and comprehensive planning.28 Shifting away from its ear-
lier emphasis on local autonomy, OEO also began to encourage prepackaged
“national emphasis programs” such as Head Start.29 The most activist of the
CAP leadership began to leave the agency. Richard Boone, convinced that the
OEO was no longer a vehicle for social change, organized the Citizens Crusade
Against Poverty as an alternative grass-roots voice of the poor. As a portent
of things to come for poverty knowledge, he was eventually replaced by a
former Department of Defense official, Donald Hess.

The political fate of the Community Action Program spelled the beginning
of the end for the idea of community-based action research within OEO. As
the federal commitment to community action began to wane—eventually to
disappear altogether—so, too, did the political demand for the theories, meth-
ods, and practitioners of the research that had helped to bring it about. Nor,
despite its own ongoing program of research and demonstration, had CAP
done much to establish a sustained and credible program of actual research.
Under pressure to grow quickly and to prove its muster as an action program,
CAP had set aside many of its social scientific aspects—the planning, the theo-
rizing, the evaluative emphasis on social learning—leaving itself without fully
developed alternatives to its earlier, increasingly discredited, concepts of social
disorganization and cultural deprivation. Meanwhile, controversy was raging
over precisely those concepts, most pointedly, as discussed in chapter 8, in
reaction to the Moynihan Report on the Negro Family. With community action
on the defensive, and its sociological tradition under fire, the stage was set for
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what in contrast appeared to be a more politically neutral kind of poverty
knowledge, which would carry out the OEO’s commitment to bringing the full
powers of research to bear in the War on Poverty with an approach that could
hardly have been more starkly different from the action research sponsored by
CAP.

LEARNING FROM DEFENSE: THE OFFICE OF RESEARCH,
PLANS, PROGRAMS, AND EVALUATION

While the transformation of poverty knowledge was tied to the demise of com-
munity action, it also represented a significant political achievement in its own
right: it put the OEO at the forefront of a larger movement to spread the gospel
of a new kind of policy analysis throughout the federal bureaucracy, to put
public decision making on a more scientific footing—to export, that is, the so-
called “analytic revolution” from defense to domestic use. Leading the way in
the revolution was the OEO’s office of Research, Plans, Programs and Evalua-
tion (RPP&E), a clone of the Department of Defense Office of Systems Analy-
sis, then the main government outpost of an approach to policy decision mak-
ing developed at the RAND Corporation just after World War II.30 Systems
analysis was a highly advanced form of operations research, that relied heavily
on econometric modeling to choose among different kinds and combinations
of weapons and to gauge their effectiveness in meeting broader strategic objec-
tives. Systems analysis put a premium on conceptualizing strategic objectives
in concrete, quantitative terms, on weighing alternatives in terms of measur-
able costs and benefits, and, above all, on a rational way of thinking about
defense policy alternatives.31 Systems analysis also suggested new criteria for
assessing the performance of particular weapons systems, focusing on how
they contributed to overarching objectives rather than just on immediate target
efficiency. Finally, systems analysis promised to introduce a sense of fairness
into the patronage-ridden world of weapons procurement. In the hands of the
systems analysts, noted the economist and RAND-trained Pentagon analyst
Alain Enthoven, weapons decisions would be based “on explicit criteria of the
public interest” rather than “compromise among institutional, parochial or
other vested interests.”32

The RAND analysts had been evolving and applying their new techniques
in government contract work throughout the 1940s and 1950s, but it was not
until the 1960s, during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, that systems
analysis would really begin to penetrate the government defense bureaucracy.
The person most directly responsible was Robert McNamara, the rising star of
the automobile industry who was recruited from his new position as president
of the Ford Motor Company to head the Department of Defense in 1961.
McNamara was well acquainted with the basic principles of systems analysis,
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having served on an Air Force operations research team and having subse-
quently followed the techniques being developed at RAND in his own efforts
to shake up the management procedures at Ford. When he took over as Secre-
tary of Defense in 1961, McNamara brought in a group of systems analysts
recruited directly from RAND.33 Together, the Secretary and his “whiz kids”
proceeded to shake up the Pentagon bureaucracy from within, beginning with
a new, more centralized planning structure that had been developed at RAND,
designed to strengthen the link between budget making and policy objectives.
Its purpose, as one close observer later wrote, “was to recast federal budgeting
from a repetitive process for financing permanent bureaucracies into an instru-
ment for deciding the purposes and programs of government.”34 Not surpris-
ingly, the new Programming, Planning and Budgeting System (PPBS) would
prove highly controversial among military bureaucrats. Nevertheless, it was
credited with revolutionizing management at the Pentagon, at considerable
cost saving, and won accolades for McNamara within the administration.35 In
1965, the Johnson administration announced that it planned to institute PPBS
throughout the government.

PPBS was promoted with great fanfare in official government announce-
ments. The system was “very new and very revolutionary,” President Johnson
said in a press conference in August. At his direction, agency heads would set
up “a very special staff of experts” equipped with “the most modern methods
of program analysis,” to find “new ways to do jobs faster, to do jobs better,
and to do jobs less expensively.” The new system would make decision making
“as up-to-date . . . as our space exploring programs,” Johnson added, offering
“the full promise of a finer life” for Americans “at the lowest possible cost.”36

A later Budget Bureau directive, though a good deal more prosaic, also held
forth the prospect of considerable change in the way policy and budget deci-
sions would be made at the agency level. Current practice lacked the “formal-
ized planning and systems analysis” that should go into budget decisions, the
directive complained, leaving agency goals vague, existing programs unevalu-
ated, and top management uninformed by a sense of the costs and benefits of
alternative approaches. The new PPB system would change all that, making
the budget a framework for “setting goals, defining objectives and developing
planned programs for meeting those objectives.” It would begin with a new
way of conceptualizing objectives, as a set of concretely stated “outputs”
against which analysts would judge program performance, and assess the costs
and benefits of alternative approaches. Henceforth, sound policy would depend
on the existence of “permanent specialized staffs,” trained in “systems analy-
sis, operations research and other pertinent techniques,” and equipped with
“concrete and specific data” about how “inputs” and “outputs” could be most
efficiently matched.37

In practice, the PPB system proved a good deal less revolutionary—and
much harder to implement—than planned.38 As the defense intellectuals them-
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selves came to realize early on, systems analysis was no substitute for political
judgment, and more often than not, its rational calculations were but a small
factor in the ultimately political process of decision making. Moreover, in order
to work the new budget system would require a strong commitment from top
agency leadership and at least a modicum of receptivity from program staff.39

For most agencies, however, PPBS was an imposition from the outside, which
ignored historically established institutional cultures and practices and, by cen-
tralizing policy making in the agency head, threatened to upset the existing
balance of power between program managers and central administrators within
agencies. Nor was it easy to implement. PPBS created massive demands for
appropriate data and analytically trained personnel—both in short supply in
1960s Washington—generating “a rush,” as one observer noted, to convert
“the small band of military analysts in the Department of Defense, RAND,
and other defense-oriented organizations” into instant social policy analysts.40

But even the most experienced analysts found it difficult to translate complex
social policies into “outputs-oriented” program categories.41 By 1968, a con-
gressional study found that only three of sixteen agencies had made “substan-
tial progress” towards implementing the system. Within a few years, close
observers were sounding the death knell of PPBS. Nevertheless, the brief era
of PPB had one lasting legacy. Systematic policy analysis was alive and firmly
entrenched in key areas of domestic policy making, and nowhere more firmly
than in the two government institutions that would play the most central role
in shaping the course of poverty research: OEO’s office of RPP&E and HEW’s
office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation (ASPE). For
economist Alice Rivlin, who succeeded defense analyst William Gorham as
the director of ASPE, PPB’s “most important effect was the creation of an
analytical staff at the department level, which brought into the Secretary’s
office a group of people who were trained to think analytically and whose job
it was to improve the process of decisionmaking.”42 These were the very people
who as part of an expanding federal research bureaucracy, would introduce the
protocols of systems analysis to poverty research.

POVERTY ANALYSTS

As it turns out, the OEO did not need the Budget Bureau to instruct it in the
basics of the new budgeting system. By the time the PPBS directive was issued
in October 1965, the RPP&E office, headed by economist and former RAND
research director Joseph Kershaw, was already prepared to submit its first long-
range planning budget. “For once I think we are ahead of the game,” Shriver
wrote on the initial White House memo announcing that PPB was soon to
be a requirement.43 Shriver himself could take at least partial credit for this
accomplishment. Like other members of the Kennedy and Johnson administra-
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tions, he was very impressed with what Robert McNamara was doing at the
Defense Department, and, in his search for the “best and the brightest” for the
new agency, actively sought to bring the defense analysts into the War on
Poverty. His earliest recruit was Pentagon “whiz kid” Adam Yarmolinsky, who,
as Shriver’s deputy on the antipoverty task force, was effectively in charge of
packaging the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964. Shriver and Yarmolinsky
had first met during Kennedy’s presidential campaign, when Yarmolinsky was
a practicing lawyer and foundation urban affairs consultant, counting among
his clients Paul Ylvisaker at the Ford Foundation. While not himself trained
as an analyst, he soon gained a reputation as one of the brightest and most
acerbic of the defense “whiz kids” when he became special assistant to Secre-
tary of Defense Robert McNamara to help restructure policy making at the
Pentagon. In the eyes of conservatives within the military establishment, he
had also come to symbolize everything that was wrong with the new order at
the Pentagon: he was an outsider, a graduate of Harvard and Yale, an urbanist,
and he had taken a strong stand on the enforcement of civil rights guidelines
in personnel and training practices. At Shriver’s behest, Yarmolinsky took a
Pentagon leave to join the poverty task force in 1964, with full White House
assurance that he would be appointed OEO’s deputy director once the poverty
legislation was passed.44 Yarmolinsky was sacrificed, however, in an eleventh-
hour deal with the North Carolina congressional delegation: in exchange for
their support, Yarmolinsky, the ivy league intellectual and civil rights enforcer,
would have to go.45 Despite what many of the poverty planners considered a
great and probably unnecessary loss, an essential connection had been made.
In one instance at least, Shriver set up the new agency much the way Yarmolin-
sky might have, with a policy and planning office modeled on the Office of
Systems Analysis at DOD. To run it, he chose Joseph Kershaw, formerly of
RAND and then Provost at Williams College, who in turn recruited a RAND
analyst, economist Robert Levine, to be his deputy in charge of research and
planning. Neither had substantial knowledge of the poverty problem. What
they did have was training and experience as systems analysts—and a strong
conviction that their skills could be applied to this “very new and very excit-
ing” poverty initiative.46

Both Kershaw and Levine spent the initial months of 1965 commuting to
Washington while finishing up other obligations. When they arrived to set up
the policy and planning shop in early summer, then, they were already several
steps behind the action programs. OEO had grown “very big very fast,” as
Levine saw it, and without any visible signs of planning. The fast growth
strategy was beginning to exact a price. Nowhere was this more evident than
in the troubled Job Corps program, which since the spring had been reeling
from a barrage of highly publicized mishaps and criticisms coming from all
quarters. Corpsmen were reportedly disillusioned by the combination of ad-
ministrative unpreparedness, lack of curricular materials, and unfamiliar sur-
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roundings that greeted them at several of the new centers. Media reports of
high dropout rates, overpaid staff, and isolated incidents of violence, drinking,
or local vandalism involving trainees added scandal to the mix. The program
also suffered from the all-too-familiar consequences of overpromise. Having
pledged to enroll one hundred thousand trainees by the end of its first fiscal
year, the Job Corps was having trouble meeting even 10 percent of this goal.
To make matters worse, OEO had raised expectations among the some three
hundred thousand potential enrollees who had responded to a large-scale post-
card recruitment scheme that had emerged out of one of Shriver’s brainstorm-
ing sessions. Rather than focusing on how to develop the capacity to respond
to this unexpectedly vast demand, it seemed, the “dominant problems for the
Job Corps were keeping the Corpsmen from dropping out in large numbers
and maintaining control over those who stayed in.”47

Amidst the administrative “chaos” and overextended promises, Kershaw
and Levine nevertheless held out great hope for the role of systematic planning
and program analysis, if not to tackle the day-to-day problems of running OEO,
then to set the agency, and the larger War on Poverty, on a more orderly and
rational overall course of action. For despite the criticisms and local crises that
were keeping the action programs in a seemingly constant state of embattle-
ment, June 1965 was still a time of great optimism at the OEO. The agency
had the talent, the president’s commitment, and—or so the planners assumed—
the promise that resources would be available to win the war.48

The first step for Kershaw and Levine was to fill out the “skeleton staff of
planners” that they found in the RPP&E office upon arrival in Washington. In
contrast to the career bureaucrats who then populated the office, Kershaw and
Levine were looking for people with the disciplinary and practical background
required for analysis: for the most part, this meant economists or sociolo-
gists with quantitative, empirical research skills, but above all it meant the
ability to think in rational systemwide terms.49 Hoping to bring “new blood”
into the agency, the RPP&E heads looked outside the usual government chan-
nels, relying on their own academic, professional, and think tank networks for
recruits. Economist Harold Watts was a skilled young econometrician who,
like Levine, had done his graduate work under James Tobin at Yale. Walter
Williams, a recent Indiana Ph.D., came via Budget Bureau Director Charles
Schultze.50 Robinson Hollister, a Stanford-trained economist who had taught
with Kershaw at Williams, was just returning from a stint in Paris working on
a manpower training study for the OECD. Those who did come from govern-
ment agencies had proven capabilities in systems review. Myron Lefkowitz,
who became RPP&E’s health specialist, was a sociologist and for several years
had been working in the Office of Research at the NIMH. Alvin Schorr, a social
work Ph.D., trained caseworker, and special assistant to the Commissioner of
Social Security, had put himself at odds with program administrators and much
of the social work profession by calling for a family allowance that would



178 C H A P T E R 7

reduce the reliance on social work rehabilitation in AFDC.51 By mid-summer,
RPP&E had enough of a staff to get to work on its first, and in many ways
defining, major project: putting together what, absent a sense of irony or any
reference whatsoever to Soviet-style planning, was known in systems analytic
parlance as a Five Year Plan for the entire War on Poverty.52

Following the PPB methodology (presented in stylized input/output flow
charts accompanying the document), the planners began by outlining two de-
fining policy goals in as concrete, time-limited terms as they could: one, refer-
ring to the recent OEO decision to adopt an official, income-based poverty
line was to eradicate income poverty by the year 1976; the other, admittedly
long-term, was to “make permanent changes in those social and economic
factors that limit poor people’s access to opportunity.”53 Relating these goals
to existing programs and cost/benefit analyses, the plan then offered a three-
pronged strategy that combined job training and public service employment;
a “massive” but more targeted and social service-oriented community action
program; and the favored and most enduring of all analytic reform proposals,
a universal income guarantee delivered in the form of a negative income tax.
Budget projections for the five-year plan were tremendously ambitious: nearly
$10 billion in additional government expenditures against poverty, including
$4 billion in new OEO spending, bringing the overall level of antipoverty
spending to $30 billion.54

The Five Year Plan generated considerable interest both within and outside
of OEO when it was sent to the Budget Bureau in October 1965. As the plan-
ners never failed to point out, it was “the first such submission by any civilian
agency of the Government.”55 The plan also followed through on a promise
made in a report sent to Congress earlier that spring: “to develop a cost effec-
tiveness system modeled on the Pentagon’s method of choosing between rival
weapons.”56 In a “command performance” before top White House and Budget
Bureau officials, Kershaw made as strong a pitch for the new “OEO system”
as he did for the budget itself. “The OEO system 1. Provides a framework
for systematic program decisions. 2. Identifies costs and benefits of program
alternatives. 3. Focuses staff effort on central program issues and 4. Consoli-
dates planning, programing and budgeting systems,” according to the accom-
panying materials. It was also a system for rational decision making at the
program level. In OEO’s new “program change system,” program proposals
would be informed by “poverty profile analysis,” “research studies,” “cost
effectiveness studies,” and “program evaluation,”—all weighed, of course,
against the existing five year antipoverty plan. Planning, in other words, prom-
ised to transform the programs, as well as the decision making processes at
OEO. Especially striking was just how much the Five Year Plan departed from
current, politically vetted antipoverty practices: resurrecting strategies that had
already been rejected by the administration, the plan called for major expan-
sion of income maintenance and government job creation. There was also at
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least one notable absence: the political and local organizing role envisioned
by Community Action administrators at OEO was not even mentioned in the
Five Year Plan. “[T]he economists of the planning division did not argue
against the political power and community organization dicta of Shriver’s so-
cial theorists,” Levine later recalled with no small hint of disdain, “they didn’t
understand the concepts and ignored them. Community Action was to be a
deliverer and coordinator of services; organization of the poor was not readily
assimilable into the model.”57 By then fed up with the political controversies
aroused by community action “theorists,” Shriver endorsed the Five Year Plan
enthusiastically.

The 1965 National Anti-Poverty Plan could only have been created in a
moment of high expectation, both about the promise of rational decision mak-
ing and about the level of funding that would be available for the War on
Poverty. “In retrospect,” Levine wrote in 1970, “the fascinating thing about
these [budget] figures were [sic] that we really thought they were possible.”58

The moment passed quickly. In late August 1965 even before the first Five
Year Plan was officially presented, word came down that escalating costs for
the crisis in Vietnam would crowd out almost all additional domestic spending,
and a Budget Bureau circular asked all agencies to take “aggressive efforts . . .
to identify savings which can be considered with your budget submissions.”59

Not long before, a violent uprising in the impoverished Watts section of Los
Angeles had precipitated a rash of renewed charges that CAP was fomenting
class and race warfare, and rebellion in the streets—making the possibility
of any expansion in community action impossibly remote. Besides, President
Johnson remained resistant to the major growth of income maintenance envi-
sioned in the negative income tax idea, and both the CEA and Labor (in a
reversal of its earlier position) opposed public employment in favor of faster
growth and vastly expanded manpower and training programs. The combined
result was a flat-out rejection of the first Five Year Plan and its budget projec-
tions. The administration cut the poverty budget back from the $10 billion
originally requested to $1.75 billion, leaving OEO with only a very modest
increment in existing funding levels and ignoring RPP&E’s big new proposals
altogether.

The drastic scaling back of the budget request came as a rude awakening
for the planners as well as for Shriver, and signaled the beginning of a more
general, administration-led retrenchment of expectation and activism at the
OEO. CAP, by then transformed from “what was to have been the keystone of
the federal antipoverty program into a less central but politically embarrassing
force on both the local and national scene,” was the most visible target.60 But
the mood of retrenchment had an effect on RPP&E as well, which “consoli-
dated its grandiose ideas and began to live in the real world rather than the
exciting dream world of 1965,” Levine recalled.61 In June 1966, RPP&E sub-
mitted its second Five Year Plan, indicating how, primarily by pulling back
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from its jobs and community action proposals, it would adjust to the new
programmatic austerity. In part responding to the tighter economy brought
about by increased expenditures for the Vietnam War, the analysts’ proposed
employment strategy would shift from job creation to growth and training,
reducing the public employment program to a contingency plan in case of
unexpected downturn. Adjustments in the CAP request reflected a more ex-
plicit response to political and budgetary constraints. Community Action, still
a “major weapon” in the antipoverty arsenal, would now operate on the princi-
ple of “catalysis”: rather than providing services directly, community action
agencies would be used to concentrate funds from other government agencies
on poor areas, a move budget planners could not refrain from attributing to
“our experience in proposing a large fiscal 1967 budget for direct CAP delivery
of services and our failure to obtain this budget.” The new Plan also put more
emphasis on “individual improvement,” building on the popular success of
Head Start to call for increased investments in early childhood education, and
greater attention to parental involvement. The planners were less willing to
compromise on the negative income tax, which they continued to promote
as an economist’s dream come true. The proposed NIT would complement
employment and opportunity programs, they argued, while producing a simpli-
fied “substitute for the demeaning programs now lumped together under the
head of Public Assistance.” The NIT would also be compatible with free mar-
ket principles—giving individuals more choice in labor market decisions and
eliminating the need for the minimum wage once implemented, the document
argued. Most of all, it was “well within our financial capacity,” at a cost that
would rise from $2.9 to a total of $17 billion by 1976. “We believe that the
time is coming . . . when American people will accept . . . a guaranteed mini-
mum income at the poverty level as a right in a wealthy country and we propose
to start moving in this direction now.” In combination with the opportunity
programs, the NIT would “end poverty in the United States as we define it
today by 1976, 200 years from the declaration that the pursuit of happiness is
among the inalienable rights of Americans.”62

While administrative restrictions left the analysts with a limited range of
antipoverty weapons, in some ways retrenchment actually enhanced the posi-
tion of RPP&E within the agency, and particularly by establishing budget plan-
ning as a form of political advocacy in Shriver’s annual struggle to keep the
War on Poverty alive. With ammunition prepared by the planners, Shriver
attacked budget cutbacks not only as a calculable “retreat” from existing levels
of commitment, but also as “an explicit abandonment of systematic budgetary
and program analysis in favor of classical number juggling aimed at equalizing
the agony.” Moreover, it would represent a “reversal” of the government’s
commitment to the poor that would lead to alienation, or more “dangerous”
outcomes, and would only reinforce the impression that “the poor must bear
the burden of defense.”63 Shriver got reinforcement in these arguments from
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former CEA chairman Walter Heller, at that point back at Minnesota, who
wrote to Johnson in December with a “hardheaded economic and fiscal case”
for increased spending on Great Society programs. “A billion or two next year
could spell the difference between progress and stagnation,” he said, adding
that it was “peanuts when compared with GNP, previous tax cuts, and the
recent rise in personal income and profits,” and could “do a lot of good in
strengthening the economic and political base for Vietnam.” The case was
“airtight,” he told the President: “a Headstart for poor children” would have a
far bigger payoff “than a headstart to Mars.”64

RPP&E was becoming more influential within the agency in other ways as
well, as Shriver came increasingly to rely on the analysts as a source of policy
advice and assistance in the effort to bring more order to OEO activities. In
1966, they absorbed responsibility for the annual as well as long-range budget
planning, bringing them more centrally into the day-to-day operations of the
agency. Shriver also gave RPP&E “sign-off” authority on CAP R&D propos-
als, and proved quite supportive when the analysts made bids for CAP funds
to finance research projects of their own.65 At the same time, the analysts be-
came more tempered in their own expectations of what rational analysis could
deliver. By the time they submitted their second Five Year Plan, the RPP&E
staff was well aware that their long-range budgets would never be actual blue-
prints for administration policy; by the time of the third submission, “OEO
admitted frankly that the resources, necessary for the success of the plan, were
not readily available” and presented it almost as testament of what, given the
political will, would be possible. They were also prepared to concede that, as
Levine said in a 1968 congressional statement on the role of analysis at OEO,
“decisionmaking is not an analytic process, it is a political one.”66 At most,
analysis would be “an influence . . . that’s all” on policy decisions, and at times
that influence would be overlooked entirely.67 To illustrate his point, Levine
used the example of the 1967 amendments to the Economic Opportunity Act
which, contrary to economic thinking and all the empirical evidence, prohib-
ited OEO from encouraging the rural poor to migrate to urban areas in the
belief that migration had contributed to overcrowding and rioting in the cities.
He might just as well have pointed to a much earlier episode in which RPP&E,
under direct orders from Shriver following his meeting with powerful Catholic
Church leaders, severely curtailed its original recommendation for vastly ex-
panded family planning services in the first Five Year Plan. Nevertheless, on
balance the Five Year Plans represented a limited but important victory for the
planners in RPP&E. By applying the tools of systems analysis, the planners
had brought a sense of coherence and structure to the inchoate array of pro-
grams under the umbrella of the War on Poverty while establishing OEO itself
as a cutting edge research and planning agency. In the process, they articulated
a vision for OEO that was more compatible with the administration’s and that
would take the agency far away from its troubled career as an agency represent-
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ing political empowerment and action at the local level. It was a vision that
emphasized planning, not direct political action, as the agent of change; effi-
ciency, not local empowerment, as the standard for judging program priorities;
service delivery, not “maximum feasible participation,” as the objective behind
CAP. It preserved the idea that poverty, defined as an income deficit, could be
eliminated without resorting to major political or economic restructuring. And
it established analysis as a model for the kind of poverty knowledge that would
be required to fight, if not to win, what the analysts assumed would be an
ongoing war against poverty.

THE ANALYTIC RESEARCH AGENDA

Three issues dominated RPP&E’s research agenda, as befit the needs of analyt-
ical policy planning: poverty measurement; cost/benefit program evaluation;
and quantifiable, controlled experiments to test out new approaches to helping
the poor. Although recognizing these as thorny, ultimately political problems,
the RPP&E planners also had faith in the tools of analysis to provide an unas-
sailable scientific basis for the antipoverty plan.

Preceding all else on the agenda was the need for statistical data, which at the
time was a sorely lacking but essential ingredient in the effort to understand, as
noted in one OEO report to Congress, “the strength of the enemy” as well as
“the nation’s ability to do battle at any given time and place.”68 Stimulated also
by the prospect of developing predictive models for assessing program costs
and benefits, OEO analysts set out to gather ever more precise information
on the demographic characteristics of poor people, their income, household
structure, and program use, and on their likely behavior over time. This they
accomplished by funding a series of national surveys (including an oversample
of poor households in annual census data and the longitudinal Panel Study
of Income Dynamics) that have since become the essential data of poverty
research—easily replacing the far more time-consuming methods of primary
data collection and participant observation in community-based research. Like
the Keynesian Revolution and its impact on aggregate income data, the War
on Poverty led the way to a “microdata” (household and individual-level) revo-
lution that itself would have a tremendous influence on the scientific under-
standing of the “nature and causes” of poverty.

In addition to immediate policy needs, the seemingly technical task of gath-
ering more and better data was also shaped by a series of political decisions
dating back to the original CEA task force on poverty. One was the decision,
favored by the economists who dominated the early task force discussions, to
define the poverty problem as lack of income, reflecting their assumption not
only that income offered a universalistic and straightforward measure of need,
but also their confidence that they had the means—through an economic
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growth-centered strategy—to win a war against poverty so defined. Second,
and related, was the decision to use an absolute definition of poverty, on the
grounds that any effort to target inequality through explicitly redistributional
means would be both politically unacceptable and technically infeasible; abso-
lute poverty could actually be eliminated; relative poverty, by definition, would
always be with us. Third, and most recent, was OEO’s decision, announced in
May 1965, to use the poverty thresholds developed by Social Security Com-
mission analyst Mollie Orshansky in measuring the size and composition of
the poor population.

Orshansky had first developed her poverty measure as part of a highly sig-
nificant development in the research program of the Social Security Adminis-
tration: taking note of the rising proportion of divorced or never-married as
opposed to widowed mothers on AFDC, the Social Security Administration
research division had determined to end what had been an ongoing statistical
series on AFDC widows and to investigate the changing situation of all poor
families with children instead.69 Orshansky volunteered for the assignment and,
in the absence of an official poverty standard, did what most social surveyors
before her had done: combined survey data on household need and household
spending patterns to come up with a measure of her own. She was also continu-
ing a tradition that distinguished her as one among the “ladies of the federal
government,” as economist Eugene Smolensky called them, who were in the
business of estimating need well before the War on Poverty was declared, as
part of the regular course of agency activity.70 A lifelong public servant who,
with a B.A. in math and statistics, had moved from research positions in the
Children’s Bureau and the Department of Agriculture to the Social Security
Administration in 1958, Orshansky was one of a respected but mostly invisible
cadre of women research professionals based at SSA and other government
agencies during the postwar years. Often trained in economics or, like Margaret
Hagood, in sociology, these women found job opportunities in federal govern-
ment and other “applied” endeavors when university jobs were largely closed
off to them, although within government they were often clustered in research
bureaus focusing on such traditional “women’s” concerns as social welfare,
female labor force participation, families and children, and home economics.71

That experience as a career government statistician, a far cry from systems
analysis, was what gave Orshansky the wholly unexpected designation as au-
thor of the government’s official poverty line. That, and the political pressure
mounting on OEO analysts when, several months after the start of the War on
Poverty, they still had no official measure of their own.

Critics, including a group gathered by the national Chamber of Commerce,
were starting to take notice of the fact that the agency was still operating
with the admittedly arbitrary across-the-board cutoff of $3,000 the CEA had
identified in its 1964 Economic Report, leading to the “odd result,” as Orshan-
sky would later point out, that an elderly couple with $2,900 income for the
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year would be considered poor, but a family with a husband, wife, and 4 little
children with $3,100 income would not be.”72 Building on her earlier work on
children in poor families, Orshansky herself came up with a set of meticulously
calculated poverty thresholds for no fewer than 124 different family types—
classified according to age, sex, race, size, workforce participation levels,
and divided evenly between farm and nonfarm units—based on what nutri-
tional and budget surveys said it would cost to feed a family on a minimalistic
“economy food plan,” multiplied by three to allow for other subsistence
needs.73 The results were published in a Social Security Bulletin article, aptly
entitled “Counting the Poor,” which, under the gun to fix the poverty line
in response to their critics, OEO analysts gave wide circulation within the
administration as the breakthrough they had been looking for. Before long, and
evidently without consulting the Budget Bureau or the Council of Economic
Advisers, OEO issued a press release announcing that a new, more precise
way of calculating the official poverty line had been found. Fellow economists,
including CEA staff member James Bonnen, had serious doubts, complaining
that the new “Orshansky measure” was just as arbitrary as the old $3,000
cutoff, and infinitely more complicated.74 No one was more surprised, though,
than Orshansky herself, who had never meant her measures as official gov-
ernment standards. Concerned primarily with suggesting a way to vary the
measure for family size, Orshansky took pains to recognize that her work was
at best an “interim standard,” “arbitrary, but not unreasonable,” and minimalis-
tic at best.75

The official poverty line would be subject to ongoing criticism over the next
several years, much of it focused on matters of both technical and political
importance, such as its failure to include either assets or in-kind benefits, and
its inadequacy in accounting for rising costs and standards of living.76 Easily
lost in these disputes were certain more basic political and conceptual realities.
By all estimations, the poverty line—any poverty line—was an arbitrary cutoff
point, and yet it would determine who was classified as poor, and who not,
who would be eligible for program benefits, and, perhaps most important, the
demographic profile of the group on whose behalf a major new set of policy
initiatives was about to be implemented. As even the most preliminary of
analyses made clear, what might appear to be small changes in measurement
standards could make an enormous difference in the profile of the poor. Indeed,
a 1995 proposal for revising the poverty standard, offered by a National Acad-
emy of Sciences panel, would raise the number of employed people classified
as poor and decrease the number of “non-working” poor.77 The new poverty
line also gave official sanction, and then added the weight of numbers, to the
idea that poverty was chiefly a problem of income deprivation, and that it was
a problem people experienced as individuals. Once entrenched in government
agency business, this way of measuring poverty virtually closed off efforts to
introduce more relativistic or nonincome alternatives—measuring poverty, for
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example, in relation to median income, or according to broader indicators of
inclusion and opportunity such as access to education, adequate health care,
transportation, and housing, or other amenities considered basic to social citi-
zenship. The new poverty line also helped to establish the poor as a separate,
easily definable social group.

Nevertheless, and despite all its recognized flaws, in the minds of OEO’s
architects and supporters, the adoption of an official poverty line achieved
important political aims. “It enabled a quantification . . . of the changing num-
ber of poor people and hence of progress toward the goal of eliminating pov-
erty,” wrote economist Robert J. Lampman, presenting the possibility as well
of confronting new policy proposals “with the rude and restrictive challenge,
‘what does it do for the poor?’ ” Future administrations would be “judged by
their success or failure in reducing the officially measured prevalence of pov-
erty,” James Tobin predicted.78 At the same time, the adoption of the poverty
line also represented an official step in defining the parameters of poverty
knowledge, for it made counting the poor—once carried out primarily by social
reformers and the invisible “ladies of the federal government”—the business
of more visible, professionally trained economists. Although proponents of the
“narrow income” definition thought it practical and morally neutral, they also
used it as part of a politically neutered conceptualization of the poverty prob-
lem: one that routinely shunned class as a conceptual category and reduced
race and gender to demographic indicators divorced from social context. Most
important in terms of the new poverty knowledge, the official poverty line
confined poverty to a problem of individuals—measurable in the characteris-
tics and traits of poor people rather than in some more expansive index defined
to include measurable traits—income and wage distribution, unemployment
rates—of the political economy. In this sense the official poverty line was itself
an indicator of a larger, more problematic development in social policy and
research: the separation, in economic as well as social knowledge, of the prob-
lem of poverty from the problems of employment and growth with which the
“new” economists had started their inquiry.

RPP&E laid the groundwork for what would soon become an equally sub-
stantial part of the new poverty knowledge by stimulating demand and setting
standards for the evaluation of social action programs in the 1960s. Once again,
PPBS doctrine and political pressures combined to exert new demands on the
knowledge that would be produced for policy purposes, and to impose new
standards on practices that had for the most part been conducted unsystemati-
cally, and sporadically, in government social policy. In the new approach, eval-
uation would be a central component of systematic policy decision making,
conducted by a separate analytically trained staff; it would assess programs
according to concrete outcomes, and against measurable policy objectives; it
would be conducted with the tools of rational analysis and the methods of
economics. It would also create a new research specialization out of a practice
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that, until that point, had little academic self-consciousness. Indeed, according
to one contemporary text, the field was in a “sorry state” of affairs—enough
so, as Joseph Kershaw soon learned, to make it hard to give academics the
money to develop the theory for measuring “inputs and outputs in community
and social action projects.” In an effort to engage “the best minds,” Kershaw
approached Yale University President Kingman Brewster with an offer of OEO
support in early 1965—only to be refused, politely, when Brewster could not
find the faculty willing to take the project on. Sargent Shriver summed up the
situation with characteristic impatience. The academics were distinguished, he
told Kershaw, but “they gave birth to a mouse.” He went on, in an equally
characteristic show of pressure, to remind Kershaw that Congress was sure to
start asking questions about what concrete research RPP&E had produced.79

More than any other component of the RPP&E program, evaluation research
brought the OEO analysts in direct conflict with the “social theorists” in the
Community Action Program, in this case over what should constitute—and
who should determine—the standards for judging program success. Evalua-
tion, for analysts, required concrete measures of goals, outcomes, and costs,
and, ideally, control group comparisons to assess what would have happened
if the program had never existed at all. The problem, of course, was that com-
munity action did not lend itself to such measures at all: it was about process
as much as product—intangibles (or, at least, unquantifiables) such as empow-
erment, self-determination, and quality of life. For program administrators and
community residents, the “input and output” indicators imposed by outside
evaluators were anathema to what the idea of community action was all about.
For this reason and others, CAP was not willing to cede jurisdiction for evalua-
tion to the analysts in RPP&E. Adding to the tension was the fact that Kershaw
and Levine were feeling pressure, from Congress as well as from Shriver, to
produce “concrete performance data” in order to justify the agency’s budget
requests, even demanding, by 1967, control-group evaluations for OEO pro-
grams. In response to such demands, RPP&E created a separate, beefed-up
evaluation division with responsibility for determining whether or not OEO
programs were meeting measurable antipoverty objectives. The resulting ten-
sions, which one staff member likened to the “East/West missile situation,” set
the stage for a major dispute within the agency and the larger research commu-
nity over a controversial, unfavorable evaluation of the already enormously
popular Head Start program.80 Prominently aired in the media and carried over
into the Nixon administration, the dispute brought the deeper divisions be-
tween RPP&E and CAP to the surface, and became a struggle over the value
of analytic vs. community-based research in fighting the War on Poverty.

From its inception as Shriver’s idea for an OEO “kiddie corps,” Head Start
had violated almost every principle of rational planning and systematic deci-
sion making associated with systems analysis. One of the earliest and most
visible of the OEO’s new initiatives, the program was planned, organized, and
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up and running as a summer demonstration project within a span of about six
months, accompanied by a massive publicity campaign that quickly swelled
enrollments from the initial target of 100,000 in a select number of “compe-
tent” communities to more than a half-million children in 3,300 communities
nationwide. By fall 1965 Head Start had been designated a phenomenal suc-
cess, a “landmark in the maturity of our democracy,” as President Johnson
said, and by 1967 it was enrolling 2 million children year round. The problem,
according to emerging and widely reported evaluation evidence, was that the
program didn’t work—at least by one key indicator of success: this was the
so-called “fade-out” phenomenon, which showed Head Start children starting
the regular school year with an initial boost in cognitive ability but quickly
losing the edge as their classmates caught up during the year. The findings
were hardly fatal—indeed, early childhood educators used them to promote a
continuation program, known as Project Follow-Through. Nor were they ex-
actly rigorous, as developmental psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner com-
plained in response to the prominent coverage about the “fade-out” in the New
York Times and the Washington Post. Nevertheless, the misnamed “fade-out”
(the absolute gains made by Head Start children did not diminish; their relative
gains got smaller as their peers caught up) was quickly becoming the conven-
tional wisdom, leaving RPP&E analysts skeptical about any further expansion
of Head Start.81 Robert Levine, based on his own review of evaluations through
1967, arrived at the “admittedly unpopular conclusion that within a highly
limited anti-poverty budget, Head Start should not be overstressed.” He ad-
vised Shriver to maintain the “far cheaper” summer programs at steady state,
but to hold the line on expanding the full-year effort until more definitive proof
of its effectiveness came in.82

Controversy exploded, however, when RPP&E’s new evaluation division
announced its plans for a national control-group review which, over the objec-
tions of Head Start administrators, would ignore alternative measures of health,
nutrition, motivation, and family functioning to focus exclusively on whether
the program raised children’s test scores. The study, conducted under contract
by the Westinghouse Learning Corporation and Ohio University, was to take
place over a one-year period beginning in June, 1968.83 Months before its
release, with a Republican administration in office, the political stakes sud-
denly escalated. In his Economic Opportunity message to Congress in January
1969, President Richard M. Nixon reported on preliminary findings recently
made available to the OEO, saying that the still-unfinished study confirmed
“what many have feared: the long-term effect of Head Start appears to be
extremely weak.” Nixon also noted that the findings came from “a major na-
tional evaluation” that would “be available this spring.”84 Fearful that the ad-
ministration planned to use the evaluation to cut back or eliminate Head Start,
advocates launched a very effective campaign to discredit the Westinghouse
report—drawing front page headlines in the New York Times repeating allega-
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tions that the report was “full of holes” and a “potential political disaster.”85

Several days later the Times reported that the White House was “beginning to
retaliate” against the study’s critics “in part because the report is crucial to
several policy decisions that Mr. Nixon has already made.”86 As it turned out,
the worst fears of Head Start supporters were unfounded. While Nixon cau-
tioned that the program remained an “experiment,” its political popularity as-
sured continued support, although to this day not at a level of funding sufficient
to cover all children who are eligible.

Neither “side” turned out to be a “winner” in the ongoing debate over Head
Start evaluation. The program indeed survived, but its benefits had been called
seriously, and publicly, into question and it would continue, in the eyes of the
Nixon administration, to be treated as an “ ‘experimental’ rather than as an
established program.”87 Although generally acquitted by reviewers consulted
by RPP&E, the Westinghouse Study also came under heavy criticism from
influential evaluation and early childhood experts, raising equally serious ques-
tions about the validity of an evaluative science that could produce very differ-
ent results under alternative methodological approaches. The controversies
over Head Start evaluation also underscored the methodological and political
limitations of analytic techniques as an approach to assessing early education
and other social action interventions. With its reliance on “concrete” indicators
and fixation on quantifiable outcomes, impact evaluation confined itself to vari-
ables it could easily measure as evidence of program success, and ignored or
devalued more subtle, less easily quantifiable program objectives. Invariably,
this meant the programs would be judged according to the measures of individ-
ual gains—such as cognitive ability or raised income—rather than more elu-
sive indicators of community-level change. The cost/benefit framework also
turned out to be a rather blunt instrument for policy decision making, in some
instances creating an artificial “bottom line” performance standard that not
only established inappropriate expectations but also made impact evaluations
particularly vulnerable to political abuse. Easily lost in the debate over whether
Head Start was a “success” in these terms was a more fundamental question
about what the program—as a time-limited and modest intervention amidst
poverty, inadequate school systems, and restricted opportunity—should have
been expected to achieve in the first place. Moreover, in reality it was the
strength and organization of a political constituency, not cost-effectiveness,
that would determine the fate of Head Start or other social programs.

But if it highlighted some of the limitations of analytic evaluation, the con-
troversy over Head Start hardly ended in defeat for the RPP&E Evaluation
Division. As the White House defense of the Westinghouse study indicated,
analytic, cost/benefit evaluation was, if anything, the wave of the future in the
Nixon administration. In February 1969, the president’s newly created Council
for Urban Affairs began to develop proposals for restructuring OEO with a
greatly enhanced role for research, planning, and evaluation.88 In March, the
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General Accounting Office issued an independent assessment of OEO evalua-
tion practices that offered strong vindication for the RPP&E vision of what
evaluation should be all about. Likening the ideal evaluation technique to “the
framework within which business investment decisions are made,” the report
envisioned a methodology which would “remove judgment from the process
and, in essence, permit the public authorities to settle society’s problems by
computation.”89 It concluded by calling for a much greater investment in quan-
titative, cost/benefit studies of program impact. When the Nixon administra-
tion announced the restructuring of OEO later that year, it followed up on that
recommendation, and substantially expanded the agency’s evaluation staff and
capacity.90

Having begun on an uncertain and hotly contested note, then, systematic,
outcomes-oriented evaluation became the norm for assessing social action pro-
grams at the OEO, where it met the standards not only of the analytic research
office but the increasing demand for scientific evidence of program perfor-
mance from the administration and in Congress more generally. By the late
1960s, it had become standard legislative practice to require and in some in-
stances to earmark funds for impact evaluation in authorizing legislation for
educational, manpower, antipoverty, health, and other social welfare programs,
and by 1972, one study reported, expenditures had reached nearly $100 million
for evaluation in only four of the largest social welfare agencies. A decade
later, a General Accounting Office survey reported 228 non-Defense evalua-
tion operations within the federal government.91 One of the mainstays of the
burgeoning field of poverty research, the huge demand for systematic evalua-
tion was also the basis of a new research profession, which rapidly spawned
specialized training programs, professional associations, journals, and non-
profit contract organizations of its own.92 As the first of its kind in a domestic
federal agency, RPP&E’s Evaluation Division would continue to play a major
role in shaping the standards for that profession. At the same time, in the
increasingly uncertain politics of antipoverty policy, the capacity to evaluate
would also go a long way toward assuring the continued viability of analytic
research at OEO, and elsewhere in federal government; cost/benefit evaluation,
among other dimensions of the analytic revolution, was a legacy of the War
on Poverty that would survive, and thrive, in the post–Great Society years.

So, too, would a third feature of the RPP&E research agenda, which aimed
to introduce a new standard in social experimentation to poverty research. This
was melded, once again, with an effort to rein in and redefine what had come
under the rubric of Community Action demonstration research. In contrast to
the politically charged CAP demonstrations, RPP&E proposed demonstrations
that could be conducted under “reasonably controlled conditions,” replicated
in several sites, and based on experimental—i.e., randomly assigned control
group—design. After all, demonstrations were only worthwhile if they could
provide statistical evidence of measurable antipoverty effects.93
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RPP&E was not especially successful in its efforts to control CAP demon-
stration funds. It did, however, score by far its most impressive success with
an experimental demonstration program of its own. In 1967, OEO launched
the New Jersey Graduated Income Maintenance Experiment, a large-scale,
three-year controlled experiment designed to test the feasibility of the negative
income tax idea—quite specifically, to find out whether the government could
institute a guaranteed minimum income without causing a huge dropout from
the labor force. More than simply a test of the economists’ favorite antipoverty
measure, the New Jersey project was widely regarded as a breakthrough in
social science and a major step forward in the use of systematic experimenta-
tion for policy purposes. As discussed more fully in chapter 9, it heralded
the emergence of a network of nongovernmental analytic research organiza-
tions dedicated to poverty research and policy—a poverty research industry—
and helped to usher in a brief but heady period of large-scale social experi-
mentation in domestic federal agencies. Over the next several years, and with
the full support of the Nixon administration, analytic research offices funded
large-scale demonstration experiments in the areas of income maintenance,
housing, health care financing, and education. By then, and largely as a result
of RPP&E’s early efforts, demonstration research had taken on an entirely
different meaning from the one it had acquired as a component of community
action: no longer a system of “random innovation,” as economist Alice Rivlin
called the projects funded earlier in the 1960s, demonstration research would
be less overtly political, and more systematically planned.94 It would strive for
experimental conditions complete with control groups and random assignment.
It would be conducted by academically trained researchers, who more and
more would be affiliated with specialized research institutions. And it would
be designed not as a test of theories of political empowerment and systems
change, but as a test of the impact of policy changes on individual behavior.

RESTRUCTURING OEO: THE TRIUMPH OF ANALYSIS
AND THE DEMISE OF COMMUNITY ACTION

The OEO of 1968 was a much different agency than what it had started out as
in 1964. Shriver resigned in late 1967, leaving OEO in the hands of career
government official Bertrand Harding. CAP had settled in to become the “ser-
vice deliverer” some hoped it would be, having been tamed first by administra-
tive measures and then by the 1967 Green Amendments to the Economic Op-
portunity Act (proposed by moderate Republican Edith Green) giving local
officials effective control over the community action agencies. The bulk of
OEO funds were congressionally earmarked for politically safe national em-
phasis programs, including Head Start, Legal Services, Neighborhood Health
Centers, and—Shriver’s early caution notwithstanding—Family Planning. The
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major new initiative for the year was the Job Opportunities in the Business
Sector (JOBS) program, an effort sponsored by the newly created National
Alliance of Business, headed by Henry Ford, to train and locate private sector
jobs for the ‘‘hard-core” unemployed.95 And, while the stream of accusations,
congressional investigations, and threats of funding cuts would continue un-
abated, the agency itself had become largely absorbed with the day-to-day
administration of the some one thousand local community action agencies and
other programs it had spawned. For organizers of the 1968 Poor People’s
March, the Citizens Crusade Against Poverty, and other grass roots groups,
the real problem was that OEO had become part of the establishment.

After November 1968 things at OEO changed even more fundamentally. At
first thrust into uncertainty over whether Nixon would follow through on his
campaign threats against the War on Poverty, agency staff soon found the new
administration moving in surprising directions. Two major announcements
boded particularly well for the future of analytic research. One was Nixon’s
endorsement of the analysts’ most cherished policy proposal, the negative in-
come tax, in the form of his proposed Family Assistance Plan. The other was
the announcement of a fundamental redefinition in the “purposes, structure
and programs of OEO,” that would make it a major R&D arm for the whole
of domestic policy.96

The driving force behind these moves was the new Council for Urban Af-
fairs, created by executive order in January 1969 to develop a national urban
policy and to provide the president with a new “domestic policy and priority-
setting machinery” as a counterpart to the National Security Council.97 The
Urban Council was staffed by Daniel Patrick Moynihan, a Democrat, former
Labor Department official, and political science professor who had a few years
earlier written in praise of the “professionalization of reform” represented by
the War on Poverty and the “profound advance in knowledge” that had helped
to make it possible. Reserving particular praise for the “econometric revolu-
tion” that had taught “men . . . how to make an industrial economy work,”
Moynihan predicted an equally dazzling breakthrough in “the simulation of
social processes” and “a still wider expansion of knowledge available to gov-
ernment as to how people behave.”98 By early 1969, Moynihan had tempered
his views considerably, calling them “overly optimistic,” as he wrote with
some despair of the failure of social science to develop either the understanding
or the policy framework for a coherent strategy against poverty.99 He was also
about to publish Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding, his idiosyncratic attack
on community action which alleged, among other things, that a small group
of social scientists had used the movement to impose their own ideological
agenda on unsuspecting localities. While critical of the community action “the-
orists,” Moynihan remained a strong believer in analysis, and advocated a
continuing role for social science in evaluating program effects. He was also
becoming increasingly convinced of the need for an income guarantee in the
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form of a European-style family allowance, which brought him close to the
negative income tax promoted by the RPP&E analysts since 1965. With the
help of Moynihan’s persuasive skills and analysis provided by some of the
RPP&E holdovers from the Johnson administration, the Council had overcome
strong opposition from leading presidential advisors to persuade Nixon of the
political as well as the policy merits of proposing the basic income guarantee
with a work requirement attached. Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan (FAP) was
presented as a bold and dramatic pledge to move forward against poverty and,
more importantly, as a way to follow through on the promise of welfare reform
that had been a central part of the campaign platform.

Clearly impressed with the whole analytic approach as well as with one of
its central policy ideas, the Urban Council also looked to the RPP&E operation
in its broader effort to strengthen the president’s domestic policy making ca-
pacity. In one early proposal, the Council’s Subcommittee on the Future of the
Poverty Program outlined a plan to designate RPP&E as a separate staff unit,
with a broader range of programmatic responsibilities, within the Executive
Office.100 The eventual reorganization plan kept RPP&E, now renamed the
Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation (PR&E) within the OEO, doubled
the size of its professional staff, and reallocated operating funds to expand its
budget for evaluation and experimentation. It also proposed a sharp curtailment
of OEO’s operating functions, beginning with immediate “spin-offs” of Head
Start, Job Corps, Neighborhood Health Centers, and other “proven” programs
to other agencies, while leaving CAP as a much smaller program dedicated to
the support of “innovative self-help” initiatives in communities. A new Office
of Program Development would significantly expand CAP planning and evalu-
ation capacities, and would be positioned to create an even and steady “flow
from the research stage to the development stage to the program stage.” Thus
“streamlined,” the new OEO would no longer be an action agency, would
become less of an operating agency, and would be tapped instead as a source
of innovation, experimentation, and analytic knowledge—an in-house “think
tank” for domestic policy making.101

The restructured OEO signaled the Nixon administration’s more general
intention to use an expanded analytic capacity for its own policy objectives
and, with its emphasis on innovation and experimentation, suggested a bright
future for what Alice Rivlin referred to as “systematic thinking” in federal
decision making. Valued for their “neutral competence,” RPP&E analysts also
found their services in continued demand.102 While Levine left OEO to go
briefly to the newly established Urban Institute and eventually back to RAND,
the transition to the new PR&E was smoothed by considerable staff continuity,
and by the undeniably inbred nature of the analytic profession. Heading up the
new research office were economists John Wilson and Thomas Glennan, the
latter once a RAND staffer who had, with OEO funds, begun to develop
RAND’s work in the area of domestic manpower and training. They were
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soon joined by economist Edward Gramlich, a Yale graduate and classmate of
Levine’s who had been working on macroeconomic policy at the Federal Re-
serve Board since the mid-1960s. Wilson and Glennan were Republicans,
Gramlich and several of the RPP&E staff holdovers Democrats. Without uni-
versally embracing the professed goals and commitments of the Great Society,
they did share a common commitment to putting existing and prospective so-
cial programs on a more rational footing, and the analytic skills to make it
happen. They even shared a certain academic style that made for continued
tension with the Nixon administration’s counterpart to CAP R&D, the new
Office of Program Development (OPD). While hardly the “activists” or “ideo-
logues” of CAP’s early days, “OPD’s people were considered ‘unanalytical.’
They had a broad social science orientation and relied on knowledge of social
problems rather than technical skill.” In contrast, the economists and mathe-
matically trained PR&E analysts were known as “high-level academics” and
“pipe-smoking types” within the agency; for some, they came to symbolize
OEO’s growing distance from the poor, and from the more hands-on, opera-
tional concerns of making programs work. Like the new OEO director Donald
Rumsfeld, the analysts also enjoyed the confidence of the White House, and
were themselves attracted to the prospect of having a central role in domestic
policy decision making.103 Rumsfeld, a moderate Republican and Illinois con-
gressman who was a strong believer in research and scientific experimentation,
was given a dual appointment as OEO director and assistant to the president,
presumably giving the agency a direct pipeline to the White House. During
his tenure, the PR&E research budget rose to $23 million in fiscal year 1971,
more than triple its size in the last year of the Johnson administration, and the
staff expanded from twenty to more than fifty professionals.104

The new PR&E office was not simply an expanded RPP&E, however. Once
the signature product and a major preoccupation for RPP&E analysts, the an-
nual Five Year Plans were much shorter, less detailed, and less important in
the overall scheme of things in PR&E—in part a reflection of the demise of
the PPBS system itself.105 PR&E also vowed to put much greater emphasis on
determining “program efficiency” by measuring “the extent to which antipov-
erty programs are meeting basic objectives,” and above all on the use of scien-
tifically designed field experiments to test policy innovations. Roughly two-
thirds of the OEO research budget went to such experiments, according to one
estimation, including the New Jersey and a second, rural negative income tax
experiment, along with educational vouchers, health insurance, and perfor-
mance contracting experiments.106 Most important, PR&E was working chiefly
in the service not of OEO as an antipoverty agency but of the White House
and the President’s new Domestic Council. And for the Nixon administration,
welfare, not poverty, was taking center stage as domestic enemy number one.

Despite its brief day in the sun as “a presidential think tank,” PR&E did not
survive much longer as an independent analytic office. Nor could it control
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the political fate of the OEO or the War on Poverty. In early 1973, OEO staff
was informed that “[i]n view of the overall budgetary situation facing the Presi-
dent in fiscal 1974,” and “in accordance with the President’s ‘New Federalism’
proposals returning both responsibility and resources to States and localities,
no funds will be provided to continue the Office of Economic Opportunity
after June 30, 1973.” The operating programs that had not been spun off in the
initial restructuring—Legal Services, various health and nutrition programs,
migrant farmworker programs, and others—would be transferred to other
agencies. PR&E activities—and staff—would similarly be absorbed, for the
most part by the Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation
(ASPE) in HEW. Community Action operations would be shut down en-
tirely.107 Poverty research and analysis would survive, and flourish, but the
federal government’s political and institutional commitment to ending poverty
had officially come to an end.

There is no doubt that the OEO analysts accomplished a great deal of what
they set out to achieve in 1964. By the end of the decade they had inscribed
poverty research with a greater degree of precision, quantification, and meth-
odological innovation than it had ever before achieved. They had stimulated a
steady and ongoing expansion of research in academic and applied institutes,
and were helping to establish poverty as a recognized specialization in eco-
nomics. They had also put the agency, and poverty research more generally,
in the recognized vanguard of a still-burgeoning analytic revolution that
brought new standards to the policy making process in social welfare agencies.
OEO analysts were also bringing new knowledge to the poverty debate, chal-
lenging, for example, age-old ideas about the culture of poverty with statistical
evidence that far more people were temporarily than chronically poor. Their
negative income tax experiments were similarly yielding what they thought to
be heartening results—providing scientific evidence, for all the skeptics, that
most people would keep on working even with a modest income guarantee.

But these very same accomplishments had also done a good deal to under-
mine knowledge as a force for political change: for one thing by making pov-
erty research a more specialized, and enclosed, profession; for another, by
neutralizing poverty as a political problem by reducing it to quantifiable, indi-
vidualized variables; most importantly by keeping the focus on the characteris-
tics of poor people rather than on the economy, politics, and society more
broadly construed. As we shall see, the analytic ethos of neutrality undermined
the ability to mobilize knowledge either for or against scientifically evaluated
reform—an incapacity that would come to haunt poverty experts in the 1980s
and 1990s when several new, more explicitly ideological and conservative
think tanks began to use the very same techniques and knowledge analysts had
perfected, this time to undermine the welfare state. This is not to say that
analytic knowledge was ever politically neutral—after all, it was almost en-
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tirely dependent on the good graces of the administration in charge. And al-
though born in an extraordinarily expansive mood of liberal idealism, it proved
equally- if not better-suited to the post-liberal era of diminished expectations
and policy retreat. For then, with the welfare rolls “exploding” and the affluent
economy in decline, there was greater demand than ever for the precise, bot-
tom-line standards analysts brought to poverty research. Before long, and with-
out visible or organized protest, the impressive apparatus poverty analysts had
developed was almost entirely devoted not to ending poverty but to the grow-
ing political obsession with welfare reform.
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Poverty’s Culture Wars

OEO’S POLITICAL and organizational infighting was by no means the only bat-
tle shaping the future course of poverty research. If anything, it was overshad-
owed by a series of far more public, increasingly polarized battles over what
liberal social science had to say about the culture of poor people and what
government could or should do in response. Most public of all was the outcry
and extended controversy that greeted Assistant Secretary of Labor Daniel P.
Moynihan’s report on the “crisis” of the Negro family in 1965. Released to the
public in the aftermath of the Watts riot, when the Civil Rights movement was
internally divided over growing black militancy, Moynihan’s analysis of the
internal “pathology” gripping the lower-class black family sparked a wide-
ranging reaction that served to question if not undermine the much older, liberal
sociological tradition it drew from. To appreciate its impact on the course of
poverty knowledge, though, it is useful to start by considering the long-stand-
ing tensions within that liberal sociological tradition—over concepts of class,
race, and culture in particular—that the Moynihan Report brought to the fore.

The academic version of poverty’s culture wars took place in the relative calm
of a year-long seminar on poverty that began several months after the Moyni-
han Report was first released. Convened by the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences in 1966, the seminar was attended by several of the War on
Poverty’s leading intellectual lights and chaired by Moynihan himself, then on
what would turn out to be a brief academic hiatus between the Kennedy/John-
son Department of Labor and Nixon’s domestic policy staff. The gathering
included more sociologists and anthropologists than economists, reflecting the
then-current state of academic poverty expertise. Also in attendance were a
number of OEO poverty warriors from both Community Action and RPP&E.
Whatever their disagreements, this was decidedly a gathering among liberals,
dedicated to the tasks set out in the seminar’s companion volumes, On Under-
standing Poverty (edited by Moynihan) and On Fighting Poverty (edited by
James Sundquist of the Brookings Institution).1 And yet, as Moynihan put it,
“something, somewhere had gone wrong” with any intellectual consensus they
once might have shared. “There was no common understanding as to the nature
of poverty or the process of deliberate social change” (emphasis in original).
Put more starkly by economist Harold Watts, the social scientists were divided
over “two radically different” concepts of poverty: the “narrow economic”
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definition, which focused on income deprivation, and the “culture of poverty,”
which focused on behavior, attitudes, and a distinctive way of life.2

To some degree Watts’s formulation was an exaggeration: in either version,
the object of research was poor people and the question was what distinguished
them—money or culture—from everyone else. Seminar members were fond,
it seems, of the legendary (probably apocryphal) exchange between Ernest
Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald: “The rich are different from you and me,”
says Fitzgerald; “Yes, they have more money,” says Hemingway in return.
It also glossed over the nuances in academic debate over poverty, including
widespread disagreements, all aired at the AAAS seminar, over the meaning
of culture, the limitations of using narrow income measures, and the signifi-
cance of race.3 But in another way the juxtaposition that Watts posed is illumi-
nating, for it points to the intellectual context for understanding the subsequent,
albeit temporary, dominance of what he called the “narrow economic” point
of view. While OEO analysts were remaking poverty as an applied, economic
science, the idea of the culture of poverty, in all its variations, came under
attack from within the academy as well as from organized political groups. It
was an attack that went to the heart of the liberal sociological tradition, calling
into question not only its ideas about the nature of poverty but also the assimi-
lationist ideology that informed those ideas. It was an attack, too, that targeted
not just the concept but the political hazards of the culture of poverty. In these
ways, the “culture wars” undermined what had been the central conceptual
framework for sociological poverty knowledge since the 1920s—the idea of
poverty as a cultural problem—although they did not, as became evident in
the 1980s, lay it to rest.4

Within the confines of the AAAS seminar, the debate over the culture of
poverty could be seen as a distillation of much older academic debates: over
the origins and nature of lower-class culture; over whether and how that culture
should be changed; and, when the discussion turned to black lower-class cul-
ture, whether it was principally a reflection of class or racial disadvantage. But
it is also worth pointing out where the protagonists did not disagree, and that
was about the existence of a distinctive subculture separating the poor from
everyone else. Indeed, based on an exhaustive review of the social science
literature, sociologists Peter Rossi and Zahava Blum found an impressive “de-
scriptive” consensus on what distinguished this poverty subculture from the
cultural mainstream. Drawing mostly from community studies, child rearing
literature, and attitude surveys, Rossi and Blum came up with a composite that
read very much like an Oscar Lewis inventory, with weak or maternal family
structure, illegitimacy, apathy, low self-esteem, political authoritarianism, reli-
gious fundamentalism, and the ubiquitous inability to defer gratification top-
ping the list.5

The lines of debate, then, were not over whether but why the poor were
culturally different and, by implication, whether policy could do anything to
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make them more like everyone else. Here there was a split that had been sim-
mering in the class literature for more than a decade, but that had grown espe-
cially heated in response to Oscar Lewis and in the politicized context of the
War on Poverty. Lewis, charged critics, had an essentialist, almost genetic,
idea of culture, equating it with deep-seated behavioral and psychological pat-
terns and treating it, in his own words, as “a way of life that is passed down
from generation to generation along family lines.”6 Like anthropologist Walter
B. Miller, a prominent student of juvenile gangs who also attended the AAAS
seminar, Lewis emphasized the autonomy of culture and its imperviousness to
change. That, of course, begged the question of whether lower-class culture
should be subject to reform efforts, a proposition Miller rejected on the grounds
that it was not only futile, but wrong, threatening to rob the country of the
“positive functions” of a culture that had supplied “the vast army of woodsmen,
construction workers, cattlemen, Indian fighters, frontier women,” and others
who had been doing brute work for centuries.7 Oscar Lewis, in contrast, saw
little redeeming about the culture of the poor, save perhaps “a capacity for
spontaneity” that was far outweighed by its brutality and despair. Lewis’s an-
swer, at least for underdeveloped countries, was nothing short of social revolu-
tion to redistribute resources and power to the poor. In the U.S., though, where
the problem of poverty lay in small and isolated “pockets,” the poor needed
intensive psychological and social work interventions before they could be
expected to benefit from improvements in the opportunities and material condi-
tions they faced.8

The sharpest criticism of the culture of poverty came from proponents of a
more “situational” approach to culture who, following the earlier lead of social
anthropologist Allison Davis, treated culture as a kind of coping strategy for
dealing with the changing vicissitudes of life. Davis’s “situational” interpreta-
tion was later applied and developed further by sociologists Herbert Gans and
Lee Rainwater, who took the occasion of the AAAS seminar to distance them-
selves from culture of poverty theorists and their psychologically deterministic
views. Gans criticized Oscar Lewis and Walter Miller for equating culture with
behavior and for treating it as a semipermanent, inherited trait. The poor might
lack aspirations and behave badly, Gans argued, but not because of deviant
values or deeply imbedded psychological flaws; their cultural patterns might
persist from generation to generation, but not because culture was an inherited
trait. Gans himself had even written about a “pathological” subculture among
unemployed men raised in welfare-dependent, “female-based families,” wor-
rying in particular that the men raised in such families seemed to be incapable
of adjusting to the work demands of a modern, more automated world.9 The
answer, Gans and other situationalists insisted, lay not in trying to fix the pa-
thology but in addressing the long-term unemployment from which it
stemmed. Meanwhile, lower-class culture was a reflection of the limited oppor-
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tunities society offered, and would persist within families only as each suc-
ceeding generation faced the same deprived conditions as the last. Indeed, the
vast majority of lower-class families did accept mainstream, middle-class val-
ues even as they adopted more relaxed or unconventional behavioral norms.
This was what anthropologist Hyman Rodman called the lower-class “value
stretch,” a mechanism, he argued, through which poor people adjusted to their
own relative deprivation.10

The academic culture wars also touched on several long-standing tensions
within the literature on black lower-class culture, here again turning less on
the question of whether this was anything but a “poor” culture than on the
question of whether to treat it as inherited or entirely situational. Was lower-
class culture a legacy of slavery—perpetuated by the matriarchal family—or
the product of persistent racial oppression from a society dominated by whites?
Anthropologist Hylan Lewis, arguing from a strictly “situational” view, had
written about an “evolving national subculture” in his 1955 community study
Blackways of Kent, but denied that it had slavery as its source. Black lower-
class culture was sustained by persistent and repeated racism and by the “ad-
justment devices” racism brought forth.11 These views were later echoed in an
influential study by his student Eliot Liebow, whose classic urban ethnography
Tally’s Corner argued that the street corner men of Washington, D.C., were
not operating in an independent cultural tradition but had adapted their tough,
blatantly disreputable habits as a cover for their inability, due to discrimination
and unemployment, to achieve conventional work and family goals.

And yet, even the most hard-nosed situationalists continued to point to a
hard core of pathology that could become self-perpetuating if left unchecked.
To some extent this reflected the enormous influence of postwar race psychol-
ogy, which without denying the situationalist interpretation had added a some-
what contradictory twist. Black culture was an adaptive response to continuing
white racism, but the damaged, self-hating black personality was as well.12

Writing about the damage in The Mark of Oppression, psychiatrists Abram
Kardiner and Lionel Ovesey had earlier implicated the “Negro” personality
and culture in a kind of internalized self-reinforcing “vicious circle” of self-
hatred, low achievement, and sexual dysfunction that displayed itself in lower-
class “matriarchal” families—and the children raised in them—in visibly
“pathological” ways. Thus, while locating its origins in ongoing racial oppres-
sion, Kardiner and Ovesey were essentially treating lower-class pathology as
an inherited psychological trait.13

From there it was easy to make the leap to the legacy of slavery, even while
blaming persistent racism for playing a reinforcing role. This was the interpre-
tation offered by Harvard psychologist Thomas Pettigrew, whose 1964 Profile
of the American Negro was considered a definitive work in the field.14 After
surveying some 565 studies of black culture and personality, Pettigrew con-
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cluded that blacks as a group showed high rates of weak ego identity, low
self-esteem, and “serious sex role conflicts,” and that the experience of racial
subordination was the main reason why. Significantly, this put Pettigrew at
odds with a similarly synthetic review study, published just a few years before,
which had concluded that the problems Pettigrew linked to a distinctly “Negro”
psychology were actually problems of social class.15 But Pettigrew thought
the black poor suffered a double psychological burden, that could be traced
back to slavery in two major ways. One was that ever since slavery blacks had
been forced to succumb to a subordinate social and economic role,
which historian Stanley Elkins had identified as the source of a “servile” or
“Sambo” personality, based on his controversial analogy between African
American slaves and victims of Nazi concentration camps. The second, and
more important, was the “matrifocal” family, which caused resentment and
role reversal between men and women and left children unable to defer gratifi-
cation and sexually “confused.” Here Pettigrew cited a slew of studies on the
impact of father-absence in the home, including the famous candy bar tests
done by psychologist Walter Mischel, who found that fatherless boys preferred
to have a small candy bar immediately, rather than waiting for the promise of
a larger candy bar within a week.16 Further proof lay in the tendency of black
mothers to encourage unnaturally dominant, achieving behavior among black
lower-class girls, Pettigrew reported, while their male counterparts were more
passive and, according to one prominent attitude survey, “agreed more often
[than white boys] with such ‘feminine’ choices as ‘I would like to be a singer’
and ‘I feel more intensely than most people do.’ ”17 Together, then, the subordi-
nate personality and the matrifocal family represented the “special burden”
slavery had placed on subsequent African American generations, and particu-
larly on the poor. Pettigrew used this evidence of psychological damage to
argue that the fight against racial discrimination was important, but nowhere
near enough: dealing with the Negro problem would require a full-scale attack
on the poverty that was keeping the matriarchal family alive, while incorporat-
ing such psychologically rehabilitative measures as military training for father-
less boys.

As Pettigrew’s policy directives suggest, race psychology was not the only
influence behind the growing emphasis on pathology among the black poor.
So, too, was an effort among liberal social scientists to dramatize the need for
action against racism and poverty as the next phase in the struggle for equal
rights.18 But also at work was an undeniable sense of racial menace that, espe-
cially in the wake of the massive urban migration, black “ghettoization” and
interracial violence of the postwar years, made the black lower-class subculture
seem more concentrated and dangerous than in the past. In the early 1960s,
even before the most visible racial uprisings of the decade began, social scien-
tists brought the themes of persistent poverty, political urgency, and racial men-



P O V E R T Y ’ S C U L T U R E WA R S 201

ace together in studies of impoverished “dark ghettos” and of the lower-class
subculture and “pathologies” they bred. Conducted in the ethnographic, com-
munity studies tradition, several of these studies grew out of federally funded
research and action programs of the kind that large-scale, survey-based quanti-
tative analysis would soon overshadow. Such was the genesis of social psy-
chologist Kenneth Clark’s 1965 study of Harlem, Dark Ghetto: Dilemmas of
Social Power. Clark started the study as the research director of Harlem Youth
Opportunities Unlimited (HARYOU), a community action project originally
funded by the President’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency. His HARYOU
report, “Youth in the Ghetto,” was a passionate plea for a redistribution of
political and economic power, envisioning a massive organizing effort within
the ghetto to demand and take control of the external resources for change.
Issued just before the Harlem riots of July 1964, the report’s subtitle—“A
Study of the Consequences of Powerlessness”—was eerily borne out by
events. After internal battles that pushed him off the HARYOU board, Clark
used his report as the basis of a more complete picture of the “pathologies
of American ghettoes,” with an emphasis on “what happens to human beings
who are confined to depressed areas and whose access to the normal channels
of economic mobility and opportunity is blocked.”19 A second influential
study, Lee Rainwater’s Behind Ghetto Walls, grew out of an HEW/Public
Housing Administration demonstration project to improve social services in
one of the nation’s most notoriously segregated, badly designed, and ill-kept
housing projects, Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis. (Pruitt-Igoe was later immortalized
in documentary footage of its implosion after officials condemned it in the
early 1970s.) Commissioned by the NIMH to evaluate the demonstration,
Rainwater put more emphasis on studying the community, turning the “study
of problems in a public housing project” into “a study of the dynamics of
socioeconomic inequality.”20 Together, these studies illustrate how, through a
blend of cultural theory and race psychology, liberal social scientists were
using black lower-class pathology as a premise for an expanded program of
social and economic reform.

Thus, both Clark and Rainwater treated ghetto culture as an adaptive mecha-
nism rather than an inherited way of life. Selling drugs, playing “the dozens,”
having babies out of wedlock, and other unconventional behaviors were lower-
class ways of adjusting to what Rainwater called the “world of the disinher-
ited,” cultural mechanisms for negotiating between mainstream norms and an
impoverished social reality. But the real pathology of the ghetto did not derive
from the punishments of class alone. Its source was the institutionalized racism
that the ghetto symbolized, as expressed in the “Negro’s complex and debilitat-
ing prejudice against himself.” This core aversion to blackness, once physi-
cally embodied in slavery and caste, had since become internalized within
lower-class black culture, and nowhere more thoroughly than in the lower-
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class family, for Rainwater the “crucible of identity” through which black chil-
dren learned that they were “essentially bad.” Those first crucial lessons were
subsequently reinforced by ghetto walls, to the point where whites could count
on blacks “to do the dirty work of caste victimization for them.”21 The result,
as Clark wrote, was a form of “institutionalized pathology,” expressed in crime,
drug addiction, illegitimacy, family instability, and in patterns of sexual devi-
ance that resulted from the “imbalance” of economic and sexual power be-
tween women and men.22 That this pathology had become “self-perpetuating”
did not absolve white society of blame. Indeed, without comprehensive efforts
to open up economic and social opportunities, Clark’s Harlem neighborhood
would not be able to sustain the cultural rehabilitation he hoped to undertake.
Likewise, Rainwater concluded, social policy should not treat the family “as
the main villain of the piece,” with “an army of social workers” sent in to fix
the pathology. He joined Clark in calling for a comprehensive program of
job creation, income guarantees, desegregation, and local empowerment as a
necessary precursor to the cultural rehabilitation that he was confident would
follow in its wake.23

The concept of a self-perpetuating pathology—transmitted by a “vicious
circle” connecting racism, male unemployment, female-headed families, and
deviant social behavior—had thus become a key component of the social scien-
tific case for a more aggressive attack on poverty as an integral part of the wider
struggle for equal rights. Informing this argument was a blend of situationalist
cultural analysis, race psychology, racial liberalism, and a commitment to gov-
ernment action to reverse racism’s effects. But equally important to the argu-
ment was a commitment to a largely unquestioned cultural ideal that even
at the time had come under some criticism for being overly individualistic,
achievement-oriented, mired in the materialism of consumer capitalism, and,
although couched in terms of a color-blind society, essentially white. That this
ideal was based on a patriarchal vision of gender relations was nowhere more
evident than in the powerful sense of “sociosexual” threat emanating from the
literature on the black lower-class family. This sense of threat was not only
expressed in the sexualized anxieties over the impact of the “matriarchy” on
men, but also in the complete blindness of the literature to the problems black
women faced in their own wage-earning roles. Instead, as more than one study
noted, the very fact of significant female participation in the labor force could
be cited as further evidence of how pathological the lower-class black family
had become.24 This gender bias was also reflected in the policy proposals lib-
eral social science endorsed, which repeatedly ignored the wage and employ-
ment discrimination suffered by black women while calling for targeting jobs
and employment programs on men. In this, as in its growing emphasis on
pathology and psychological damage, the liberal, “situationalist” interpretation
of black lower-class culture was entirely consistent with Oscar Lewis’s culture
of poverty. And it was in this form, as a blend of situationalist, psychological,
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and racial theory, that the cultural tradition in sociology came into the harsh
light of public and political scrutiny, in the controversy started in 1965 and
still raging while the AAAS seminar met, over Daniel P. Moynihan’s report
on the Negro family.

In the spring of 1965, then Assistant Secretary of Labor for Policy Planning
and Research Moynihan began working on an internal planning document in
the hope of persuading the administration of the need for a new, more concerted
government effort to push the “Negro Revolution” from legal equality to
“equality of results.” Entitled The Negro Family: The Case for National Ac-
tion, the report relied heavily on three decades’ worth of liberal social science
to present “the evidence—not final, but powerfully persuasive—that the Negro
family in the urban ghetto is crumbling.” In light of this evidence, Moynihan
advocated a “new approach” to policy which would take government beyond
the commitment to civil rights embodied in the landmark Civil and Voting
Rights Acts of 1964–1965. Although deeply rooted in the legacy of racism,
the issue was not racial discrimination but poverty, and in particular the “disor-
ganization among the lower-class group.” Fundamental to that disorganization
was “the deterioration of the Negro family.” With this the nation was “con-
fronted with a new kind of problem. Measures that have worked in the past,
or would work for most groups in the present, will not work here. A national
effort is required that will give unity of purpose to the many activities of the
federal government in this area, directed to a new kind of goal: the establish-
ment of a stable Negro family structure.”25

Strictly speaking, the Moynihan Report was not meant as a scholarly contri-
bution to poverty knowledge; its main purpose was to influence the administra-
tion’s policy agenda on race. Significantly, it was produced outside the estab-
lished bureaucratic channels for poverty knowledge, and outside the analytic
networks being established at OEO. Seen in this light it can be, and has been,
understood as a strategic document—one in a long line of social scientific
analyses that turned to cultural pathology to dramatize and enhance the case
for structural reform.26 For some, indeed, this has been reason enough to over-
look, or ignore, Moynihan’s more incendiary pathologizing to praise the Re-
port for its bravery and foresight in drawing attention to the gravity of racism
and of soon-to-worsen black unemployment, welfare, and single parent rates—
despite the fact that, as the Report’s reception indicates, Moynihan’s strategic
turn to pathology failed. The reality of the Report, though, is both more compli-
cated and less instrumental than that. For although it was written as a policy
paper, and in this sense as a strategic document, it was also distinguished by
several other features that make it of particular importance in understanding
why subsequent poverty knowledge took the direction it did.

First was the fact that it was a distillation of the major themes from three
decades of sociological literature on lower-class black subculture—including
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its invocation of cultural pathology to make a case for more concerted govern-
ment action against poverty and racism. Second was what the Report and its
aftermath revealed to be a growing disjuncture between the psycho-cultural
diagnoses of liberal social science and the political economic agenda it pro-
fessed to support—raising the specter of a culture so tangled in pathology that
it was incapable of responding to expanded opportunity. Contributing to this
sense of disjuncture was the fact that Moynihan’s report merely called for
national policy, opening the door for widely ranging speculation on what that
policy should be. Equally important was its attempt to bypass the political
networks of the civil rights movement, presumably to set a more “scientifi-
cally” based agenda for policy reform. Third was the fact that it was written,
released, and debated during an enormously tumultuous period in the politics
of both race and poverty, when organized minorities were struggling against
the local white establishment for access to Community Action funds, when the
Watts riots transformed the public image of the race issue, when civil rights
leaders were internally divided over a turn to radical tactics in their ranks, and
when poverty warriors within the administration were being instructed to cur-
tail their expectations in light of the escalating war in Vietnam. Finally, for all
of these reasons, the public release of the Moynihan Report sparked a political
and an intellectual crisis for what up until that point was still the dominant,
cultural tradition in liberal social scientific poverty research.

The Moynihan Report was not distinctive for its findings, which simply
“reflected what we saw as a consensus among social scientists writing in that
generation or the previous one,” as Moynihan later recalled. Even such atten-
tion-grabbing language as the “tangle of pathology” was borrowed from ex-
isting scholarly reports.27 The footnotes and text are crowded with references
to the work of such well-known social scientists as E. Franklin Frazier, Ken-
neth Clark, Thomas Pettigrew, Nathan Glazer, and Moynihan himself, and
Frazier, in a passage on the problem of family disorganization, got the last
word in the Report. Most important, the basic analysis followed a familiar path
in tracing the causes of black lower-class pathology, essentially combining
Frazier’s sociology of disorganization with the postwar psychology of race.
Thus, the Report traced the historical causes of the pathology to the psycholog-
ical as well as the cultural damage of slavery, citing Stanley Elkins for evidence
of the submissive “Sambo” personality and Frazier for the emergence of the
dominant matriarch. The initial impact of slavery was compounded by segrega-
tion, urbanization, persistent poverty, and, especially, male unemployment
rates of “catastrophic” proportions. The cumulative effect of this history of
subordination had been especially hard on black men, who, when “forced into
a matriarchal structure” by racial subordination, had been denied their natural
role as breadwinners and authority figures in a predominantly patriarchal soci-
ety. (“The very essence of the male animal,” Moynihan explained in the Re-
port’s most infamous passage, “is to strut.”) In recent times, however, the pa-
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thology had become self-perpetuating, as indicated in social psychological
research linking matriarchy and the absence of a dominant male figure to sex-
role confusion, a “hunger for immediate gratification,” delinquency, and even
to neurotic behavior among boys.28 Thus, the tangle of pathology was now
being passed from generation to generation through the family’s psychological
impact as well as the matriarch’s inherent inability to socialize the young. All
of this pointed to the urgency of “restoring the Negro American Family” with,
as Frazier had put it, “those changes in the Negro and American society which
will enable the Negro father to play the role required of him.”29

The Moynihan Report did distinguish itself from past literature in two im-
portant respects. One was its prolific use of government statistics to dramatize
the tangle of pathology. The tables and graphs started out with a story of family
disintegration, then followed up with statistics on the “failure of youth,” as
measured alarmingly in 30 percent unemployment, delinquency, school drop-
out, and in “the ultimate mark of inadequate preparation for life,” a failure rate
of 56 percent on the Armed Forces mental test.30 No attempt was made to
explain or contextualize these statistics; they were merely presented as evi-
dence of the tangle of pathology at work. More important, though, was the
Report’s attempt to make direct correlations between economic trend data and
what Moynihan referred to as “indicators of social dysfunction,” illustrating,
for example, the high correlation between black unemployment rates and mari-
tal breakup.31 By far the most significant of these statistical correlations points
to the second distinguishing feature of Moynihan’s report, and that is its re-
peated and relentless emphasis on the matriarchal family as the “fundamental
source of the weakness of the Negro community at the present time.” Much
as subsequent commentators have pointed to Moynihan’s emphasis on unem-
ployment as a causal factor, the Report itself continually underscores the theme
that the contemporary crisis cannot be understood “in terms of the visible
manifestations of discrimination and poverty” alone.32 And here is where Moy-
nihan reported his most striking statistical “find.” The number of AFDC cases
opened, once statistically correlated with black male unemployment rates, was
now (as of 1962) rising despite measured unemployment decline. With this
one statistical correlation, by far the most highly publicized in the Report,
Moynihan sealed the argument that the “pathology” had become self-perpetu-
ating: pathology, here measured as welfare “dependency,” was no longer corre-
lated with the unemployment rate; it was going up on its own.

The fact is that the statistical correlation “proved” nothing of the sort. As
studies at the time and subsequently indicated, unemployment and economic
recession were never more than partial explanations for changes in welfare
enrollment rates. Equally important were changes in and variations among
local administrative practices, eligibility rules, welfare law amendments—in-
cluding those passed in 1962, and, for blacks especially, migration from the
South to less restrictive northern cities. And while rising rates of single-parent
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families were certainly contributing to expanding welfare rolls, those trends
were hardly confined to African Americans, and, according to information
available at the time, had been gradually growing for well over a decade before
1962. Besides, as research later confirmed, case load expansions were hardly
an appropriate measure of “dependency,” since people use welfare for a wide
variety of reasons, most of them for a relatively short period of time.33 More
problems in the correlation could be found in the statistics themselves. Hardest
to explain is the fact that the graph mapped nonwhite male employment against
the total number of welfare cases opened. More understandable, in light of
the Report’s overarching argument, is the absence of any correlation between
caseloads and employment rates among nonwhite women. Indeed, in the Moy-
nihan Report, as elsewhere, female employment was reported only as a sign of
pathology; otherwise, statistics on black women were confined to illegitimacy,
female-headship, and welfare receipt. In contrast, Drake and Cayton’s Black
Metropolis, not cited in the Report, had included detailed information on
women as part of the discussion of the employment and labor market prospects
facing all blacks.34 Finally, as critics at the time and subsequent research have
shown, the total nonwhite employment statistics mask at least two important
developments that indicated a much worse job situation for nonwhite men at
the time. One was the much higher rate of unemployment for young nonwhite
men; the other was the steady decline in any sort of labor force participation
among African American men, a development not measured in the unemploy-
ment statistics at all. This unmeasured decline in labor force participation,
William J. Wilson and Kathryn Neckerman later argued, helped to explain both
patterns of AFDC enrollment and lower marriage rates among blacks. In other
words, welfare and unemployment had not, as the Moynihan Report suggested,
somehow become “unglued.”35

What, then, given this emphasis on a self-perpetuating pathology, would a
national policy to strengthen the Negro family be? Moynihan himself favored
large-scale employment programs, reflecting a position he and other Depart-
ment of Labor officials had been taking since planning for the War on Poverty
began. In future months he would become a more vociferous advocate of a
European-style family allowance, another of his long-favored ideas. The Re-
port also hinted at military training for boys, a solution Moynihan had flirted
with in an earlier Department of Labor investigation, where he had first learned
of the racial differences in Armed Forces mental tests.36 For the most part,
however, the Report offered no specific policy recommendations. Neverthe-
less, it did provide the intellectual backing for Lyndon B. Johnson’s landmark
civil rights address, coauthored by Moynihan and delivered at Howard Univer-
sity on June 4, 1965. In it, LBJ recognized the “special nature of Negro pov-
erty,” caused by unemployment and the “breakdown of the Negro family struc-
ture.” He also pledged unspecified government action to move to the next stage
of the struggle for black equality—“not just equality as a right and a theory
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but equality as a fact and as a result.”37 Toward this end, he promised a special
White House conference in the fall. It was this speech, and the impending
conference, that drew public attention to the existence of the Moynihan Report,
although its actual contents were kept under cover until August—as it happens,
just about a week before the outbreak of riots in Watts. In the meantime, press
reports and rumors had leaked the Report’s most sensationalistic claims about
family breakdown, creating an atmosphere of intense speculation and built-up
resentment, especially among civil rights activists who felt the administration
and its experts were trying to co-opt or distract from their own social agenda.
By the time the Report officially became public, what everyone knew about
what one critic called this “two-month wonder, over publicized before it was
released,” was that it focused on family deterioration and was being touted by
some as a call for Negro “self-help.”38 Reactions to Watts hardly helped mat-
ters; both the press and a desperate White House used the Report as a kind of
semiofficial explanation, once presidential press secretary Bill Moyers distrib-
uted copies a week after the violence began. The next day brought a highly
provocative column from conservative columnists Rowland Evans and Robert
Novack, calling the Report a “much-suppressed, much leaked Labor Depart-
ment document which strips away usual equivocations and exposes the ugly
truth about the big-city Negro’s plight”—not unemployment but “broken
homes, illegitimacy, and female-oriented homes.” Meanwhile, Moynihan be-
came something of an instant expert on riots, with figures on illegitimacy rates
in Watts to back him up.39

It is hardly surprising, then, that the reaction to the Moynihan Report came
primarily in the form of a “revolt.”40 Civil rights groups objected to its rhetori-
cal implication that there was one, pathological form of Negro family, as well
as to its overwhelming emphasis on family breakdown as a cause rather than
a consequence of poverty and community distress. Though exonerating Moy-
nihan himself from charges of personal racism, several commentators saw the
Report as the basis of a “new racism,” couched in scientific logic and designed
to distract attention from the structural nature of poverty and institutionalized
racism.41 Most of all, though, civil rights leaders tried to steer the conversation
back to where they thought it belonged: jobs, income, housing, health, and
central city decline. All of these issues had, in fact, been on the civil rights
agenda for years, and were to make up the central components of the move-
ment’s “Freedom Budget” officially released in October 1966.42 Indeed, the
Moynihan Report stirred both resentment and suspicion among advocates who
had long been warning about the consequences of neglecting the problems of
employment and economic inequality, only then to have them presented as
issues of social pathology by a government expert claiming to act on their
behalf.43 But civil rights concern also focused on the content of the Report, in
part because of what public reaction had already revealed. The idea of a self-
perpetuating pathology, no matter how rooted in structural inequality, did not
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make a “case” for social and economic reform. “The prescription,” as one
commentator wrote, “is to change the deviants, not the system.”44

Civil rights leaders were by no means the only ones critical of the Moynihan
Report. Anthropologist Hylan Lewis, in a background paper prepared for the
White House Conference, offered an alternative, much less “alarmist” and
nonpathological view, explaining single-parent families as a consequence of
poverty, and emphasizing the diversity among low-income families. Econo-
mist Mary Keyserling, then the director of the Department of Labor Women’s
Bureau, took strong issue with the notion that black women were “overem-
ployed,” pointing out black women’s contributions to household income, as
well as the then much more rapidly rising rate of labor force participation
among white women.45 Herbert Gans wrote that the matriarchal family “has
not yet been proven pathological,” citing studies on the extended kinship net-
works that brought stability to black families and had been shown to raise many
a “successfully” adapted boy.46 While overshadowed by the intense political
reaction to the Report, these critiques anticipated a more extensive literature,
much of it directly or indirectly stimulated by the Moynihan Report, that chal-
lenged its social scientific premises. Historical and anthropological research
was especially important in this regard, showing, for example, that the slave
and post-slavery family was neither matriarchal nor disorganized, that in the
process of urban migration blacks established a stable working class, that the
feminized kin networks of low-income black families provided what would
today be called “social capital” in poor neighborhoods, and that black lower-
class culture has been a good deal more conscious, alternative, and creative
than images of cultural pathology could possibly convey.47 Such criticism
hardly prevented the Moynihan Report from maintaining a respectable life of
its own. During the 1980s, Moynihan was hailed as a prophet of the underclass.
More important, his key statistical correlation—the mythical “break” in the
correlation between unemployment and welfare rates—was very soon revived
when, now as domestic advisor to Richard M. Nixon, he made it the center-
piece of his analysis of a new, but related “crisis” in welfare dependency.48

It would be a mistake, then, to regard the Moynihan Report as principally a
matter of liberal strategy gone awry—the familiar strategy, that is, of using
cultural pathology to make a dramatic case for structural reform. For even
though the Report was a strategic policy document, Moynihan was writing as
a social scientist as well, synthesizing themes that, if anything, would grow
more pronounced in his work, and especially the theme that pathology, includ-
ing the dreaded welfare dependency, was a consequence of the absence of
males from their rightful place as heads of families.49 In this sense, as critics
at the time recognized, Moynihan’s was far more than a flawed strategy for a
good cause; it was an expression of a deeply flawed, and for a time anyway, a
shared social scientific vision of the dynamics of gender, race, and poverty in
the black lower-class family.
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The more immediate impact of the Moynihan Report was to politicize the
idea of culture and to shatter any sense of consensus that cultural theorists
might have had. In its aftermath, many social scientists began to question their
own use of the cultural framework, believing that it had been hopelessly cor-
rupted in what had degenerated into a debate over the “undeserving poor.”
Hylan Lewis, one of the first to break from the separate culture idea, urged
social scientists to pay more attention to the tremendous diversity among fami-
lies in poor neighborhoods, while warning against the political misuse of find-
ings based on oversimplified and sensationalistic generalizations about their
“presumably . . . preferred or chosen way of life.”50 Herbert Gans called on
social scientists to shift the focus of research away from the poor, noting that
“if the prime purpose of research is the elimination of poverty, studies of the
poor are not the first order of business at all.” Much more important were
“studies of the economy that relegates many people to underemployment and
unemployment and of the society which leaves teenagers and old people with-
out viable economic and social functions.” Gans eventually distanced himself
from his own earlier analysis of lower-class culture, remarking that economics,
not cultural pathology, was what separated the poor from the more stable work-
ing class.51 Even Oscar Lewis became ambivalent, according to his biographer,
and in responding to his harshest critics called the theory “simply a challenging
hypothesis which would be tested by empirical research.” The response was
somewhat disingenuous, considering that Lewis had earlier proposed that the
culture of poverty was virtually a worldwide phenomenon, transcending na-
tional boundaries.52

Nevertheless, Lewis’s retreat does suggest just how thoroughly discredited
his culture of poverty theory was by the end of the 1960s. Two separate vol-
umes were devoted to anthropological criticism of the idea, as were dozens of
journal articles and scholarly panels.53 Oscar Lewis was the most prominent
target of this criticism, but the broader literature on lower-class culture came
under scrutiny as well. Adding to the numerous academic criticisms, which
focused on methodology, use of evidence, and psychological determinism, was
the inescapable fact that the culture of poverty was a thoroughly political idea,
a device, in critics’ eyes, for “blaming the victim,” “neutralizing the disinher-
ited,” distracting from the real issues of structural inequality and, as one gov-
ernment researcher who once embraced it wrote, “an example of how we social
scientists misled the architects of the War on Poverty by putting forth notions
which turned out to be spurious.”54 Such concerns were only confirmed when
political scientist Edward Banfield, drawing on studies written by Gans, Walter
Miller, and Allison Davis, among others, published The Unheavenly City
(1970), a scathing attack that used the concept of lower-class culture to argue
that nothing, short of extreme authoritarian measures, could be done to help
the urban poor.55 Still, it is even more important to recall the origins of the
pathological idea of lower-class culture in liberal sociology—because it is
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within that tradition that it would be resurrected in the 1980s, when William
Julius Wilson, invoking Moynihan, wrote about the emergence of an urban
“underclass.”56

Poverty researchers did not entirely abandon the issues of race, family instabil-
ity, and illegitimacy in response to the Moynihan Report, as some have sug-
gested, but they did begin to approach them from the safer distance of quantita-
tive data and rationalistic models that treated race and class as demographic
variables rather than as either cultural or political economic facts. To be sure,
this was not simply a by-product of the “culture wars” alone. The reality is
that by the late 1960s the ethnographic, community-studies tradition that had
given shape to the culture of poverty and its variants was rapidly being eclipsed
by a more quantitative, technocratic model-building impulse in the social sci-
ences more generally. Within that framework, the newer political economy of
poverty, based on neoclassical economic assumptions and dominated by
human capital theory, became the basis of a research industry built and main-
tained by foundations and government analysts eager to maintain a more neu-
tral scientific veneer. As we shall see, this new, more “scientific” poverty
knowledge shared more in common with the cultural tradition than its prac-
titioners cared to admit: both were inquiries devoted principally to document-
ing the characteristics and behavior of the poor.
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The Poverty Research Industry

THE POLARIZED debates of the late 1960s may have tarnished the reputation
of academic social science, but they did not impede the steady expansion of
federally funded poverty research over the next decade and a half. From 1965
to 1980, federal funding for poverty research rose from nearly $3 million to
just under $200 million, most designated for the “applied” purposes of mea-
surement, program evaluation, and policy analysis.1 Federal research dollars
also underwrote the development of new and elaborate methodologies for car-
rying out these tasks, leaving poverty research with a sophisticated array of
survey, experimental, and modeling techniques that were virtually unmatched
in any other field of social research.2 Nor, despite Richard M. Nixon’s avowed
determination to dismantle the War on Poverty, did government demand for
analytic poverty knowledge show signs of slowing down. Amidst the economic
stagnation, unemployment, and inflation that plagued the 1970s, social spend-
ing rose steadily—particularly for social insurance and “in-kind” transfer pro-
grams such as Food Stamps—and with it the demand for better numbers on
who was being served, how, and how efficiently.3

Feeding the federal demand for social knowledge was a corresponding “ex-
plosion” in the field of policy analysis, heralded by the creation of formal
professional associations, specialized journals, and, especially, the rapid
expansion of graduate training programs at major universities nationwide.
“Policy sciences” represented a “new study field,” announced the New York
Times in 1970, citing the founding of new graduate programs and a journal by
that name. The field, like the academic curriculum, was more and more based
on “the problem-solving, decision-making, and forecasting techniques pio-
neered by the nation’s ‘think tank’ research institutions,” noted the Times.4 It
was also very much tied to the increased emphasis on rational planning,
budgeting, and evaluation within government bureaucracies, and to the atten-
dant, rapidly growing market for government contract research. So, too,
paradoxically, did policy analysis stand to benefit from growing skepticism
about government institutions in the 1970s, which generated efforts to remodel
government bureaucracies for greater administrative efficiency while also in-
tensifying competition among existing bureaucratic players to develop their
own independent sources of analysis.5 By the end of the decade, the field
was sufficiently well established to have generated a budding literature of
contra-analytic critique: Policy analysis would “speak truth to power,” to cite
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the title of a prominent text in the field, but it spoke very much from the inside.6

Thus, as sociologists and anthropologists watched both community action and
cultural theory get pummeled in the political fray, analysts were well posi-
tioned to continue the transformation of poverty knowledge, begun during the
War on Poverty, into a highly pragmatic, technical subfield of applied micro-
economics.

It would be a mistake, however, to view this transformation only in terms
of the demise of sociological theory or the laws of supply and demand. The
analytic turn in poverty research grew out of a positive and proactive ideologi-
cal commitment as well—generally speaking, to Progressive-era ideals of ex-
pert statecraft, but more specifically to a particular kind of knowledge, based on
methods derived from economics, and steeped in a market-oriented worldview.
Reflecting these values, poverty analysts showed a preference for certain kinds
of solutions to the poverty problem—emphasizing income over services, tar-
geting individuals rather than empowering communities, and favoring inter-
ventions that worked outside the market over attempts to achieve market re-
form. Equally important, the market orientation extended to the production of
knowledge, as analytic research brokers, in search of truly “objective,” nonpar-
tisan, and disinterested research, turned to the mechanisms of market competi-
tion to generate policy expertise.7 Here, too, the analysts tapped into an older
American tradition, of trusting to private sector institutions what Europeans
looked to governments and political parties to do. But the poverty analysts
looked to a more recent and immediate example for inspiration. They set out,
and succeeded, in creating a research industry like the one that produced
knowledge for the Department of Defense.

By the 1970s, the number of trained analysts in all branches of government
had grown tremendously, as had the prominence of the poverty agencies for
housing top-notch research and policy “shops.” While analysts had little con-
trol over actual policy decisions, they were in a position to define the problems
and the policy choices, and to determine how policies should be assessed. They
also had control over substantial research budgets, which, with the cooperation
of private foundations, helped to finance an expanding and interlocking institu-
tional network of think tanks, university institutes, and both non- and for-profit
research corporations devoted to analytic social research. These institutions,
and the analysts who circulated easily in and between them, nurtured a distinc-
tive subculture in public policy and government, held together by a shared
language if not always a consensual understanding of social problems, and by
a shared appreciation for the possibilities of scientifically controlled social
experimentation, econometric modeling, and outcomes evaluation as tools—
and, more and more, as requirements—of the policy making trade. This ana-
lytic subculture, or “subgovernment” as it has sometimes been called, effec-
tively colonized poverty knowledge by creating and then subsidizing several
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newer research organizations expressly created as extensions of policy analytic
thought.8 Three of these organizations—the Institute for Research on Poverty
at the University of Wisconsin, the Urban Institute in Washington, D.C., and
the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation in New York—were espe-
cially important in generating the new poverty expertise. Each carved out a
particular niche within the growing market for policy-related social knowl-
edge, and each, in its own way, lobbied extensively for particular standards of
technical proficiency and professional legitimacy in the field. In the process,
they helped to make poverty at once bigger—as in “big science”—and more
specialized, more prominent but more exclusive and enclosed, more “public”
in its association with public policy but more privatized as a subsidized, extra-
governmental enterprise.

Despite its own claims to nonpartisanship, the poverty research industry
owed its success as much to the changing political climate as to its disinterested
technical proficiency. One reason, no doubt, was its tendency to reduce the
most volatile of social problems into quantifiable, individualized, variables—
while leaving questions of politics and power unasked. Class, race, and gender
were absent as real categories in poverty analysis, their “effects” instead mea-
sured as individual characteristics related to demography, education level, and
personal behavior. This individualized approach became especially compelling
to philanthropic and government knowledge brokers in the late 1960s and
1970s, for it had a way of neutralizing—and neutering—the issue of poverty
at precisely the moment when the politics of class, race, and gender were
growing more visible in electoral coalitions. This does not mean, however,
that poverty knowledge was not gendered and racialized in its own right. From
its origins in the defense research industry, the analytic world was predomi-
nantly white and predominantly male. More important, its analytic categories
were replete with widely understood, if unspoken, references to gender and
race, as was especially evident in Richard Nixon’s appeal to “forgotten” (white,
male-headed) “working poor” Americans—squeezed out by the (black, fe-
male-headed) “welfare dependent” poor—in announcing his ill-fated Family
Assistance Plan.9

A second reason for its success in a changing political climate was that
analytic poverty research was much better equipped to serve than to influence
the political agenda of whatever administration was in power; after all, its very
existence was almost entirely dependent on federal government largesse. By
the mid-1970s, most of what was recognized as scientific poverty knowledge
was being produced either by staff analysts working directly for government
agencies or within the tightly knit network of nongovernmental research
organizations that relied on government contracts for support. The poverty
research industry was well established, and its endeavors were beginning to
produce a substantial body of analytic expertise. But, especially when it came
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to welfare policy, politics still drove the decisions and, ultimately, the agenda
for research.10

Working within the political and institutional parameters of a heavily con-
tract-driven research industry, poverty analysis in the 1970s did achieve some
of what they had set out to accomplish in the headier days of the War on
Poverty. One aim was to establish standards and techniques for assessing
America’s progress against poverty—standards and techniques that, for all
they may have left out in terms of political empowerment and social justice,
remain widely accepted benchmarks of economic well-being and of the distri-
bution of social welfare benefits. By these measures, the federal government
in the mid-1970s could be credited with at least one significant advance: thanks
largely to an enormous growth in federal social welfare spending, the poverty
rate was at an all-time low of 11 percent as opposed to 20 percent in 1964—a
great deal of it due to the impact of Social Security and other programs in
reducing elderly poverty rates. A second aim was to bring more precision to
the picture of poor people that informed policy makers if not the public at
large, leading poverty analysts to conclude, based on data that tracked family
income over time, that a far more diverse group of Americans fell into poverty
than popular imagery would suggest. A third aim was to use scientific and,
especially, experimental study to improve and, in at least the notable instance
of the negative income tax experiments, dramatically to expand the scope of
policies for poor people. To this as to other aspects of the knowledge-building
enterprise, poverty analysts brought values of fairness and equity as well as
scientific objectivity; analytic knowledge, they believed, would lead to better
programs for the poor.

There remained, however, the uncomfortable, unexamined question of
whether this new knowledge did or could serve the interests of the poor: for
by far the most consequential development in poverty knowledge during the
1970s was its retreat from the goal of ending poverty and its subsequent subor-
dination to the imperatives of welfare reform. Here poverty research reflected
not just a change in national politics but the even more fundamental impact of
economic decline, and the gradual unraveling of the Keynesian consensus that
had injected Great Society poverty knowledge with such confidence and hope.
Now, perplexed by the combination of unemployment, wage stagnation, and
runaway price inflation, liberal economists were no longer confident that they
could achieve the combination of fast growth, high employment, and rising
wages that was once their most trusted antipoverty weapon. But neither, at
least not within the boundaries of poverty knowledge, could or would they try
to explain why. Instead, more than any other single factor, and certainly more
than bringing poverty to an end, it was the political obsession with welfare
that gave poverty knowledge its rationale, its relevance, and, ultimately, shaped
its meaning as the Great Society came to an end.
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“THINK TANK” FOR THE POOR

“A think tank that thinks for the poor,” was Business Week’s headline in a
1968 report on the University of Wisconsin’s Institute for Research on Poverty
(IRP). It was founded, in the words of the reporter, “to play the same role
on behalf of the war on poverty that more conventional think tanks play on
behalf of more conventional wars.”11 Certainly this was the view of its original
instigators in the OEO office of Research, Planning, Policy and Evaluation
(RPP&E). As RPP&E’s Robert Levine told an initially skeptical Sargent
Shriver, the IRP was slated to be a kind of academic RAND Corporation, set
up to produce “fundamental knowledge” while also responding to the agency’s
more “applied” research and policy needs. When the IRP was established, in
1966, RPP&E was defining those needs around three basic, very ambitious,
goals: to find out who was poor and why; to determine whether programs were
meeting their objectives; and to find the best way of eliminating income pov-
erty by 1976.12

The search for an academic RAND had been initiated by former RAND
defense analyst Joseph Kershaw very soon after his appointment as OEO’s
research director. He fairly quickly settled on Wisconsin as the natural site,
playing especially on the “Wisconsin Idea” of the socially engaged academic
that had made the university a training ground for applied social science begin-
ning in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The Wisconsin eco-
nomics department could lay claim to a long lineage of institutionalist econo-
mists—Richard T. Ely, Henry C. Taylor, John R. Commons, Edmund Witte—
who had made major contributions to agricultural planning, workers’ compen-
sation law, unemployment insurance, and Social Security, among other policy
areas.13 More recently, the department had shown a willingness to break some-
what with the institutionalist tradition and to embrace newer, more mathemati-
cal, neoclassically oriented and econometric trends.14 Most important, Wiscon-
sin had Robert Lampman, “the man,” as Business Week reported, “who has
done most to force economists to think about poverty,” and widely considered
the nation’s leading expert on the poor. What RPP&E wanted, Levine noted
after visiting the Madison campus in March 1965, was “a chance to affect
the next generation of projects carried on by these people,” and a “continual
relationship in which they criticize what we are doing . . . and initiate ideas to
be put into operating programs and planning.”15

The idea of such an arrangement appealed to the department economists,
although the University was, as Lampman later put it, “cool” to the idea of
being treated as “an outpost for a government agency.”16 There was also the
worry that Washington would cool to its own commitment to poverty research,
leaving the University with a center on a politically sensitive issue, with no
guaranteed funding to keep it alive. After assurances from Kershaw and an
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endorsement from the Ford Foundation, a deal both sides could live with was
struck: IRP would have at least five years of funding, while the University
would make a “moderate effort” to create “an institutional research capability
which could react rapidly to requests of the Assistant Director for research at
OEO.”17

The Institute for Research on Poverty was officially announced in March
1966, with Lampman as its temporary director and $1.7 million to cover the
next twenty-one months. Those were “flush times” in Madison, as a later gov-
ernment report put it, with the relatively unrestricted budget devoted to a broad
range of individual faculty projects in economics, sociology, anthropology,
psychology, and law.18 The reception was hardly smooth in Washington, how-
ever, where IRP became caught up in the running intra-agency battle between
the Community Action Program and RPP&E.19 “The crux of the controversy
has been the carte blanche given the University of Wisconsin,” noted a U.S.
Office of Inspection report in 1968, highlighted in what one OEO lawyer called
the “total emasculation of the government from having any influence on the
Institute’s line of research.”20 The real heart of the contention, though, was an
issue that had divided RPP&E and CAP from the start: what kind of knowledge
did it take to fight a war on poverty, who should define it, and, increasingly
pertinent as budgets grew tighter, should it be academic at all? On this front,
IRP staff members were not exactly reassuring to Washington. Director Harold
Watts, an economist who had worked on the RPP&E staff, believed that the
IRP’s main contribution would be to “long-range research,” while Robert
Lampman endorsed the Institute’s “non-spectacular” style of operations, pre-
ferring to be deliberative and cautious rather than trying to make a big splash.21

IRP’s backers in Washington offered a more vigorous defense, noting that the
Institute was attracting “top-notch” economists to contribute to “the nation’s
understanding of the nature, causes and cures of poverty,” an important
achievement even if their research was not always immediately relevant to
OEO concerns. Equally important, the IRP was testament to OEO’s “courage”
in being the only agency willing to establish a truly “independent, intellectual,
objective organization . . . following the facts and the truth as they became
available no matter where they might lead.”22 For Community Action Program
staff members, that was precisely the problem with IRP: the preponderance of
economists, their hostility toward community action, and the sinister uses to
which their work might be put. To CAP, as the Inspector’s report pointed out,
IRP appeared as the “cosa nostra” of evaluation—and it just so happened to
have four former RPP&E employees on its staff. “It’s kind of nice,” one person
quipped prophetically. “If OEO goes out of business the Institute for Research
on Poverty will be around to study why it died.”23

Such talk of conspiracy was, to say the least, greatly exaggerated. In fact,
at the beginning IRP research was fairly eclectic, not exclusively economic,
and generally more ignorant than hostile toward the social action aims of OEO.
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But the IRP disputes did underscore the growing rift between RPP&E and
Community Action in their ideas about “policy-relevant” knowledge, and the
institute in Wisconsin was decidedly on the analytic side. IRP had a special
relationship with the OEO research office, a National Academy of Sciences
panel later noted, smoothed by a mutual appreciation for its economic research
and by the “personal acquaintances” that tied the two.24 The Institute, “while
not entirely of the economics discipline, is disciplined by economics,” the NAS
panel observed, and its research was beginning to show signs of a “collective
point of view.” IRP also got high marks for the quality of its research, the
“hallmark” of which was “competent and sophisticated quantitative analysis
of income distribution and its determinants with a policy focus on transfer
payments and in particular the negative income tax.” What it did not include,
as the panel acknowledged, was much questioning of the political economy or
social relations beyond the characteristics of the poor.25 In the era of post–
Great Society politics, these were precisely the features that would help the
IRP, and analytic poverty knowledge more generally, to prevail. Nowhere was
this better illustrated than in the widely heralded social experiment that would
truly put the IRP on the map: the New Jersey Income Maintenance Experiment,
a hugely ambitious, multimillion dollar test of the RPP&E’s sure fire weapon
for eliminating poverty, the negative income tax.

New Jersey’s was actually the first of four federally funded experiments
conducted from the late 1960s through the 1970s, to demonstrate the efficacy
of what for many, and especially economists, was an idea whose time had
come: a federal minimum income guarantee.26 Equally important, it was by far
the most ambitious federal attempt at controlled social experimentation to date,
and in that sense a test of a powerful new policy analytic “tool.” Planned by
OEO starting in 1966, the New Jersey experiment already had a strong coali-
tion of subscribers when the IRP became part of the research team. Foremost
among them were the OEO economists who had been actively promoting the
idea of a negative income tax (NIT) since 1965. The NIT was one of many
possible approaches to a guaranteed minimum income, but to a growing num-
ber of economists it was the fairest and most efficient, not in the least because
it would emphasize cash rather than services, it would work through the tax
rather than the social welfare system, and it would not intervene directly in
the market. The basic idea was to offer families below a certain level of income
a kind of refundable tax credit, that would be gradually reduced until they
reached a “break-even” point, and that could be used to supplement income
from work. Thus, in its simplest version, a family with no other income might
receive a flat-out grant of $3,000 while those with low earnings would receive
varying subsidies until their earnings totaled $6,000.

NIT adherents ranged across the political spectrum, but for the economists
at OEO it held particular promise on two major counts: first, as a quick way
of eliminating income poverty at a reasonable added cost; and second, as a way
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of providing cash assistance to a group commonly referred to as the “working
poor”—stereotypically white, two-parent, with a male breadwinner—who for
the most part were categorically ineligible for welfare support.27 Eventually,
supporters urged, the proposed NIT should be expanded to replace the compli-
cated array of categorical welfare programs altogether.28 Despite growing sup-
port from within his administration, the idea was a nonstarter with LBJ, who
preferred hand-“ups” to hand-“outs” in his War on Poverty and who in any
case was keeping a lid on antipoverty spending as he escalated the war in
Vietnam. Meanwhile, despite their confident-sounding projections, OEO pro-
ponents were themselves uncertain about how and at what cost the NIT would
actually work. The key issue, in their minds, was a variant on the age-old
question in poor law reform: would able-bodied men stop working when pre-
sented with income from the state? Economists assumed there would be some
fall-off in work effort; the question was how much. If the NIT were to pass
muster in politics, proponents needed hard evidence that the work disincen-
tive—and the cost—wouldn’t be unacceptably high.

After several attempts to estimate this “labor market effect” with conven-
tional econometric methods, OEO analysts got wind of an innovative, if
“breathtakingly simple” idea: the NIT could be tested by running a live social
experiment, complete with “experimental” subjects (who would receive the
“treatment,” or payments) and a “control group” (who would not).29 The idea
came in the form of a proposal that was making the rounds in foundations and
government agencies in 1966, submitted by an MIT graduate student named
Heather Ross. Ross originally proposed to run a small-scale experiment work-
ing with the United Planning Organization, a Washington, D.C., community
action agency funded by OEO. With OEO’s encouragement, she instead
teamed up with more established researchers at Mathematica, a relatively new,
for-profit research firm founded by Princeton University economists to take
advantage of a growing market for defense as well as domestic policy research.
By the spring of 1967, her original idea had grown into a far more ambitious
plan for a three-year experiment, involving nearly fourteen hundred families
all told, at a cost that would eventually total just under $8 million. It had also
taken on something of a bandwagon effect for an expanding constituency of
academic researchers, policy analysts, and government research bureaucrats
with sometimes competing interests in mind. Academics were heavily vested
in the scientific integrity of the experiment, and in its possibilities for generat-
ing data for theoretical models of labor supply. NIT advocates wanted evidence
that the idea was effective and politically acceptable, hoping to lay the ground-
work for future reform. OEO also wanted to promote controlled social experi-
mentation as a major new tool for rational planning, thereby showing that the
agency was in the vanguard as “an important innovative force in the Federal
establishment,” as Robert Levine wrote to Sargent Shriver.30 Besides, a suc-



T H E P O V E R T Y R E S E A R C H I N D U S T R Y 221

cessful experiment, even three to five years down the line, could be a major
step towards OEO’s stated goal of eliminating income poverty by 1976.

Despite warnings from his own political advisors, Shriver was persuaded to
garner an initial $1.5 million from OEO’s community action budget for the
project, and in the process found a way to put Wisconsin’s Institute for Re-
search on Poverty to good use. Wary of awarding funds directly to a for-profit
research firm, Shriver told his staff to make the grant to “those eggheads in
Wisconsin” and to have them subcontract with Mathematica to run the experi-
ment itself.31 In fact, IRP economists became centrally involved in designing
and supervising the experiment, which proved an important turning point in
the Institute’s as yet undistinguished career. For Director Harold Watts, the
NIT experiment was IRP’s “salvation,” proving its policy relevance while pro-
viding a central research focus and, just as important, cultivating its expertise
in what was quickly becoming the hottest issue in poverty research. The
groundswell for a simplified, consolidated, if not guaranteed federal income
maintenance system was growing even outside Johnson administration circles,
with endorsements ranging from the Chamber of Commerce in the name of
simplicity, to welfare and civil rights advocates in the name of better, less
stigmatized benefits. In response, LBJ agreed to appoint business executive
Benjamin Heineman to head up a prestigious blue ribbon study panel, success-
fully stalling action, but adding luster to the NIT and providing added rationale
for the experiment. Even before the experiment was launched, the Ford Foun-
dation was looking to the IRP for advice on how to spend the $3 million it had
set aside for income maintenance research, much of which eventually went to
a second, rural, NIT experiment.32

The combination of academic and political interest that led to the NIT exper-
iment was reflected in key aspects of the design as well, beginning with its
deliberately narrow focus on issues of labor supply or work disincentive rather
than on the broader array of social, political, and psychological impacts an
income guarantee might have. To some degree, this reflected a pragmatic con-
cern to avoid overcomplicating the experiment, but it involved theoretical and
political decisions as well. The experiment was restricted to two-parent, male-
headed “working poor” families, reflecting economists’ assumptions about the
labor market as well as the greater political and social value OEO assigned to
labor force participation among men. Female-headed families, in the experi-
mental logic, were already eligible for welfare and therefore not apt to be
affected in their workforce behavior by the prospect of an income guarantee.
Besides, as a relatively small percentage of the officially recognized labor force
in the first place, the designers assumed, single mothers were not likely to have
a big impact even if they did drop out. Following much the same reasoning,
the sample population was restricted to “poor and near poor” families—up to
150 percent of the poverty line, or $5,000 for a family of four—both to focus
on where the costs would be greatest and to avoid appearance of subsidizing
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the nonpoor. Finally, the experiment was conducted in urban New Jersey,
which at the time did not offer AFDC benefits to two-parent families, was
conveniently close to Mathematica, and, most important, had a social services
administration—headed by ex–Ford Foundation program officer Paul Ylvi-
saker—that was sympathetic and willing to cooperate.33

Equally significant, though, were the political and social realities that were
ignored, avoided, or simply unanticipated in the experimental design. By sub-
jecting the sample population to a low income cutoff, for example, the experi-
ment included only a small sample of working wives—then, as now, often the
key to raising family income above the poverty line. A second unanticipated
factor brought the experiment planners face-to-face with the changing social
geography of race. In each of the New Jersey cities selected—Trenton, Pater-
son-Passaic, and Jersey City—researchers were surprised to find that the in-
come eligible population was overwhelmingly black or Puerto Rican. In search
of racial balance—i.e., a sufficient number of sufficiently poor whites—re-
searchers had to go outside the study area altogether to add the predominantly
white city of Scranton, Pennsylvania, to the experiment.34 Clearly, however,
such immediate contextual factors were of little interest in the researchers’
minds. Despite the fact that their site decisions were being made in the wake
of a third consecutive summer of urban riots, the research design made no
attempt to assess the significance or potential impact of this obvious racial
divide.35 Nor, for that matter, was the research designed to take the peculiarities
of local labor markets into account; this was to be a study of labor supply. But
perhaps the most conspicuous absence goes back to the exclusion of female-
headed families from the experiment, at the very moment when Congress, with
a 1967 welfare reform known as the WIN (for work incentives) amendments,
was changing welfare law to get welfare mothers to work. At least in its origi-
nal genesis and planning, the NIT experiment was removed from what were
fast becoming the central issues in the politics of welfare reform: not fairness,
adequacy, and efficiency in reducing poverty—the economists’ standards—
but the soon-to-be ubiquitous trio “waste, fraud, and abuse.”

Then again, antiwelfare backlash did not seem to be threatening support for
the experiment—at least, not at first. Instead, in 1969, the just-launched New
Jersey experiment and the IRP got a wholly unexpected endorsement from a
most unlikely source, when the recently installed Nixon administration em-
braced not just the guaranteed income but the broader analytic movement that
had helped to bring the experiment about. Following several months of task
force planning that kept the future of poverty research unclear, President Nixon
announced plans for a comprehensive package of social policy changes, in
which “revamping” OEO as a domestic policy think tank was only the start.
His ambition was no less than to reverse the post–New Deal trend towards
federal government responsibility, by introducing revenue-sharing, a “new fed-
eralism,” and, especially consequential for poverty experts, abolition of the
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“failed” welfare system in favor of a national minimum income, later to be
known as the Family Assistance Plan.36

Nixon’s domestic policy was more pragmatic than ideological, but it did
have at least two consistent themes: distancing itself, without wholly re-
treating, from Great Society commitments, and breaking up the political power
of the interest-laden New Deal bureaucracy.37 The reorganized OEO seemed
indeed to be in sync with those goals. Very much in the forefront of the analytic
revolution, PR&E, as the reorganized policy shop was known, was prepared
to judge government programs by the outcomes they produced rather than the
allegiances they protected. By 1970, it had already launched or was playing a
central role in planning several large experiments in areas the administration
had targeted for change, including housing and education vouchers, perfor-
mance contracting in service delivery, and health insurance reform. It was also
preparing a comprehensive evaluation of community action programs across
the country, with the intention, as the IRP researchers contracted to do the
work soon realized, of drafting legislation to replace CAP altogether.38 The
agency intended to take a broader view of poverty than in the previous adminis-
tration, OEO Director Donald Rumsfeld reported to the IRP advisory commit-
tee, in an attempt to play down the connection between Nixon’s antipoverty
agenda and the racialized perception of the War on Poverty that Nixon himself
had helped to promote—measures like FAP would be for everyone, but espe-
cially for Nixon’s “forgotten” white working class. In all these ways, the Nixon
years promised to be a good and exciting time for analysts in government, and
especially for the kind of sophisticated economic research the IRP and the
New Jersey income experiment could provide.39

In fact, though, the New Jersey experiment was fundamentally redirected
by the antiwelfare politics Nixon sought to encourage and unleash, which
transformed the political meaning if not the design of the experiments—from
ending poverty to welfare reform. Not long after the experiment was up and
running in early 1969, zealous New Jersey prosecutors began a series of inves-
tigations to rout out experiment participants they suspected of engaging in
welfare fraud. The charges actually stemmed from a recent change in New
Jersey policy that made poor two-parent families eligible for AFDC—a
change, coincidentally, that undermined part of the rationale for excluding one-
parent families from the experiment, but that proved especially damaging to
the families identified in the local press as welfare cheats.40 And yet, this local
reaction must be understood not just as traditional antiwelfare backlash, but as
part of the broader changes in national politics that were reshaping the political
meaning of the New Jersey experiment, and subsequent poverty research. Wel-
fare had become much more of a major national issue between the time the
experiment was conceived and the time it was in the field, thanks in part to
the growth in size and changed racial makeup of AFDC, but more importantly
thanks to the deeper racial and ideological backlash that Nixon and others
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exploited in making the so-called “welfare crisis” an issue of national con-
cern.41 Rising costs and swelling rolls were the immediate signposts of the
crisis, as White House analysts saw it, but its deeper causes were growing
“dependency” among unmarried black women and the self-interested behavior
of New Deal/Great Society welfare state bureaucrats.42 The Family Assistance
Plan would be a strike for independence and against “welfarism,” Nixon de-
clared when he first announced the reform, by abolishing AFDC altogether
and offering a minimum federal income for all, including two-parent working
poor families, in its place. Nixon proposed a variation—albeit less generous
and with an added work requirement—on the negative income tax idea that
liberal analysts had been endorsing for years. In doing so he attached the NIT,
and the New Jersey experiment, to a reform movement that aimed more to
prevent welfare dependency and monitor behavior than to find a way of bring-
ing income poverty to an end.

Initially encouraged by their newfound political immediacy, researchers
soon found it to be a curse. After all, they were still in the early stages of the
three-year experiment when FAP was before Congress, and reluctant to make
any conjectures about results. In reality, they had little choice. The White
House—in the person of Daniel P. Moynihan—knew about the experiment and
wanted hard scientific evidence that would help FAP legislation along. “The
future of social experimentation is on the line,” OEO official John Wilson
reportedly told researchers at IRP; they were given three days to come up
with something concrete.43 Their report to Congress, feverishly assembled in
a weekend of hand-coding data, was almost too good to be true: the experiment
had so far produced no evidence of work disincentive; low administrative
costs; no impact on family stability; and, based on attitude surveys, a ringing
endorsement for poor people’s motivation to work. “We believe that these
preliminary data suggest that fears that a Family Assistance Program would
result in extreme, unusual, or unanticipated responses are unfounded,” the re-
port concluded, in measured, scientific style.44 Such timely results may have
helped with the House Ways and Means Committee, and earned favorable
coverage in the press, but they drew a completely different, unwanted kind of
attention once FAP made its way to the Senate Finance Committee—where it
ultimately met defeat. Seeking to discredit the experiment as well as the FAP,
Delaware Senator John Williams dispatched the General Accounting Office to
investigate the New Jersey operation and later demanded access to all family
records in a thinly veiled effort to dig up evidence of welfare fraud. Williams
had been gunning for the experiment ever since it was first announced, calling
it a test of a “socialistic idea.” Eventually, he and the GAO backed down from
their more extreme demands, but not without first occupying and turning the
New Jersey field office into a kind of armed encampment, leading researchers
to guard the family files under lock and key. 45 In the end, neither the favorable
evidence nor the investigations made much difference in the political fight.
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FAP drew opposition from among key political constituencies, prominent
among them southern Democrats and the welfare rights movement.46 But the
brush with politics had made a difference for the experiment, channeling its
findings within the central concerns of the welfare reform debate.

By the time the New Jersey results were final, in December 1973, a second
try at FAP legislation had been rejected and the political moment for negative
income taxation had passed. Nevertheless, from an analytic perspective the
experiment was highly successful, laying the groundwork for a future of NIT
experimentation that increasingly followed a logic and momentum of its own.47

By the early 1970s, plans for three additional income maintenance experiments
were well under way, each more ambitious, expensive, and, in the minds of
their sponsors, better designed than the last. Although still planned for the
long-term rather than for the immediate legislative schedule, the experiments
were more and more geared toward key issues in the ongoing welfare debate.
One would test the idea in two rural areas; a second among blacks in the
ghettos of Gary, Indiana—with a specific emphasis, reflecting where concern
about “welfare dependency” was highest, on black female-headed families; a
third, run simultaneously in Seattle and Denver, would include a manpower
training component while paying closer attention to the experiment’s impact
on family structure.48 New Jersey also provided vindication for what is known
in analytic shorthand as “experimental design”—in which eligible participants
are assigned randomly to “treatment” and “control” groups—which was rap-
idly becoming the analytic standard while shunting less “scientific” research
models aside.49

Moreover, the New Jersey experiment had also proved an important institu-
tionalizing force for the emerging poverty research industry, gaining kudos for
the OEO, launching the IRP as a nationally recognized research institution,
and providing Mathematica with the basis of a new subdivision that would
eventually grow into a separate, 500-staff enterprise devoted to evaluation,
experimentation, and social policy research. Despite the inevitable tensions,
the experiment helped to reinforce the personal and informational ties that
linked these institutions together, while highlighting their mutual interdepen-
dence as well. These ties in turn helped to cultivate a distinctive, if highly
circumscribed, political culture in analytic networks: based on sophisticated
research, a shared economic language, concerned with research method as
much as substance, and conducted principally through the journal articles,
agency task forces, conferences, and behind-the-scenes staff meetings that con-
stitute a kind of enclosed, analytic public sphere. The New Jersey experiment
may not have swayed Congress, but it surely strengthened analytic support for
the NIT, and subsequent experiments helped to keep the idea alive in govern-
ment circles long after FAP was defeated. The fact remains, however, that
support, even awareness of the NIT was largely confined to a small group of
economists and policy planners within the analytic subgovernment and the
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private sector research organizations it funded, who shared an increasingly
specialized, technical body of knowledge, but who ignored the kind of broadly
based public education and organizing that would be necessary to mobilize
political support for the idea. Indeed, it can be argued that this was precisely
what made social experimentation acceptable as a form of policy advocacy,
giving knowledge the appearance of political neutrality, when in fact it was
politics by other means.

Meanwhile, the success of the New Jersey experiment put the IRP—and
its sponsors—in good standing to weather yet another Nixon administration
“reorganization”—this one, in early 1973, spelling the final demise of the Of-
fice of Economic Opportunity. What remained of Community Action was
pretty well decimated, while less controversial programs were dispersed within
the federal bureaucracy. PR&E analysts expressed surprise and disappoint-
ment, and many of them left government in response. But they left assured
that the basic commitment to analytic research would continue in what was
slated as PR&E’s new home: the much larger Office of the Assistant Secretary
for Policy and Evaluation (ASPE) at the Department of Health, Education and
Welfare.50 After all, ASPE had been founded, in 1965, on the same rationalistic
convictions and by the same kind of people who had first brought analytic
thinking to the OEO. Its first director, William C. Gorham, had been dispatched
from the Defense Department Office of Systems Analysis to help bring the
large and unwieldy HEW bureaucracy into the analytic age. Under Republican
leadership analysis had, if anything, become more entrenched. At the time of
the transfer, ASPE’s analytic staff had grown to well over one hundred from
the thirty it started with in the early Nixon years, and it would continue to
grow steadily until reaching its peak of three hundred in 1978. William Morrill,
the new Assistant Secretary also recruited from defense analyst ranks, was said
to enjoy an unprecedented degree of influence with HEW Secretary Caspar
Weinberger.51 Besides, ASPE had already launched a program of analytic wel-
fare research, including two ambitious NIT experiments of its own. This re-
search would now become part of its expanded income security division, based
largely, as one staff member put it, on “people, projects and the policy research
budget inherited from OEO.” New ASPE research guidelines showed basic
continuity with the priorities the OEO analysts had pursued—including contin-
ued funding for the IRP.52

And yet, easy as the transition to ASPE may have been it also signaled
changes in the political economy of research funding that would have implica-
tions for the ongoing production of poverty knowledge. Now lodged within a
larger, if more stable, bureaucracy, poverty would not only have to compete
with other program areas for research dollars; it would also be attached to the
way HEW conceptualized its central program and policy concerns. These, of
course, included a wide array of programs to help poor people, but not the
singular mandate to end poverty that had defined OEO at the start. Poverty
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research at ASPE would not only become more analytic than ever; it would
also become more absorbed into the singular, ongoing fixation among agency
analysts on someday achieving their own NIT-like version of comprehensive
welfare reform. No sooner had Nixon’s FAP fallen by the political wayside
than ASPE, with Secretary Weinberger’s approval, mounted a major analytic
campaign behind a new version of the simplified guaranteed income—this one
known as the Income Supplement Program and very explicitly designed with
the goals of welfare replacement, social service “devolution” (to the states),
administrative efficiency, and preservation of work incentives in mind.53 As
we shall see, the push for this kind of comprehensive welfare overhaul in turn
became a driving force behind the development of new and more elaborate
research technologies for estimating program costs and benefits as well as
behavioral patterns among the poor.

The loss of OEO as the central government poverty agency also created a
second kind of competitive pressure, this one attached to the diffusion of fed-
eral funding sources for poverty research. In fiscal year 1977 ASPE, still the
largest single source, was spending $20 million on poverty research, but other
agencies were close behind. The Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment (HUD) alone was spending $19.9 million, and the Department of Labor
$4.5 million, according to a National Academy of Sciences report.54 This was
not simply a product of the decentralization of program responsibilities; each
of these agencies was politically vested in cultivating its own network of schol-
ars and organizations—that is, in backing up the agency position with the
agency analysis—as well. Nor was this proliferation confined to the executive
branch. As part of its Vietnam- and Watergate-era challenge to the “imperial
presidency,” Congress created its own independent analytic resources, most
notably by establishing the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) in 1974.55

These moves to expand analytic capacity did not necessarily reflect a simple
faith in systems analysis—its mystique had long since been shattered by the
debacle of Vietnam. If anything, the analytic explosion was driven by a more
knowing view of the importance of analytic expertise in the political process,
an awareness that “the numbers” should not be taken at face value even as, in
an era of waning affluence, they were becoming more weighty in social policy
debates. At the same time, again reflecting a more “knowing” attitude towards
research, government agencies were stepping up efforts to make federally sub-
sidized research more directly accountable, or “relevant” to their policy and
program needs. As a result, various agencies were relying more heavily on
task-oriented contracts than grants in their support for research on social prob-
lems, in turn encouraging the expansion of private sector enterprises set up
expressly to meet those demands.56 On the whole, then, the market for poverty
research was certainly growing, but it was becoming more competitive in all
sorts of ways. As demand grew more diffuse, organizations like the IRP could
no longer expect to rely on a single funding agency, no matter how large the



228 C H A P T E R 9

grant. And yet as the number of private research contractors expanded, mere
technical expertise was no longer enough; analytic organizations needed to
establish what is known in foundation circles as their “comparative advantage”
in order to win contracts for the big-ticket research projects that would allow
them to survive. In this environment, the IRP could position itself as uniquely
academic, while continuing to look for new opportunities to get involved in
large-scale multi-investigator research projects like the New Jersey NIT exper-
iment.57 The Urban Institute cultivated a different market strategy, and in the
process played a central role in developing yet another highly technical re-
search technique that promised to transform the welfare policy debate.

THE URBAN INSTITUTE AND MICROSIMULATION MODELS

The Urban Institute had already proven itself adept at responding to market
forces. After all, it was founded on the principle that the discipline of the
market—in this case, the government contract market—was the best antidote
to academic irrelevance or, worse, the bureaucratic biases of “in-house” agency
research.58 That was in 1968, during the waning months of the Johnson admin-
istration, when several defense research industry incumbents joined together
to create their version of a “domestic RAND,” a free-standing, government-
financed think tank that would help to solve the nation’s toughest urban prob-
lems, from ghetto poverty to suburban sprawl.59 Significantly, it was this very
logic that took the Urban Institute away from its early focus on urban America
and more in the direction, as one evaluator put it, of “where the money was”:
among other issues, poverty and welfare reform.60

The idea for an urban institute had been germinating in Johnson administra-
tion task forces since 1964, but by the late 1960s it was imbued with increasing
urgency after three summers of ghetto uprising left urban policy in disarray.
White House aide Joseph A. Califano made no secret of his frustration: there
were plenty of academic urbanologists to call on, but no place with the kind
of data and analysis that would really help in policy debate—the kind of infor-
mation, that is, that he was familiar with from his days as Robert McNamara’s
assistant at the Department of Defense.61 And so, when LBJ sidestepped
HUD’s network of urbanologists and told Califano to take charge, Califano
recruited a group of high-powered private-sector incorporators with visible ties
to the defense establishment—and no visible urban expertise. Ford Foundation
President (and Kennedy/Johnson National Security Advisor) McGeorge
Bundy was prominent among them, pledging $1 million in initial support, as
was Robert McNamara, who at the time was about to take on the presidency
of the World Bank.62 Hastily dispatching with the idea of a HUD-led, univer-
sity-based enterprise (“It’s doomed,” McNamara reportedly said, “because it’ll
never get the visibility and attractiveness it needs to get funding and people”),
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the board used its influence to get pledges of $15 million in total contract
support from OEO, HEW, and the Departments of Labor and Transportation
as well as HUD.63 They also went outside established urban networks for the
Institute’s first director, appointing William C. Gorham, the former RAND-
then-Defense Department analyst who as the first director of ASPE was already
credited with bringing systems analysis to HEW.64 But it was not its founding
alone that gave the Urban Institute more of an analytic than an urban stamp.
Just months after the urban think tank was incorporated, it was operating within
a Republican government contract market, in which demand for analysis was
growing, but support for what Gorham referred to as “mission-oriented” (vs.
“task oriented”) research was a much harder sell. Despite more than $12 mil-
lion in general support from the Ford Foundation, the Urban Institute in the
1970s was built up around the compartmentalized categories and political pri-
orities of the policy world it was set up to serve.65

The Republican years in fact produced something of a windfall for the Insti-
tute, as the federal bureaucracy became suffused with research officials who
could appreciate the technical proficiency of its research. Federal contracts
were responsible for nearly 80 percent of an annual expenditure that had grown
to $10.2 million by 1977, when the Institute staff reached a peak of 277 mem-
bers.66 And it was during this period of heavy federal dependency that the
Urban Institute found its own distinctive niche in poverty research, by market-
ing a technique known as microsimulation modeling expressly, though not
exclusively, for the purposes of welfare reform. Microsimulation modeling
was still a rather arcane research specialty in the late 1960s, but like social
experimentation its potential impact on policy making seemed immense. The
basic idea was to adapt techniques used in economic forecasting to build com-
puter models capable of simulating the benefits and costs of proposed policy
changes—all in the promise of achieving a degree of precision unheard of in
previous social policy debate.67 To do this, analysts need three key ingredients:
detailed information about the eligible population; agencies willing to invest
in and use the technique; and a clear-cut policy application. By the late 1960s,
poverty analysts had all three: the first microsimulation model was developed
by analysts on the staff of the Heineman Commission (appointed by LBJ to
assess the pros and cons of the negative income tax) using a survey commis-
sioned by the OEO. This model, known as RIM (for Reforms in Income Main-
tenance) was then taken up by ASPE to help make the case for Nixon’s Family
Assistance Plan, drawing attention and support for the model if not for the
actual reform. The RIM model had created “a situation probably without prece-
dent in the development of social legislation,” Daniel P. Moynihan later re-
called, referring to the accuracy and budgetary “discipline” it brought to the
debate.68 Of course, since FAP itself failed there was no way of really testing
what the model predicted about program costs, but it did give a more concrete
picture of who stood to benefit and who to lose. Equally important, it gave
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administration projections an aura of exactitude that no others in the debate
could claim. Like social experimentation, then, microsimulation modeling had
become closely intertwined with the analytic drive for welfare reform. And,
like the IRP, the Urban Institute was ideally positioned to gain: all of the origi-
nal RIM model-builders were on staff, where they were working on a new and
better version that would in turn be used for estimating the impact of ASPE’s
new and better version of welfare reform. That new model, known as TRIM
(for Transfer Income Model), gave ASPE a tool that no other policy shop had,
and established the Urban Institute as Washington’s premier center for applied
microsimulation, which appeared to be a growth industry in its own right.69

By the mid-1970s microsimulation modeling was clearly coming of age,
especially judging from the amount of funding and the proliferation of acro-
nyms it inspired. With government grants and general research funds totaling
$8.4 million, the Urban Institute had adapted TRIM for use in housing and
health as well as income maintenance policy research, and was at work on
another breakthrough in modeling, called DYNAMISM, for projecting eco-
nomic and demographic trends over time.70 There was even competition stir-
ring in the once contained and tight-knit field. Breaking away from the Urban
Institute, a small group of researchers established a for-profit Washington-
based office of Mathematica Policy Research that was aggressively marketing
a model called MATH to rival TRIM as an even better tool for simulating
social policy reforms—effectively taking advantage of interagency rivalries to
create a demand for bigger, better, and more up-to-date policy tools.71 More-
over, however bewildering the constant succession of acronyms, they were in
fact becoming common currency in social policy debates. The MATH model
had a feature role in debates over food stamps in the mid 1970s, which quickly
bogged down under the weight of competing cost/benefit estimates. The
“countermodeling” grew even fiercer in the interagency squabbles over welfare
reform, when MATH, TRIM, and a newer model known as the KGB (named
after its authors Kasten, Greenberg, and Betson—albeit in an atmosphere
heated enough to inspire thoughts of the Soviet spy agency) became weapons
in an embarrassing and all-too-public fight between ASPE and the analysts at
the Department of Labor over which agency would have the upper hand in
President Carter’s Program for Better Jobs and Income (PBJI).72

The significance of microsimulation modeling lay less in the particulars of
these squabbles than in what it revealed about what poverty knowledge had
become: technical, insular, driven by the imperatives of the research industry
and its emerging technology, and accessible to only a few. Heavily subsidized
by government funding, the industry could even be said to be taking on certain
culture-of-poverty–like features: dependency, social isolation, a self-perpetuat-
ing “cycle” of models to test and data to generate. The appearance of the hi-
tech models—and their impact on policy—exemplified all of these problems,
and more. For one thing they were enormously expensive to develop, to main-
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tain, and, at an estimated $1,000 per use, even to run.73 They were also based
on built-in but hidden assumptions—about unemployment, economic growth
rates, and inflation, for example—that could make an enormous difference in
what the simulations would predict. For this very reason they could easily be
manipulated, as agency model-users were clearly aware, and yet they managed
to endow the inherently political act of cost/benefit analysis with an aura of
impartiality that nonexperts were ill-prepared to challenge. At least when it
came to formulating and debating various options, the growing emphasis on
modeling helped to put power in the hands of the people who had the numbers
and made poverty policy making less accessible to those who did not. More-
over, despite their adoption in several policy areas, in reality the models were
uniquely suited to a certain kind of reform, in which the main “variables” were
income, incentives, individual and/or household behavior, and measurable pro-
gram costs. Still, one is hard put to find examples in which these models actu-
ally furthered, as opposed to slowing down, delaying, or even preventing, the
cause of analytic reform.

Even granting that microsimulation could make a contribution to estimating
program benefits and costs, it absorbed an enormous amount of resources and
attention that could and should have been devoted to other questions. By the
late 1970s, the Urban Institute had a broad research portfolio indeed, including
research on housing, transportation, health, income maintenance, social ser-
vices, and public finance. But it was notably silent on the most important issues
affecting cities and the urban poor. Deindustrialization, race, and central city
ghettoization received only glancing attention at the Institute, and none were
the central focus of major research programs. Revenue-sharing, President Nix-
on’s sweeping overhaul of urban public finance, inspired only the narrowest
research to monitor how the localities were spending federal funds.74 Even
its research on poverty—more appropriately characterized as research on the
poor—was almost completely detached from any sort of political and eco-
nomic context, let alone that of urban decline. In a triumph of technique, the
Urban Institute had built its reputation for reliability and objectivity on the
analytic methods rather than the substance of its research, precisely the meth-
ods that enabled it and other Great Society research institutions to flourish in
an era of post–Great Society politics.

MANAGING RESEARCH FOR FEDERAL POLICY: MDRC

In much the same way, it was an important victory for analytic knowledge
when the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation (MDRC) was es-
tablished to sell the employment and training field on the concept of experi-
mental design in demonstration research. But the story of MDRC is significant
for another, more important reason, for it shows how poverty research net-
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works, following the lead of post-Great society policy, engaged the issue of
work: not, as principally, as a problem of structural declines in employment
and wages, but as social rehabilitation, the road to self-sufficiency, for the most
recalcitrant of the poor.

MDRC’s story once again sounds the themes of opportunity and bureau-
cratic need: it was created specifically to run a large-scale employment and
demonstration project sponsored jointly by the Ford Foundation and the De-
partment of Labor in 1974. But MDRC also grew out of decisions made by
the Ford Foundation and other key nongovernmental knowledge brokers in
their attempts to moderate the liberal agenda for the post–Great Society age.
One was to withdraw from the vaunted aspirations with which so many Great
Society programs, including the new social research institutions, had started
out. Thus, while the IRP was dedicated to no less than finding the “causes,
consequences, and cures” for poverty, MDRC very consciously claimed the
more limited objective of testing out incremental policy changes with modest,
precisely delineated goals. A second decision was to conduct demonstration
projects in direct and carefully orchestrated partnerships with federal govern-
ment agencies, rather than using them, as in the case of Gray Areas and Com-
munity Action, as outside catalysts for change. Indeed, in the view of Ford
Foundation vice president and Gray Areas veteran Mitchell Sviridoff, with
whom the idea for MDRC began, the “activist experimentation” of the 1960s
had gone “too far, too fast.” The new way of conducting demonstrations during
the 1970s, in contrast, would concentrate on the unglamorous work of imple-
menting, managing, and evaluating social interventions, while requiring “prior
evidence” not only that the foundation and the government would act as “bona
fide partners rather than competitors or adversaries,” but that government agen-
cies would be willing to foot most of the bill.75

A third decision aimed at moderating the liberal agenda was to avoid direct
confrontation with the issue of race in antipoverty funding, a decision, as we
have seen, that had been made over and over again in the Ford foundation’s
past. But in contrast to the days in which focusing on race was simply “verbo-
ten,” playing down race in the 1970s signaled more of a selective, if strategic,
retreat. It was based on the belief, expressed by Sviridoff in the foundation’s
1969 Annual Report, that 1960s social programs had been too narrowly tar-
geted on the minority poor—a belief many liberals felt had been corroborated
by Richard Nixon’s successful appeal to the “silent majority” at the polls.
While admitting that such beliefs could be exaggerated, Sviridoff’s critique of
the Great Society agenda was very much couched in racial terms. “[T]he de-
prived black has hope,” he wrote of the impact of 1960s social reform, “the
near-poor white does not.” Worse, the most “visible” of the civil rights and
social change programs at least appeared to have come at the expense of the
over-taxed white lower and lower-middle class. “The task for the seventies,”
then, was not to abandon but to “recast” the antipoverty agenda, in a way “that
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will reduce polarization . . . yet still meet pressing needs for social reform.”76

In reality, with the exception of a relatively small, short-lived “working-class
program,” the foundation did not reduce its principal focus on the minority
poor. But it did couch its antipoverty agenda in self-consciously race-neutral,
problem-specific terms—distressed communities, teen pregnancy, disadvan-
taged workers—which could be addressed as issues of behavioral and social
pathology apart from race.77

Sviridoff himself figured prominently in getting MDRC started, as did the
research and policy networks he could mobilize as the Ford Foundation’s vice
president for National Affairs. A former labor organizer for the UAW, Sviridoff
first gained attention in national antipoverty circles as the director of New
Haven’s model Gray Areas/Community Action Program, moving from there to
a brief stint heading up New York City Mayor John Lindsay’s Human Resource
Administration, and then to the Ford position—a job Paul Ylvisaker had been
passed over for—in 1967. By then his ties to labor were more policy- than
movement-oriented, putting him in ongoing touch with the leading voices in
manpower policy and research. Such was also the case with his community
development connections, where Sviridoff was consistently a voice of modera-
tion and practicality, of the “executive-centered” rather than the “participatory”
style, and of judging local organizations by their “managerial abilities and
technical proficiency rather than by their proneness to shake a fist or lead a
picket line.” It was very much in this spirit that Sviridoff put the Ford Founda-
tion at the forefront in creating a new class of private nonprofit “intermediary”
organizations designed specifically to handle the complexities of management,
supervision, technical support, and evaluation that neither large government
funding agencies nor small local program operators could handle on their
own.78 Although steadfast in their claims to political neutrality, such intermedi-
aries were also safe vehicles for the kind of indirect, expertise-based advocacy
the nonprofit tax laws would allow. One of the earliest intermediaries, the Vera
Institute of Justice, had been created by Ford in the early 1960s as a voice,
albeit neutral, for criminal justice reform. It was a Vera project known as
“Wildcat,” a work/training program for recovering drug addicts and criminal
offenders started in 1969, that Sviridoff and others in the manpower and pov-
erty networks parlayed into the National Supported Work Demonstration that
the MDRC was created to run.

Modeled on the European concept of sheltered employment—heavily super-
vised and subsidized jobs created for disadvantaged workers—Vera’s Wildcat
project had two features that touched on growing preoccupations in the federal
administration of both manpower and poverty programs.79 The first was its
focus on the least trained and socially outcast workers, a group known in man-
power as the “disadvantaged” or “hard-core” unemployed. While the designa-
tion wasn’t new, it had changed considerably since the Manpower Develop-
ment and Training Act of 1962, which had defined disadvantage in reference
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to blue collar male workers displaced by automation. The War on Poverty had
brought a different, narrower focus to federal manpower programs, emphasiz-
ing the most marginalized and least skilled workers, and particularly poor,
unemployed minority youth. This emphasis was indirectly heightened during
the Nixon and Ford administrations, when the decentralization of employment
and training responsibilities left federal administrators concerned that localities
would simply leave minority youth in the cold.80 But it was the changing poli-
tics of welfare that made the administrative transformation complete, as the
combination of rising costs, fears of “dependency,” and the growing proportion
of black, unmarried AFDC recipients increased political pressure to get welfare
mothers off the dole. The 1967 WIN amendments had already written this
objective into welfare law, giving HEW and the Department of Labor joint
responsibility for training AFDC recipients to work. Adding to this were re-
ports from social science linking welfare and single motherhood to a whole
cycle of social pathologies, including crime, addiction, and intergenerational
poverty, that work training could presumably break. Thus, by the early 1970s,
the interests of manpower and welfare bureaucrats were beginning to converge
on a highly stigmatized, predominantly nonwhite subgroup of the poor popula-
tion, a subgroup defined not just as unemployed, but as antisocial, and defi-
nitely considered hard, if not impossible to serve. It was on this common
ground that Sviridoff and his collaborators at the Department of Labor per-
suaded HEW/ASPE, along with five other federal agencies, to become part of
the funding consortium behind Supported Work.81 When the national demon-
stration got under way in 1975, it defined young high school dropouts and
welfare mothers along with criminals and drug addicts as its key target groups.
Together, in the shorthand used in Supported Work and Ford Foundation com-
munications, this “chronically unemployed” population made up the core of a
new “underclass.”82

Of course, these shifts in the administrative meaning of the “disadvantaged
worker” resulted from very real changes in American culture and political
economy as well. One was the steady rise in married women’s participation in
the paid labor force, which helped to give bipartisan political legitimacy to the
idea that welfare mothers should not only be expected but required to work.
A second was the dramatic economic decline and racial polarization in older
industrial cities, most visible in the inner-city neighborhoods where African
Americans and Latinos had become increasingly concentrated after two de-
cades of industrial decentralization and white suburbanization. Both of these
developments were related to broader economic deindustrialization, which in
combination with ongoing racial segregation in housing and jobs had indeed
created the conditions for what Gunnar Myrdal referred to as an economic
“underclass” cut off from the mainstream labor market opportunities. But Sup-
ported Work and other programs like it did not treat the underclass as a problem
of labor markets and political economy; they concentrated on changing indi-
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vidual behavior instead. Thus, Supported Work departed from its European
counterpart in at least one significant way: rather than creating a new category
of jobs that were permanent and “sheltered” from ordinary market demands,
Supported Work explicitly provided transitional (usually one year) employ-
ment to help its clients “acquire the habits and discipline of work.”83

Supported Work had a second feature that appealed to manpower and pov-
erty administrators, and that was its commitment to the analytic idea of rigor-
ous, unbiased, policy-relevant research. Nowhere was this commitment more
explicit, or controversial, than in the insistence upon using experimental meth-
ods to evaluate the project’s results—methods, that is, that called for the ran-
dom assignment of eligible program applicants into “treatment” and “control”
groups. By then fairly well entrenched among poverty researchers, this “pure”
experimental method had met with wide resistance from practitioners in the
manpower field, some who insisted that the “real world” of labor markets
simply could not come close to the laboratory ideal and others who objected
to the idea of denying people services for the purpose of social research.84 But
the proponents of the experimental method had several key advantages on their
side. One was that manpower administrators felt intense pressure to produce
concrete, scientific evidence of success, especially in light of its nearly $30
billion worth of less-than-successful programming that, many thought, had
produced no useful knowledge of what worked.85 A second was the presence
of analysts in the Department of Labor and ASPE, who insisted that Supported
Work should have a strong experimental research component, and who were
willing to put up the funds. A third was the by-then well-established network
of institutions with the analytic expertise to conduct research on the scale Sup-
ported Work envisioned: after an intense competition that involved both the
Urban Institute and RAND, the research contract for evaluating Supported
Work was awarded to Mathematica and the Institute for Research on Poverty—
which hoped to replicate the collaborative relationship they had established
during the New Jersey negative income tax experiment. Finally and most im-
portant was the presence of a high-powered research advisory group, com-
posed almost entirely of economists and created specifically to lend scientific
credibility to the Supported Work demonstration design. This group, recruited
by Sviridoff and later constituted as the MDRC board, was heavily invested
in the analytic technique. Among its most important functions was to establish
the criteria for choosing which of the many local program operators submitting
applications would qualify as demonstration sites.86 A commitment to uphold-
ing these standards in turn became a crucial part of the culture and ethos of
the MDRC staff, which was responsible for managing what had grown into a
fifteen-site, multimillion dollar test: not just of supported work for the disad-
vantaged, but of a new analytic standard in demonstration research.

On at least the second of these tests, MDRC was more successful than even
its founders expected. Within four years of its official incorporation, it was
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running as many large-scale demonstration projects, all principally financed
by federal government contracts and all focused on addressing some prob-
lem—public housing, work and welfare, youth unemployment, and, later, teen
pregnancy—associated with the most disadvantaged of the poor. Although still
heavily reliant on the Ford Foundation and the Department of Labor, it had
a solid reputation throughout the domestic federal bureaucracy and was an
established presence in the nonprofit analytic world. So impressive was
MDRC’s performance that Ford and the Department of Labor were collaborat-
ing on a second intermediary, Public Private Ventures, for the growing market
in youth employment demonstration research.87 Perhaps most important to its
longevity, MDRC was a standard-setter in social policy demonstration and,
more generally, for policy-related research.

And yet, this very success also underscores the degree to which poverty
knowledge could be seen as an increasingly conservative force, for MDRC
research was not only confined to the boundaries of existing federal policy;
it played a role in defining those boundaries as well. As the requisites for
demonstration research became more strictly experimental so, too, did they
become less associated with activist reform. Head Start, to cite the most promi-
nent example, had started out as a decidedly un-“scientific” demonstration and
had become national policy without adequate tests of whether and how it
would work. The new style of demonstration, in contrast, promised to replace
the kind of political conviction that Head Start was based on with neutral
expertise. In reality, it imposed standards that made the policy development
more inaccessible to those without analytic expertise. Equally important,
MDRC’s style of demonstration research was not apolitical in actuality. It
merely devoted itself to what was already politically sanctioned—and to what
lent itself to testing with quantitative, analytic techniques. Neither of these
criteria left much room for demonstration projects aimed at institutional, labor
market, community action, or other innovations in which the individual was
not the target of reform. Just as problematic in its political implications was
the very principle at the heart of the MDRC enterprise: that social policies
should—and could—be tried and proven effective under small “laboratory”
conditions before being adopted nationwide. This principle may have justified
the use of costly scientific demonstrations in developing policies for the poor,
but it had the effect of subjecting antipoverty proposals to a test of effective-
ness rarely imposed on programs for the middle and upper classes. Nor did it
result in the adoption of experimentally “proven” programs except, as in the
notable case of welfare reform, when the results could be used to justify ex-
isting political preferences. The Supported Work Demonstration offers a case
in point. The evaluation concluded that the programs showed promise, espe-
cially for AFDC mothers, and should be adopted as part of a stronger national
commitment to integrating the disadvantaged into the mainstream labor force.
Those recommendations were ignored, though, when the report came out in
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late 1979; by then, the Carter administration had already introduced the kinds
of austerity measures that would eventually eviscerate employment and train-
ing programs once the Reagan administration stepped in. Nevertheless, the
Supported Work findings did not go entirely unnoticed: they helped to provide,
for those who wanted it, scientific legitimacy for the concept of work-based
approaches to welfare reform.

Of course, MDRC had little reason at the experiment’s outset to anticipate
that the Supported Work findings would be hijacked by an increasingly puni-
tive and exclusionary welfare reform debate. After all, including welfare moth-
ers in the experiment had come as an add-on, an afterthought; Supported Work,
like the then-ongoing negative income tax experiments, was mounted as an
effort to expand the range of policies to help people deemed hard to employ.
All the more ironic, then, that Supported Work did have one other lasting,
unanticipated and unintended impact: At the hand of journalist Ken Auletta,
who wrote a series of articles about participants in the program, Supported
Work gave visibility to the idea, captured in his title, of The Underclass.88

Borrowing from the experiment to give scientific credence to his impressionis-
tic report, Auletta used MDRC’s disparate target groups—criminals, drug ad-
dicts, long-term welfare recipients, high school dropouts—as the defining fea-
tures of an undifferentiated group of poor people in what was rapidly becoming
the new terminology for the undeserving poor.

THE FAILURE OF ANALYTIC REFORM

What happened with Supported Work could be extended to poverty research
in general: by the end of the 1970s, it was thriving as an industry and had
several analytic achievements to its name, but even its most seasoned prac-
titioners had to question whether it was making any difference in policy at all.
At times it appeared that analytic research was hurting the antipoverty cause.
Such was the case of welfare reform.

In an ideal analytic world, welfare would have been the apotheosis rather
than the bane of analytic reform, for by the late 1970s it had been subject
to every possible research and policy planning technique—basic cost/benefit
analysis, social experimentation, microsimulation, and a work training demon-
stration project run by the MDRC. A clear-cut analytic consensus informed
and was continually reinforced by this research: welfare was complicated, inef-
ficient, inadequate, and extremely unfair, especially to the two-parent working
poor. And it was primarily on these grounds, rather than the more politically
charged problem of “dependency,” that poverty analysts had been working
through the channels of the analytic subgovernment to sustain a movement for
reform. ASPE was very much at the center of this analytic movement, which
throughout the 1970s remained devoted to replacing the whole income mainte-
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nance system with some form of negative income tax. The idea was still very
much alive, despite the failure of Nixon’s Family Assistance Plan, and had
since survived a chilly reception from President Gerald Ford, who had insti-
tuted a cost-saving crackdown on bureaucratic waste, administrative errors,
and absent fathers instead.89 Arguing in its favor were the ever-accumulating
results of analytic research, indicating first of all that the vast majority of poor
people were not long-term welfare dependents and were not even poor (by
official measures) for long periods of time. Better still were the findings from
the several NIT experiments, showing what economists interpreted as a rela-
tively small decline in work effort and mostly positive social effects. With all
this evidence on how people would react to a guaranteed income, moreover,
analysts were hoping to incorporate behavioral projections into their micro-
simulation models to predict more accurately than ever what a guaranteed
income proposal would cost. Thus, when a newly elected President Jimmy
Carter promised a complete welfare overhaul as part of a broader package
of domestic policy reforms (national health insurance was a second piece,
anticipating Bill Clinton in 1992), ASPE was at the ready with the data, the
models, and the experimental findings to make the case for a guaranteed in-
come as the reform of choice.

The problem was, to paraphrase an oft-quoted line from analyst Henry
Aaron, that not all of the “witch doctors” agreed.90 Aaron, the Brookings Insti-
tution economist who headed up ASPE during the Carter years, represented
one side—the negative income tax side—in what is best described as the ana-
lytic warfare that erupted within the administration over welfare reform. The
other side was the analytic office at the Department of Labor, which had been
built up to rival ASPE in strength if not in size, and which was advocating
stepped-up government job creation as part of a broader effort to combat unem-
ployment and pursue labor market reform.91 The dispute over welfare actually
resurrected a debate the Department of Labor had lost during the War on Pov-
erty, when CEA economists had argued that job creation would be unnecessary
with faster aggregate growth. But that was when unemployment was running
between 4 and 5 percent, and the Department of Labor was outflanked by
the more powerful CEA. This time, with recent memories of 9–10 percent
unemployment and an analytic office of its own, the Department of Labor was
determined to make job creation an integral part of the welfare reform pro-
posal, and to establish the provision of guaranteed jobs as a cardinal principle
in federal programs for the working poor. For this reason, Labor analysts har-
bored no small resentment toward the negative income tax advocates at ASPE,
who had always been skeptical of job-creation approaches and who seemed
more concerned with efficiency than with keeping the “working poor” off the
dole. Assigned to collaborate on the welfare reform proposal, Labor and HEW
analysts instead became embroiled in an often bitter battle over rival proposals,
in which the weapons were none other than the microsimulation models devel-
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oped at the Urban Institute, Mathematica, and ASPE to inject technical accu-
racy and analytic discipline into the policy debate. Using competing models
as well as diverging economic assumptions, it turns out, analysts could produce
widely differing estimates of what their proposals would cost.92 In the end, the
two sides did manage to compromise, producing an elaborate reform package
that combined guaranteed incomes and government jobs, known as the Pro-
gram for Better Jobs and Income (PBJI). They even agreed to test the proposal
with the advanced KGB microsimulation model. But not before the “modeling
wars” had become public knowledge and not without continuing, highly em-
barrassing controversy over what the Carter reform package would cost: using
the very same KGB model, the Congressional Budget Office forced the admin-
istration to revise its $2.8 billion price tag when it calculated a cost of $17.4
billion instead.93

By then, analytic research had already struck another, entirely unexpected
blow, when analyses of the negative income tax experiment in Seattle con-
cluded that it had caused marriages to break up. Although those findings have
since been disputed, the political impact was immediate, and widely publi-
cized. Senate hearings on the research drew coverage in the press and featured
negative income tax proponent Daniel Moynihan’s humble reversal. “We must
now be prepared to entertain the possibility that we were wrong,” Moynihan
said, citing the new findings as reason to withdraw his support for the income
guarantee.94 The fallout from the experiments was to continue, when income
guarantee opponents determined that the work reduction reported in the find-
ings was not, as analysts claimed, a modest or acceptable price to pay. Indeed,
in the hands of conservative critics, the experiments have since been used as
proof that welfare causes people to stop working and marriages to break up.95

Analytic disputes did not “kill” Carter’s welfare reform proposal; political
problems did. But the episode did reveal crucial elements on which, for all its
technical know-how, analytic knowledge had failed. The preponderance of
competing models complicated rather than resolving the inter-agency debate,
making it more inaccessible to nonexperts than ever, and providing fuel for
popular sentiment that insulated government “experts” were not responsive to
public concerns. On a deeper level, though, the PBJI episode reveals how
completely the energies of the poverty research industry, with all its advanced
technology, were being channeled into a very narrowly defined set of issues
revolving around the characteristics, behavior, and attitudes of poor people,
and the programs and benefits they received. That this should be a focus in
poverty knowledge was not necessarily problematic in itself. If anything, what
was coming through in the research was just how widespread was the experi-
ence of poverty and how “mainstream” in behavior and values were the poor.
Poverty research was developing a much more precise statistical picture of the
poor population, while drawing attention to important demographic changes,
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such as dramatic declines in elderly poverty, and growth among families
headed by women, over time. So, too, could analysts trace the “target effi-
ciency” of the complicated array of federal income transfer programs with
measurements, in Robert Lampman’s terminology, of “what they do for the
poor.”96 Such research documented essential facts that no one involved in the
continuing struggle against poverty would want to be without: among them,
that Social Security was the government’s most powerful antipoverty program;
that the vast majority of federal income transfers went to people considered
nonpoor; and that, nevertheless, the huge increase in federal spending—from
$37 to $140 billion in the decade after 1965—had reduced officially measured
income poverty from 20 percent to 11 percent, its all-time mid-1970s low.97 In
their own way, poverty analysts had become advocates for better poor people’s
programs earning the wrath of a then little-known think tank called the Heri-
tage Foundation as a “$2 billion a year growth industry” devoting itself to the
“cause” of the negative income tax.98

The problem was with what was being left out. Poverty analysts rarely incor-
porated institutional practices, political decisions, or structural economic
changes into their research; the focus was on individuals and families, not
society—in economists’ terminology, on the side of “supply,” not “demand.”
Sociologists built enormously elaborate models to study class stratification
(though not often calling it that), including individual characteristics such as
family background, income, skill-level, and race, calculating how much family
“inheritance” versus schooling explained the “variance,” while paying little
attention to the social and political settings within which inequality is pro-
duced.99 Race was generally not a subject for direct inquiry, and then more
often as a demographic, as opposed to a social and political, fact. Research on
race was itself largely segregated from the mainstream of poverty analysis,
often at the behest of the funding agencies rather than the researchers them-
selves.100 When female analysts began, in the early 1970s, to put gender issues
on the agenda, funding agencies framed their interests in the narrowest way:
the growth in the number of minority female-headed households, and the ques-
tion of whether welfare was causing families to break up. The Ford Foundation
was less concerned about research on all single mothers, as one program officer
indicated to a grantee, than in the poor and minority women implicated in the
“Moynihan type argument relating these families to social pathology.”101 At
the same time, the poverty analytic network was in danger of replicating the
very inequalities that remained marginalized in its own research. A handful of
women were beginning to gain prominence in analytic research, but the same
could not be said for nonwhite scholars. Criticized by outside reviewers and
the small number of minority researchers on its own staff, the IRP raised out-
side funding to recruit minority fellows in the late 1970s, but continued to feel
plagued by charges that it was inhospitable to minorities and remote from
nonwhite research networks.102 Complicating this was the overwhelming turn
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to quantitative and model-building methods, mirroring trends in the social sci-
ences writ large, which required training, access to large databases and comput-
ing facilities, and a certain kind of academic socialization that were simply not
available outside elite, predominantly white institutions.

On the whole, then, research on the “causes and consequences” of poverty
pointed to the characteristics of poor people, while research on its “cures”
concentrated on the most efficient, equitable way to get government income
to the poor. In this narrow focus, poverty knowledge was to some extent simply
following the government lead. But the new poverty knowledge was shaped
by the assumptions and ideological convictions of the analysts who were pro-
ducing it as well, notably by the rationalistic, market-centered worldview that
lay at the heart of their science and by a growing conviction, heightened by
sobering findings from cost/benefit program evaluation, that as a strategy
against poverty income maintenance was far cheaper, more efficient, and polit-
ically safer than economic and social reform. Equally notable, though, was the
way the poverty issue was—or was not—being framed as an economic prob-
lem: in the face of high unemployment and chronic inflation, analysts failed
to concentrate the energies of poverty knowledge on explaining the underlying
shifts in the economy that had brought the postwar era of steady growth and
rising wages to an end. Likewise, they lavished far more attention on reforming
welfare than on envisioning more equitable economic policies—an approach
that, however expedient amidst the uncertainties of the 1970s, made it easier
to think about poverty as a failure of individuals or of the welfare system,
rather than of an economy in which middle- and working-class as well as
officially poor Americans faced diminishing opportunities.
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Dependency, the “Underclass,” and a
New Welfare “Consensus”: Poverty Knowledge

for a Post-Liberal, Postindustrial Era

DESPITE THE DEBACLE of the Program for Better Jobs and Income, in 1980 the
future for poverty research looked secure. Poverty rates were rising, but ana-
lysts felt they had better tools than ever to identify the “causes, consequences,
and cures.” If the research of the past decade had shown anything, it was that
government was a necessary force in the fight against poverty—and that the
myth of an intractable culture of poverty could be laid to rest. As an industry
poverty research was thriving, even after some enforced belt-tightening during
the late Carter years. Federal agency funding was in the hands of trusted re-
search brokers, heavily concentrated in the Department of Health and Human
Services (formerly HEW) Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and
Evaluation (ASPE), who were schooled in and appreciated the value of ana-
lytic research.1 In 1980, ASPE announced that funding for a national poverty
research center would now be open to outside bidders—the Institute for Re-
search on Poverty would be asked to compete with others for multi-year core
funds. The competition caused no small amount of consternation at the fifteen-
year-old Institute; thanks in part to IRP efforts, poverty expertise—and the
field of potential institutional challengers—had proliferated since 1965. Still,
director Eugene Smolensky had reason to feel assured on at least one point:
the IRP would win “if we write the best proposal.” The ASPE leadership, after
all, showed “a fine appreciation for academic research.”2

And then, with Ronald Reagan’s election in November, came the “revolu-
tion” in social policy that promised to undermine the liberal welfare state, and
with it the institutional networks, the federal contract market, and the ideologi-
cal underpinnings of poverty research.

The new administration struck its first major blow with OBRA, or the Omni-
bus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1981, which slashed federal antipoverty bud-
gets and severely restricted eligibility rules to eliminate aid for all but the
“truly needy.” Then, in a far more radical version of Nixon’s “new federalism,”
the administration sought to devolve, privatize, or altogether eliminate the very
government programs that had kept up a continuing demand for poverty re-
search. Meanwhile, the huge deficits fueled by Reagan’s defense spending and
supply-side economics rapidly transformed the policy debate, crippling the
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prospects for any but the most minimalist efforts to shore up what was left of
the social “safety net.” With the Keynesian consensus a shambles, policy ana-
lysts increasingly gave in to the draconian logic of making trade-offs within
an already diminished domestic policy pie. But the most direct threat to poverty
knowledge came when the administration took aim against the institutional
hub of the research industry, shrinking the analytic offices, like ASPE, that
poverty experts had come to rely on for access and support. Deeply distrustful
of the analytic networks that, thanks in no small part to the Nixon administra-
tion, had continued to flourish after the hopes of the Great Society had faded
away, Reagan officials turned instead to a privately funded network of conser-
vative think tanks that specialized in producing clear, uncomplicated, overtly
ideological policy advice. “My friends,” Reagan told the nation, crystallizing
what they had to say, “some years ago, the federal government declared war
on poverty, and poverty won.”3 Suddenly put on the defensive, poverty experts
found themselves in the unavoidably ideological position of having to justify
the very existence of the programs they had spent so much of the 1970s trying
to replace or reform.

Unprepared though it was to meet the ideological challenge, the more funda-
mental problem for the poverty research industry was its own inability to re-
spond to the transformations in political economy that could not be explained
within the confines of an individualized analytic frame. The “Reagan reces-
sion” of 1981–82 was the deepest in post–World War II history, driving poverty
to its highest measured rate, over 15 percent, since before the War on Poverty
began. Contrary to what economic theory predicted, poverty conditions did not
improve much in the ensuing economic “boom,” which actually accelerated the
decline in working-class wages, opportunities, and social protections, and left
millions of workers earning well below a living wage.4 The impact was most
immediately visible in the swelling ranks of both the homeless and the “work-
ing poor,” but it could also be seen in the harsh, sharply polarized political
economy that the Reagan Revolution ushered in—which redefined 6–7 percent
as a “natural” unemployment rate, and left the proverbial bottom fifth (actually,
the bottom two-fifths) with steadily declining fortunes while redistributing
power, wealth, and income to those at the very top.5 The population in poverty
also grew younger, more female, and more concentrated in racially segregated
urban neighborhoods, reflecting the impact of economic and family restructur-
ing as well as the long-standing gender and racial inequities in the postwar
economy and welfare state. And yet, analysts continued to write about poverty
only in the most individualized, apolitical terms, once again looking for clues
to the “paradox” of poverty in the behavioral choices, human capital deficien-
cies, and ultimately in the social pathologies of the poor.

The discrepancy was more than simply a reflection of the narrow, individual-
ized science that poverty knowledge had become. It was also a part of a broader
ideological realignment that transformed the poverty debate, driving analysts
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to the “neutral” center in a spectrum that had shifted dramatically to the right.
This ideological realignment was reflected in the renewed emphasis in poverty
knowledge on “dependency,” “illegitimacy,” and intergenerational “transmis-
sion” as growth areas for research and reform. It also played a part in the
scientific revival of a frankly pathologized vision of poverty in the debate over
the urban “underclass.” But the most far-reaching consequence of ideological
realignment was the emergence of a “new consensus” on welfare, that sought
to expand individual rather than social responsibility and that eventuated in
President Clinton’s market-affirming, neoliberal plan for bringing “welfare as
we know it” to an end. In each of these instances, liberal poverty analysts not
only acquiesced, but actively participated in what they hitherto had been trying
to avoid: they repauperized the poverty problem and heightened the distinction
between “undeserving” and “deserving” poor.

“APOCALYPSE NOW”?

“Apocalypse Now” was the heading on the internal memo from Institute for
Research on Poverty director Eugene Smolensky when he broke the news to
his staff in August 1981: ending a fifteen-year tradition of steady federal gov-
ernment support, the Reagan administration was effectively severing ties to
the Institute by eliminating its annual $1.5 million grant. In the future, as the
Wall Street Journal reported approvingly, ASPE would dole out its funding
by ignoring liberal establishment networks and following a new competitive
“regime.” Now, poverty research grants would be smaller, more restricted to
specific topics, and open to bids from institutions unencumbered by “the Great
Society view that government alleviates poverty.” ASPE officials denied that
the move was ideologically motivated, but Smolensky had good reason to
doubt. Just a few months before the announcement, the IRP had actually won
the national competition, originally sponsored by the Carter administration’s
ASPE, that awarded it official recognition as a national poverty research center
and $1.5 million for research in 1981–82. Reagan officials subsequently de-
clared the competition nonbinding, and refused to make the award. That was
where things stood when Smolensky told the staff that, without its core federal
funding, the Institute would soon be closing its doors.6

The IRP’s loss of federal revenue was devastating, but it was only a part of
a more systematic attack on the Great Society knowledge industry that accom-
panied Reagan administration efforts to retrench the liberal welfare state. The
Urban Institute topped what insiders called the “enemies list,” losing three-
quarters of its federal money—a drop of $8 million—between 1980 and 1982.7

Agency budget cuts did even more damage, threatening the analytic enterprise
at its source. Convinced that the career civil service would subvert the revolu-
tion before it began, Reagan authorized major reductions in nonmilitary gov-
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ernment research offices and subordinated their activities to more ideologically
dependable political appointees. ASPE alone shrunk to one hundred career
policy analysts, one-third its former size, and was headed up, for the first time
in its history, by an assistant secretary from outside the regular analytic ranks.8

Budget cuts in turn threatened the loss of large, expensive data sets like the
Panel Study of Income Dynamics, that constituted both the pride and the life-
blood of poverty research.9 Funding cuts also left evaluation “gravely eroded,”
the General Accounting Office reported, while confirming analysts’ suspicion
that Reagan officials had little interest in learning about the consequences of
their “reforms.” Perhaps most galling of all to the analytic sensibility was the
administration’s rejection of “value-neutral” policy planning in favor of an
explicitly, indeed proudly, ideological approach.10 From the standpoint of the
poverty research industry, the change could not have been more stark. ASPE,
once an ally, was now an adversarial force. The administration was barely
interested in basic program evaluation, let alone the kinds of planned social
experimentation that had given applied poverty research a truly scientific
claim. And the prospects for new programs were singularly remote, as was
anything approaching the analytic mobilization that in the 1970s had made
guaranteed income the centerpiece of bureaucratic welfare reform.

Smolensky’s news of the “apocalypse,” however, was at best premature.
Though cutting back drastically on research and administration, the poverty
research industry survived through the crash of the early 1980s by becoming
more entrepreneurial and political in the search for research funds. The IRP
turned to Senator William Proxmire (D-Wisconsin), successfully lobbying for
legislation forcing the administration to reinstate the $1.5 million contract the
Institute had already officially won—the ritual would continue throughout the
decade, leaving the Institute dependent on biannual legislation earmarking IRP
funding as part of the ASPE appropriations bill. Congress also proved an ally
in the struggle to preserve evaluation research, incorporating specific mandates
for scientific evaluation into most major social welfare legislation.11 Although
hardly able to replace the government subsidy, liberal foundations did their
part to salvage the poverty research industry as well. The Urban Institute fell
back almost entirely on foundations, including an immediate infusion of nearly
$7 million from the Ford and MacArthur Foundations when federal funding
was at its lowest point. In a major feat of entrepreneurship, the MDRC used
matching funds from the Ford Foundation to persuade several states to con-
duct, and pay for, controlled experimental evaluations of the “workfare” pro-
grams they were instituting in response to a clause in the 1981 OBRA legisla-
tion. In this and other ways analysts made a virtue of necessity, turning the
Reagan Revolution into an opportunity for research. In 1981–82, the Urban
Institute launched a major initiative called Changing Domestic Priorities, a
comprehensive, Institute-wide project to assess Reagan’s economic, social
welfare, and new federalism policies. Codirected by economists John Palmer
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and Isabel Sawhill, the project lasted through the rest of the decade, published
more than thirty volumes, and became the closest thing possible to a unified
response from the liberal analytic community to the changes Reagan had
wrought. In a sense, the project proved to be the Institute’s salvation, not just
as a continuing source of funding but as a safe, nonpartisan form of advocacy
in the face of a wholesale attack on the liberal welfare state. That, to be sure,
was what made it attractive to the mainstream foundations, for which analytic
research became the first line in an exceedingly cautious, ideologically non-
commital line of defense.

Of course, the question of whether the Urban Institute’s style of analysis
was in fact nonideological was open to debate. Reagan officials didn’t think
so, and routinely denounced Institute analysis as “political, biased, ‘pseudo
scientific,’ ”—anything but “objective” or “scientific” research.12 Critics on the
left were frustrated by its heavy reliance on a kind of econometric analysis
that perpetuated a rationalistic, individualized view of social problems while
treating the market as a natural, politically neutral force. The Institute, for its
part, continued to emphasize its commitment to dispassion, nonpartisanship,
and objectivity, for the most part avoiding the ideological underpinnings of its
prevailing methods of research. And yet, in the polarized atmosphere of
Reagan-era Washington, the inherently political nature of even the most hard-
nosed statistical analysis was increasingly difficult to deny—and nowhere
more so than when it came to measuring recent trends in wealth and poverty,
and the role of Reagan administration policy therein. “Is it true,” one congress-
man asked OMB director David Stockman, “that the rich are getting richer
and that the poor are getting poorer and that the line between the two is becom-
ing clearer?” Stockman replied that “it depends on what you want to believe.
If you want to believe that the rich are getting richer and the poor are getting
poorer, I can give you some statistics to prove it. If you want to believe some-
thing else, I can show you some pretty solid evidence that it is not the case at
all.” Stockman and other Reagan officials were more direct in their insistence
that existing government measures vastly exaggerated the true extent of pov-
erty by failing to include the value of “in-kind” benefits such as Medicaid,
housing, school lunches, and Food Stamps in calculating household income.
Including these benefits, conservatives had long been insisting, could cut offi-
cial poverty rates—and hence the need for programs—nearly in half.13

Liberal poverty experts held the line against official maneuvers to define the
problem out of existence, but they also moved to outflank their conservative
counterparts in the administration by beefing up their own capacity to inject
convincing numbers into the policy debate. In 1981, former Department of
Agriculture analyst Robert Greenstein, who had run the Food Stamp program
in the Carter administration, set up the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
as a kind of public interest think tank to deliver accessible, quick-turn-around
analyses of administration policies and legislative proposals. Funded princi-
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pally by liberal foundations, Greenstein’s Center quickly established itself as
a much less well heeled counterpart to the Heritage Foundation—if Heritage
briefings could be read on the limousine ride between Capitol Hill and Wash-
ington’s National Airport, went one description, the Center’s would take up
the just slightly longer subway ride—and as the analytic arm of a network of
Washington-based advocacy organizations aligned in defense of a welfare
state.14 Similarly, under Democratic chairman Dan Rostenkowski, the House
Ways and Means Committee began issuing an extensive annual report known
as the Green Book with data on the entire array of social welfare programs
within its jurisdiction. Compiled by staff analyst and IRP affiliate Wendell
Primus, the Green Book was a dense compendium of government statistics,
often referred to as “the Bible” within the analytic community after its 1981
debut. But the Green Book also served an important political purpose in the
ongoing battle over numbers, drawing attention to problems the administration
thought best to ignore—the polarization of incomes, the precipitous rise of
child poverty rates, and the steadily declining status of the working poor, to
name but a few.15 Greenstein and Primus were widely respected for their ability
to combine accuracy with advocacy and to get a hearing in legislative debates.
Still, the prevailing culture among mainstream analytic experts was to let the
facts speak for themselves, maintaining the veneer of apolitical neutrality, and
in this way straddling the hazards of assessing Reagan administration policy
while continuing to rely on federal government contracts for support. By the
mid-1980s, the Urban Institute’s federal funding was back up to more than 50
percent of its budget, thanks in part to its renowned technical proficiency at
simulating variations on welfare reform.16

Ideological neutrality had its hazards, however, as became especially appar-
ent in 1984 when, with much fanfare and well-orchestrated press attention,
conservative social scientist Charles Murray published a missive on the Great
Society entitled Losing Ground. Murray’s argument was simple, accessible,
couched very much in the logic of rational choice, and presented with the tone
of measured detachment common to most analytic research. It also set out to
overturn the prevailing analytic wisdom: the expansion of social welfare since
the 1960s had not only failed to improve poverty conditions, claimed Murray,
it had actually made things worse for the poor. Murray’s solution was to elimi-
nate social welfare programs (except for unemployment insurance) for nonel-
derly adults, in order to push the poor to learn how to fend for themselves.

If there was anything artful about Murray’s argument, it was precisely in
the way he used the conventions of liberal analysis (however inaccurately) to
subvert liberal ends. For behind Murray’s tables of aggregate statistics was a
highly charged political tale of social policy gone wrong—an indictment of
the “elite” (i.e., liberal) decision to “blame the system” for poverty and racial
injustice, and to expand income transfer, affirmative action, legal services,
and regulatory remedies in response. In 1964, Murray argued, liberals had
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changed “the rules of the game.” The burden was no longer on the individual
to make the best of every opportunity but on society to guarantee equal results.
The new rules brought a massive change in behavior, reflected in the “rational
(albeit wrong) decisions” that poor people made. Unemployment, illegitimacy,
crime, and welfare dependency were more rational, in the short term, than
marriage, respectability, individual responsibility, and low-wage work. In the
long term, however, these rational choices bred the kind of bad behavior that
fed on itself and became pathological, creating ever more poverty among the
very people the Great Society presumed to help most. The looming black un-
derclass served as Murray’s case in point. Though pathological and self-perpet-
uating in behavior, the black underclass had its origins in guilt-ridden liberal
policies that made it possible and acceptable to choose the path of unemploy-
ment, illegitimacy, and welfare dependency over marriage and low-wage work.
It all came down to a simple “thought experiment,” showing how a hypotheti-
cal couple named Harold and Phyllis would ineluctably make the “wrong”
decisions by responding to the incentives of welfare as any rational couple
would.17

The problem, Murray’s critics hastened to point out, was that the numbers,
even the thought experiment, did not say that at all. The poor had benefited
from the vast growth in transfers—without it, the economic woes of the 1970s
would have driven poverty rates higher than they were. Statistical analysis
showed no link between social programs and an epidemic of out-of-wedlock
births. In fact, Murray had used the wrong measure altogether, by pointing to
the “illegitimacy ratio” (nonmarital births to all live births), which had risen,
rather than the illegitimacy rate (nonmarital births to the number of women of
childbearing age), which had declined. Murray had also included programs for
the elderly in his calculations of social spending, and yet he failed to report on
the welfare state’s greatest achievement—the sharp decline in elderly poverty
rates. Most telling, he conveniently failed to mention that the value of AFDC
benefits had actually been declining since 1969—just at the time when progress
against nonelderly poverty began to slow. Nor did he acknowledge that, con-
trary to their short-term interests, the vast majority of poor people did not
“choose” welfare over work. The key point, then, in the case that analysts built
up against Murray, was that the statistical basis for his argument was partial,
deceptive, and for the most part just plain wrong. The real story behind the
numbers, they argued, was the one poverty experts had been telling all along:
that Great Society programs, however imperfectly, had helped poor people get
through the 1970s, when the economy declined. No group, they took care to
mention, had benefited more than the “deserving,” elderly poor.18

The analytic response was strong, empirically grounded, and persuasive, but
it missed an essential point. It mattered to analysts that Murray had calculated
the illegitimacy ratio rather than the rate, but to the average reader it was a
distinction without a difference; besides, to the extent that he even responded



D E P E N D E N C Y , “ U N D E R C L A S S , ” “ C O N S E N S U S ” 249

to his empirical critics, Murray simply charged that it was the same old liberal
conventional wisdom at work. In the tenth anniversary edition, Murray said of
Losing Ground that what in 1984 appeared controversial had actually become
the new “conventional wisdom” by 1994; nothing needed revision, because
nothing in the empirical analysis had been proven wrong.19 More frustrating
from the perspective of his critics was the way Murray had used the concepts
and tools of analytic science to undermine even the most seemingly unassail-
able conclusions of poverty research. Thus, the statistical linchpin of Murray’s
argument—what he called “latent poverty”—was based on the measurements
of “pre-transfer” poverty developed at the IRP. For IRP researchers, the mea-
sure was useful in demonstrating the degree (or lack) of “target efficiency” in
antipoverty programs, but more importantly in reinforcing the growing impor-
tance of social welfare in keeping official poverty rates low. By some stan-
dards, that could be seen as a sign of progress against poverty, if not exactly
success. For Murray, the very same measure was a sign of the failure of social
programs because it illustrated the growing dependence of poor people on
government benefits to get by.20 Similarly, Murray used the NIT experiments as
“unambiguous” proof that welfare undermined the work ethic and the family—
pointing out that the hopes and expectations of liberal analysts had been irre-
versibly, scientifically dashed.21 And in presenting the case of Harold and Phyl-
lis, he was simply extending the rational choice logic that poverty researchers
had themselves made the basis of a large-scale econometric modeling enter-
prise. Experts found fatal flaws in his argument, but it grew out of a logic that
poverty experts had done a great deal to promote. Perhaps, after all, poverty
knowledge was not quite as ideologically neutral as it made itself out to be.

More important, the significance of Losing Ground was much less in its
facts than in what Gunnar Myrdal would have called its “valuations,” and to
these poverty knowledge could offer at best a partial response. Losing Ground,
after all, was not just a critique of Great Society programs but an attack on the
idea that “big government” liberalism could help the poor at all. Underlying
this attack was a narrative that neoconservative intellectuals had been cultivat-
ing for years, featuring an insulated “new class” of liberal intellectuals who
had taken the country disastrously to the left, subverting the American tradition
of individual responsibility and opportunity with a mentality of entitlements
and rights. The narrative in turn rested on the assumption that the market, not
government, was more benevolent as the arbiter of the social good. Indeed,
Murray argued that the economy was stronger in the 1970s than the liberals
claimed; poor people would have done better had liberals simply let them
live by the old “rules of the game.” To this, analysts could offer empirical
rebuttal, showing how government transfers offset the slow growth and high
unemployment of the decade before. But poverty knowledge offered no posi-
tive ideological valuations, no alternative narrative explaining why the market
economy in the 1970s had failed, and, at the time, no alternative to Murray’s
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depiction of a pathological, morally bankrupt black urban “underclass.” Nor
could it lay claim to a coherent political agenda for achieving a more equitable
welfare state.

To be sure, poverty experts were at a distinct institutional disadvantage in
the ideological battle Murray had launched. Absorbed in the insistent objectiv-
ity that characterized liberal (though officially nonpartisan) think tanks, they
operated from the assumption that their own work was nonideological, in an
institutional culture that had come to value technical proficiency over clear,
simple policy ideas. Losing Ground, in contrast, was very much a product of
the new breed of conservative think tank that had recently taken Washington
by storm, explicitly promoting a resurgent conservative ideology, and aiming
with it to set federal policy on an entirely new course. With increasing momen-
tum during the 1970s, organizations such as the Heritage Foundation, the Man-
hattan Institute, and the American Enterprise Institute had mobilized a network
of conservative intellectuals within a movement to overturn Washington’s lib-
eral policy elite. “Ideas matter” became their mantra, implying that liberals
had none, and the basis of a campaign to win renewed respectability for limited
government, deregulation, and free market economics.22 Unlike their liberal
counterparts, they generally avoided federal contracts, relying instead on a
well-heeled consortium of private foundations and individual donors who
shared their passion for conservative ideas. By late 1980 the conservative think
tanks had already scored several major coups, including, most prominently,
the Heritage Foundation’s 1,000-plus page compilation of policy recommenda-
tions known as the Mandate for Leadership, said to have provided a post-
election blueprint for the Reagan revolution.23 Losing Ground was considered
an event of similar magnitude, this one carried off by a then-obscure think
tank known as the Manhattan Institute with the help of an expensive, well-
orchestrated media campaign. Murray’s book was the “most important work
on poverty and social policy since Michael Harrington’s The Other America,”
pronounced the New Republic, calling it a book that would forever change the
terms of the poverty debate.24

For all their proficiency in disputing the facts of Murray’s case, then, poverty
analysts did not offer a response to its ideological challenge—except to say
that his calculations were ideologically skewed. Political constraints were
part of the problem, as was the insular, nonideological institutional culture
that surrounded poverty research. But the problem also stemmed from the
confines of poverty knowledge, which had far more to say about the behavioral
patterns of poor people than about the changing political, social, and economic
conditions that sent “pre-transfer” or “latent” poverty on the rise. However
flawed their analyses, neoconservative intellectuals like Murray had an alter-
native explanation—government policy—and they were willing to move ag-
gressively to use it as the basis of social policy as well as a reformulated
poverty debate.



D E P E N D E N C Y , “ U N D E R C L A S S , ” “ C O N S E N S U S ” 251

“DEPENDENCY” REDISCOVERED

Well before Losing Ground was published, the poverty research industry was
showing the impact of the ideological shift to the right, proving itself far more
adept at accommodating than at anticipating and reshaping the terms of the
policy debate. Reagan’s ASPE set the tone with a research agenda that made
welfare “dependency”—and its prevention—the administration’s official,
overriding concern. The research establishment responded quickly, shifting
away from the emphasis on income and labor force participation that had pre-
vailed in the 1970s to focus on welfare “dependency,” family structure, teenage
pregnancy, and the size, shape, and culture of the urban “underclass.” By the
late 1980s, ASPE’s far-reaching influence could be seen in the industry at
large.25 Even economists were discovering that there was more to poverty than
income, according to ASPE official Daniel Weinberg; the behaviors associated
with the culture of poverty might be worth exploring after all.26 One annotated
bibliography summarized two hundred studies of dependency—most pub-
lished after 1980, and most conducted within established venues of economet-
ric, analytic research.27 At the same time, ASPE was eager to “diversify” the
poverty network, or at least to extend it beyond the reach of the IRP, by chan-
neling big projects on dependency to Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of
Government and the Heller School at Brandeis University, but also to institu-
tions, like the neoconservative Hudson Institute, that would never have been
in the official research orbit in the past.28 ASPE also used its financial leverage
to put an end to the IRP’s comparatively free-wheeling ways, steering the
Institute to a heavier focus on dependency than ever before.29 Perhaps most
dramatic, however, was the complete transformation in the meaning of welfare
reform: the negative income tax was a distant memory, as was the notion of
seriously petitioning to raise badly eroded benefit rates; the question on the
table was “workfare”—not whether, but what kind, when, and how.

While adjusting to the conservative drift in the agenda, poverty knowledge
did stand as important testimony to the severe erosion of the basic safety net,
as well as to the vast inequities created by the administration’s efforts to intro-
duce fiscal austerity by slashing budgets for the poor.30 Poverty expertise
played a role, too, in defusing some of the more pernicious myths about poor
people—or, at least, in temporarily preventing the myths from being written
into law. Analysts put considerable effort, for example, behind gathering em-
pirical evidence to disprove the age-old notion that welfare itself caused pov-
erty, dependency, and out-of-wedlock births.31

More telling, however, was how the poverty research establishment accom-
modated the rightward turn in direction by making conservative voices part of
the mainstream debate—ignoring, for the most part, scholarship from left of
center that challenged assumptions within the analytic frame. Poverty think
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tanks put prominent conservatives onto their project advisory boards, as if to
prove their research was not liberally biased, or at least to keep it in check.
Liberal philanthropies were careful to prove their nonpartisanship, too, by
“balancing” their portfolios with grants to institutions just (but not too far) to
the right of center. Conference organizers regularly dipped into a pool of
known conservatives, if only to provide the obligatory “alternative” point of
view—not Murray (at the time, his proposals for ending welfare were consid-
ered beyond the pale) but more “reasonable” scholars such as political scientist
Lawrence Mead, economist Glenn Loury, or Heritage Foundation staff mem-
bers Stuart Butler and Anna Kondratas. What these scholars shared was not
necessarily a common viewpoint, but the basic analytic credentials to take part
in the mainstream poverty debate. Mead, for example, had worked at both
ASPE and the Urban Institute, and was willing to acknowledge the need for a
strong welfare state. He distinguished himself from hard-line neoconservatives
by arguing that the problem was not government provision, but the permis-
siveness of Great Society programs in failing to enforce social obligations
on the poor. In his 1986 book Beyond Entitlement, Mead advocated not less
government, but a more authoritarian, paternalistic, possibly even expanded
welfare state.32 Butler and Kondratas, both economists, argued a more consis-
tently neoconservative line, emphasizing the need for public aid to the “truly
needy” and the virtues of free market individualism for everyone else.33 And
Loury, a professor at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, was
among the small band of prominent African American neoconservatives who
argued against government programs such as affirmative action and called for
a greater spirit of self-reliance among blacks.34 As regular (albeit “token”)
participants on the conference circuit, conservative scholars were accorded far
more legitimacy in poverty circles than they had been in the past. Meanwhile,
there was no comparable effort to recognize the legitimacy of scholarship or
the need for “balance” from the left. Thus, while poverty knowledge continued
to reflect the values of the liberal center, it was within a spectrum that had
shifted lopsidedly to the right.

The true harbinger of ideological realignment, then, came more from
changes within the poverty research establishment than from without. It came,
for example, from an unpublished but extraordinarily influential 1983 paper
on welfare dependency by economists Mary Jo Bane and David Ellwood from
Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, produced as part of a larger
project on dependency conducted with ASPE support. In it, Bane and Ellwood
developed a new approach to measuring dependency that seemed instantly to
transform what had become the received wisdom in poverty knowledge. In the
old view, based on over a decade of analysis, poverty and welfare were both
“transitory” conditions, amenable to solution with a better system of income
support. This view was considered one of the singular achievements of poverty
research, not just because it was an artifact of better, longitudinal data, but also
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because it put the concept of a permanent culture of poverty to rest. “Depen-
dency” was the “exception rather than the rule among welfare recipients,”
according to a team of University of Michigan researchers who tracked the
year-to-year fortunes of low-income households using the Panel Study of In-
come Dynamics (PSID). On the whole, recipients were more like “us” than
“them.”35 Now, with the same data and a different methodology, Bane and
Ellwood were offering a considerably less sanguine view: “dependency,” mea-
sured as a long “spell” of being on welfare, was a much bigger problem than
it had first appeared. To be sure, only a minority of all recipients were on
welfare for a long, unbroken “spell,” but these “long-termers” represented the
majority of welfare recipients at any given time. Together with the welfare
“recidivists”—an incredibly stigmatizing way to talk about people who re-
turned after a short time off the rolls—long-term recipients accounted for
nearly two-thirds of the costs. Bane and Ellwood reported a key demographic
difference between the “short-” and “long-termers” as well: the former were
more likely to be white, divorced, and relatively well educated; the latter to be
never-married single mothers, high school dropouts, and black.36 At least some
poor people were not so much “like us” after all.37

The report from Bane and Ellwood was just one in a whole series of studies
and findings from the early 1980s, said with varying degrees of hyperbole to
be transforming the way social scientists thought about the poor. Another was
what Daniel P. Moynihan called an “earthquake” in family structure, but that
poverty experts described in stripped-down demographic terms: more than half
of the population in poverty lived in female-headed households, up from 30
percent two decades before.38 By some reports as many or more poverty
“spells” were initiated by a change in family structure (the “transition” to “fe-
male headship”) than by loss of income from a job. Some analysts warned
against making too much of these findings; antipoverty policy should avoid
“hand wringing about the family” and focus on employment, wages, and labor
force participation, wrote Mary Jo Bane, even though her own research with
David Ellwood had directed researchers toward “household formation deci-
sions” as a primary cause of poverty “spells.”39 Nevertheless, by identifying
family breakup as itself an independent “cause” of poverty, they did help to
confirm popular suspicions, and conservative allegations, that poverty was less
an economic problem than a sign of disturbing new demographic and behav-
ioral trends. Such suspicions were only heightened by the alarming sense of
demographic destiny with which researchers overturned another element of
liberal conventional wisdom, in a surge of studies showing that single mother-
hood did, after all, have negative consequences for children—and especially
so if the mothers were poor and nonwhite. Single motherhood, the research
concluded, put children at measurably “greater risk”: of poverty, welfare de-
pendency, teen pregnancy, school dropout, low achievement, and, depending
on race and length of time with a single parent, of literally “growing up poor.”
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Since children were at greater risk of experiencing single motherhood, the
ingredients for social disaster seemed at hand.40 Moynihan, claimed students
of family breakup, had been right all along.41

Much like the discovery that “dependency” was a problem, the analytic take
on single motherhood was ostensibly ideology-free. Analysts were careful to
avoid blaming the victim (after all, some had been single mothers themselves),
without shying away from the dire consequences they associated with raising
children in a female-headed home.42 Most went to great lengths to establish
that single motherhood was a legitimate, sometimes unavoidable, if not always
“optimal” choice—except, that is, when the single mother was an adolescent,
a “choice” analysts regarded with universal and growing alarm.43 Nevertheless,
especially amidst the conservative backlash of the 1980s, “single motherhood”
and “dependency” were increasingly ideological terms.44 Intentionally or not,
they tapped into powerful and resurgent political opposition, to welfare, to poor
people’s reproductive freedom, and to the long-standing feminist objective of
providing women with the means to gain independence from men. Alterna-
tively, feminist scholarship explained the recent “feminization” of poverty, as
a product not of demographic and behavioral “choices” but of long-standing
gender inequities in the welfare state, the family, and the labor force. Structural
problems such as unequal pay, job discrimination, and unequal responsibility
for child care had always made women more vulnerable to poverty; within this
context of gender inequality, post-1970s wage declines and changes in family
structure had sent female poverty rates on the rise.45 Mainstream poverty stud-
ies, in contrast, individualized and decontextualized the problem, and ended
up reinforcing the stigma they sought to avoid.

As used by poverty experts, the very concept of “dependency” made receiv-
ing welfare a personal pathology, something that became harder to “escape”
the longer it went on, while such descriptors as “long-termer” and “recidivism”
virtually equated using welfare with a criminal offense. Nor was the concept
of “dependency” particularly accurate, as subsequent research on women who
receive welfare has confirmed. Rather, it rested on an entirely artificial polarity
that pitted welfare, nonwork, and dependence against self-reliance and work.
In reality, welfare recipients have always relied on other sources of income,
often including work in the paid, sometimes in the underground, labor force
to make ends meet—to learn this, however, poverty researchers had to look
beyond the official statistics to speak with welfare recipients themselves. Nor
is it at all realistic to expect employment to bring “independence” from govern-
ment benefits, especially when the employment in question is low-wage, with-
out benefits, and insecure.46

“Single motherhood” similarly marked off the unmarried mother as living
in an unnatural state—whether as a breadwinner, or a woman trying to raise
children on her own—and in turn provided the filter for defining the “absent
father” as a man who failed to fulfill his masculine role as the psychological
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and economic family “head.” As part of the discourse on welfare, all of these
concepts carried unmistakable, if unacknowledged, connotations of race and
social class. Though rarely called that, the black “matriarch” was clearly distin-
guishable in the literature as the mother who had never married, and was there-
fore more likely to be a “long-termer” on the welfare rolls than her white,
divorced or widowed counterpart. Nevertheless, the analytic framework treated
the growing concentration of poverty in nonwhite, female-headed families as
a product of life course “events” and individual choices, as though the problem
were unrelated to the structural inequalities of class, gender, and race. “Indeed,
family structure now plays a far larger role than race in income differentials,”
noted a report from the American Enterprise Institute invoking findings from
contemporary poverty expertise.47 Nowhere in the highly descriptive, statistic-
laden discourse was there even a nod to the idea that what turned up in the
census as a rapid growth in female-headed families might represent a reason-
able alternative to the “traditional” patriarchal structure, much less that its pre-
ponderance among blacks, as some anthropologists had been arguing since the
1940s, was a reflection of distinctive, and legitimate, African American lower-
class norms.48 The female-headed family had been identified as a direct “cause”
of poverty and a whole host of other social pathologies, and that was enough
to earn it the opprobrium of liberal and conservative analysts alike.

Even as a “merely” descriptive demographic category, then, family structure
was hardly ideologically neutral, perhaps most importantly because it also
served the ultimately ideological function of obscuring the deeply political and
structural dimensions of poverty, while offering what analysts presented as a
neutral conceptual framework for reform. Hence, the approach offered by
David Ellwood in an analysis that identified family structure as the key fault
line in understanding the poor. Ellwood’s plan laid out one strategy for short-
termer, two-parent, “working poor” families on the assumption that their prob-
lems were economic and thus relatively straightforward: they needed income,
health care, and job assistance, which Ellwood packaged in the form of “non-
welfare” (an increasingly common distinction that further stigmatized AFDC
as a handout while masking the degree of government welfare for the nonpoor)
supplements that would “make work pay.” The long-term, female-headed, wel-
fare-dependent families, on the other hand, were a much harder group to help,
since “their” poverty was a product of single motherhood and all the disadvan-
tages it brought. For these families Ellwood offered a proposal that was fast
becoming the core of a new generation of liberal or, more accurately, neo-
liberal (as in “new Democrat”), welfare reform: It would rely on expanded and
more strictly enforced child support from the absent father, “transitional”—
that is, time-limited—income support from the state, plus more aggressive
work training to get mothers into the paid labor force. Once working, single
welfare mothers would in turn benefit from the package of supplements Ell-
wood recommended for the working poor, such that they would be able to
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support their families while working part time. Taken as a whole, Ellwood
claimed, this was a program that combined individual responsibility with fam-
ily security, and reinforced the values of self-sufficiency and work. He called
it the “divide and conquer” strategy—a strategy, as we shall see, that ultimately
proved politically disastrous for AFDC recipients in the never-ending quest
for welfare reform.49

WELFARE “CONSENSUS”

Ellwood’s plan caught on as one of a new wave of mid-1980s proposals that
were said to express a “new consensus” on welfare reform. The immediate
context for these proposals was President Reagan’s unexpected 1986 an-
nouncement that he was appointing a White House study group on welfare to
recommend a complete overhaul—creating an opening, without warning, for
renewed efforts at “comprehensive” welfare reform. The broader context for
the “consensus,” though, was the political transformation of poverty knowl-
edge in the 1980s that had helped to make dependency and individual re-
sponsibility the key issues in the debate. The outcome was the Family Support
Act of 1988 which, for politically pragmatic as well as more strictly “scientific”
reasons, brought liberal poverty experts behind workfare as a strategy to
get single mothers who were long-term welfare recipients “up and off”
the rolls.

The much-trumpeted “new consensus” actually came from a spectrum rang-
ing from the now-rightward-leaning, neoliberal center to the now moderate-
appearing Right—conservatives, that is, for whom ending welfare à la Charles
Murray was an unacceptable extreme. Its common themes were captured in
the welter of commission reports and special studies sparked by Reagan’s call
for reform: “Up from Dependency” (the White House), “A New Social Con-
tract” (New York Governor Mario Cuomo, Democrat), “Ladders Out of Pov-
erty” (Arizona Governor Bruce Babbitt, Democrat), and “A Community of
Self-Reliance” (the American Enterprise Institute), to name a few. Behind the
consensus was a set of assumptions that were informed, or at least justified,
by the “new” knowledge poverty experts had brought to light. One was the
assumption that welfare did not work, not only, as liberals had been saying for
years, because it was unfair to the working poor, but because it violated Ameri-
can values by fostering dependency, idleness, and antisocial behavior in an
already-stigmatized segment of the poor.50 A second assumption behind the
“consensus” was about the need to “disaggregate” the poor, conceptually seg-
regating two-parent, working, or what the AEI report called “involuntarily”
poor families from the single-parent, long-term, or “behaviorally dependent”
poor.51 Liberal analysts, including Ellwood, offered a rash of proposals to
“make work pay” for the working poor, but the true consensus on welfare held
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that reform should focus especially on the “dependent” welfare mothers—by
all accounts the most difficult to reach. The focus on dependency in turn set
the stage for a third set of shared assumptions, which constituted the operating
principles for reform: absent fathers should take full financial responsibility
for their children; all “able-bodied” welfare mothers should be expected, even
required, to work; and welfare should be “transitional,” not an open-ended
guarantee. The first two principles made it into the 1988 Family Support Act.
The third would reemerge eight years later, unencumbered by the imperative
to “make work pay” above the poverty line, in far more extreme “reform”
legislation than its neoliberal originators ever dreamed.

The “new consensus” brought reconstructed liberals much more in line with
conservatives than the other way around, but it also papered over more differ-
ences than either side cared to admit. Liberals, for example, proposed to attach
the reformed welfare system to an antipoverty program that included higher
benefits, an expanded Earned Income Tax Credit for working poor families,
and “last resort” job guarantees. Conservatives, for their part, were more con-
cerned with “strengthening the family” by eliminating the “incentives” for
single and teenage motherhood they believed unlimited access to benefits pro-
duced. Otherwise, the poor but “intact” family could be left to fend for itself.
“Empirically, two-parent families are more likely to exit from and stay out
of poverty,” the AEI welfare commission explained. Presumably, since they
presented “fewer problems for public policy,” there was no reason to extend
help.52 But more striking than the differences was the extent to which liberal
analysts had changed direction, while conservatives had hardly changed at all:
the Reagan and Bush administrations did expand the Earned Income Tax Credit
for low-income working families—but the EITC, after all, had originated in
the mid-1970s as a conservative, and quite modest, alternative to the negative
income tax.53 Meanwhile, conservative parties to the welfare consensus got
measures that liberal analysts had been resisting for years. For that matter,
analysts had long resisted the movement to make “dependency” the center of
welfare reform at all, promoting reforms to make the system more efficient,
equitable, less categorical, and more expansive instead. Analytic welfare re-
form in the 1970s had embraced universalism as a goal, seeking to blur if
not eliminate distinctions between the “deserving” and the “undeserving” poor.
To do this, analysts had looked to the universal solvent—cash—and had basi-
cally accepted the “hazard” that at least some people would work less, or not
at all, as a result. Finally, analytic reform in the 1970s had decidedly not been
premised on the insistence that women—whether wives or working mothers—
should be expected to work in the paid labor force; in an era of high unemploy-
ment, their concern was much more centered on sustaining labor force partici-
pation among men.54 Now, although welfare participation rates were actually
declining, and unemployment continued to hover near 6–7 percent, analysts
had done an about-face on universal income proposals and were endorsing
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plans to put welfare mothers to work. Explaining their reasoning, analysts went
beyond the revisionist view of poverty as a problem of dependency to invoke
what some critics considered a perversely feminist tone: thanks to the women’s
movement, they reasoned, society was more willing to extend work opportuni-
ties—and expectations—to women rather than confining mothers to the home.
Work requirements for welfare mothers, that is, were presumably extending
expectations and responsibilities that all liberated women enjoyed. That, plus
the reality that wives in two-parent working- and middle-class families had
little choice but to supplement what would otherwise be declining household
earnings, was fast becoming a leading liberal rationale for putting welfare
mothers to work.55

This hardly meant that the new consensus incorporated anything of feminist
thought; its “family values” were actually quite traditional. Thus, even liberal
proposals for improved child support enforcement—a longtime feminist
goal—reinforced the ideal of the male as the chief family breadwinner, prem-
ised as they were on the unlikely idea that support from the absent father would
replace much if not all of the basic welfare grant. Similarly, one of the most
prominent liberal explanations for single motherhood was the declining labor
force participation—hence, “marriageability”—of black males, an explanation
that, in the context of welfare, reinforced the notion that “dependency” was
the poverty problem for women while joblessness was primarily a problem for
men.56 Nor did the welfare consensus do anything to acknowledge what femi-
nists considered to be major barriers to according women independent means:
unequal pay, opportunities, and workforce discrimination; and the failure to
recognize child rearing as socially valued, remunerable work. Meanwhile, the
idea that work requirements somehow recognized new, more liberated social
expectations with regard to women and work completely ignored the reality
that poor and working-class women had always been expected to work to
contribute to family income—married or not.

Far more important than “feminist” values in the analytic turn to workfare
was the imprimatur bestowed by analytic research. In 1986 the MDRC began
an auspiciously timed campaign to release the findings from the multisite eval-
uation of state-level work and welfare programs it had initiated in the aftermath
of the first round of Reagan’s budget cuts. The findings themselves were hardly
earth-shattering, but in the much-altered political atmosphere of the late 1980s,
they were hailed as evidence of significant success: it was “feasible” to tie
welfare to work and training obligations, and for at least some of the “hard to
reach” welfare mothers, the programs produced “relatively modest” employ-
ment and income gains.57 Summing up the policy influence of these findings,
several observers, including the legislative assistant to Senator Daniel P. Moy-
nihan, agreed that what had made them most convincing was the MDRC’s
reputation for rigor and neutrality, its ability to package them in accessible
policy briefs, and, most important, “experimental design, experimental design,
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experimental design.” Subsequently hailed as a major success story in the an-
nals of policy research, MDRC’s work was cited, along with Bane and Ell-
wood’s research on dependency, as the most important factors in galvanizing
a legislative welfare consensus behind the Family Support Act of 1988.58

But what appeared as a major victory for poverty knowledge had actually
come at a substantial political price. For in responding to an agenda set by the
Reagan administration, liberal analysts had played an active part in making
family structure and “dependency” the issues in poverty policy while failing
to address the problems of employment, wages, and growing inequality that
consistently emerged in their own research. Still wedded to—and convinced
of—their own ideological neutrality, they continued to reinforce rather than to
shape the politically determined contours of federal policy and remained
caught in the stranglehold of welfare reform. Acknowledging as much, IRP
economist Sheldon Danziger issued a plea at the end of the decade for a policy
agenda that genuinely embraced fighting poverty—rather than reforming wel-
fare—as its goal.59 But to do that would require an entirely different kind of
poverty knowledge, focused on the issues of structural change, political econ-
omy, and institutionalized social inequality, that could not be measured within
the existing confines of analytic poverty research.

POVERTY KNOWLEDGE AND THE REDISCOVERY
OF INEQUALITY

The welfare “consensus” that emerged in the 1980s thus grew out of an insepa-
rable combination of welfare politics, ideological realignment, and new pov-
erty knowledge that moved liberal experts considerably to the right. But just
as significant in the new welfare consensus was the knowledge it ignored,
knowledge that formulated the poverty problem not in terms of dependency
and family breakup but in terms of economic stagnation, high unemploy-
ment, growing inequality, and the steady decline in work opportunities due to
structural economic change. At least some elements of such an alternative
formulation could be found in mainstream poverty research. Thus, concluded
the experts (most of them economists) who gathered at a jointly sponsored
IRP-ASPE conference in Williamsburg, Virginia, in late 1984, the Council of
Economic Advisers had it right in 1964: Slow growth and high unemployment
were still the driving forces behind poverty—surpassing welfare and changing
family structure as poverty’s leading “cause.” Indeed, the poor suffered more
than anyone from the combination of recession and slow growth that plagued
the 1970s and early 1980s. Conversely, they stood to gain the most from the
restoration of growth and employment that economists were projecting for the
decade’s latter half; the “rising tide,” that is to say, would “lift all boats.” The
problem, in sharp contrast to the 1960s, was that nobody seemed to know how
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to stimulate the growth rates—and the employment—that would in fact lift the
boats of the poor.60

Meanwhile, some poverty researchers were also pushing the economic diag-
nosis beyond the familiar themes of growth and unemployment to argue that
the recent rise in income inequality was just as important in keeping poverty
rates high. Accompanied as it was by the decline of working-class wages, the
rise of inequality was diminishing the likelihood that economic recovery would
easily translate into lower poverty rates.61 Here again, convincing though they
may have been in documenting economic decline and inequality, liberal pov-
erty experts were hard put to explain these trends in the economy—or what
policy should do in response. Nor could they explain why, contrary to what
the econometric models predicted, poverty persisted and inequality continued
rising in the 1980s after the return of economic growth. Thus, undeniable
though the trend toward inequality was becoming, economist Isabel Sawhill
characterized it as a “residual” explanation—what she offered as a “measure
of our ignorance”—in a 1988 article reviewing the economic literature on pov-
erty. Very much as they had in the 1960s, liberal economists continued to
look to the combination of unemployment and human capital as economic
explanations for poverty, and to growth rather than large-scale redistribution
as the preferred policy response.62

Beneath Sawhill’s “measure of ignorance” was a more extended debate
about the economic roots of poverty and inequality that paralleled—in some
ways it continued—the debate over structural unemployment that had emerged
among liberal and left-liberal economists nearly three decades before. At issue,
once again, was not whether slow growth and unemployment were causing
poverty, but whether they were part of long-term structural changes in the
economy that would make conventional growth and human capital measures
inadequate as the leading edge of an antipoverty response. Few could any
longer argue, as the Kennedy CEA had, that rising unemployment was princi-
pally due to the combination of inadequate growth and the normal flows of the
business cycle rather than to structural changes in the economy. In the seem-
ingly unending struggle to contain inflation since the mid-1970s, the officially
accepted, or “natural rate” of unemployment (a phrase coined by economist
Milton Friedman to pinpoint how low unemployment could go before trig-
gering inflation) had crept steadily upward, from the 4 percent norm estab-
lished by Keynesians in the 1960s to what would have been considered reces-
sionary levels, 6–7 percent, as the mid-1980s recovery got under way. In
explaining the upward creep in unemployment, economists may have mini-
mized the role of politics and ideology, but they did lend new credence to
structural hypotheses, such as technological displacement, job relocation, and
changes in the size and composition of the wage-earning labor force, that the
CEA had minimized in the 1960s.63 Growing alarm over what one study re-
ferred to as “catastrophic” black youth unemployment rates also sent econo-
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mists in more structural directions, and in particular to an idea, which had been
subject to intense debate since economist John Kain proposed it in 1968,
known as the “spatial mismatch” hypothesis: that industrial relocation from
central city to the suburban fringe had undermined the employment prospects
for low-skilled African Americans who remained stuck in segregated urban
neighborhoods.64

But the development that was to draw the most sustained attention to the
question of long-term structural change was one that defied all conventional
expectations about the relationship between employment levels, wages, and
overall economic growth.65 It also shattered what economists had come to view
as a remarkably stable feature of the postwar economy:66 After three decades
of stability, wages and income were becoming vastly more unequal, spurred
on the one hand by a steady deterioration of wages at the bottom and on the
other by sharp post-1980 gains at the top. Although initially subject to dispute
among mainstream economists, the growing disparity of incomes had already
garnered considerable attention in the popular press, particularly in the form
of speculation about the decline, even the disappearance, of the great American
middle class. Now, it was becoming clear to economists, the economic “recov-
ery” and growth of the 1980s had not even begun to stem the trend toward
inequality; if anything, the “rising tide” was making things worse.67

Once again, technology figured more prominently in the range of liberal
explanations than it had in the past, this time in the idea that non–college-
educated industrial workers were losing out because of a “mismatch” between
their skills and the kinds of jobs that were paying a high “premium” for college
education as the economy continued to shift away from traditional manufactur-
ing to services and high-tech industries. Economists also pointed to the huge
growth in the labor force during the 1970s, thanks to the rapid influx of com-
ing-of-age baby boomers and women, in accounting for average wage declines.
Still, liberal economists turned to structural explanations “reluctantly,” as
economist and former Kennedy CEA member James Tobin acknowledged, and
when they did they remained very much within the framework of human capi-
tal and market-driven supply and demand.68 Similarly, liberal economists were
cautious about prescribing major restructuring or centralized planning as a
policy solution. Better to concentrate on restoring overall growth and produc-
tivity while helping workers to respond to market “signals” with programs to
upgrade their skills. Perhaps most important, liberal economists continued to
invest faith in growth and employment—even if they weren’t sure how to
achieve them—convinced as they were that the U.S. economy had an enor-
mous capacity to absorb and adjust to structural changes and, eventually, to
generate job opportunities that would sustain a middle class way of life. To
economist Frank Levy, who in 1987 published an influential and accessible
account of recent economic decline, the stagnation, falling wages, and inequal-
ity that started in the 1970s were not signs of permanent economic restructur-
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ing, much less of fundamental structural flaws, but of a series of “shocks,” like
the 1973 oil crisis, that added up to a temporary, albeit extended, spate of
economic “bad times.”69

Meanwhile, an alternative kind of structural analysis was beginning to crys-
tallize among economists associated with labor and the political left, cultivated
in a handful of academic institutes and labor-affiliated think tanks that were
either unrecognized, or considered to be “ideological,” in the analytic main-
stream.70 Although well-versed in the methods of quantitative neoclassical eco-
nomics, these economists embraced the historical, institutionalist tradition of
political economy, with its emphasis on case studies and qualitative analysis,
and its insistence that the market was a socially constructed, rather than a
natural, force. While acknowledging the role of technology and demographics,
their analysis put more emphasis on deindustrialization, globalization, and the
shift from manufacturing to services as the structural roots of inequality and
wage declines. But what truly distinguished theirs from liberal analyses was a
narrative of recent political economy that focused on policies and institutions,
rather than neutral markets, as the driving forces behind structural change.71

Thus, in the accounts of left-leaning economists Barry Bluestone, Bennett
Harrison, Robert Kuttner, David Gordon, and others, a key to understanding
the inequality and wage declines of the 1970s and 1980s was the collapse of
the post–World War II “bargain” between management and labor, a bargain
that had assured workers rising wages, workplace-based social benefits, and
job security in exchange for cooperative relations, high corporate profits, a
limited say in the workplace, and a residual welfare state. This bargain, based
on the so-called “Fordist” (ironically, after the union-busting auto manufac-
turer Henry Ford) model of high wages and steady promotion from within, was
sustained by postwar growth, U.S. dominance in the international economy,
relatively high (by U.S. standards) rates of union membership, and a minimal
but stable (again, by U.S. standards) New Deal government safety net. It began
to give way, though, in the 1970s and 1980s as corporations under pressure
from global competitors began aggressively to seek profits at labor’s expense.
At this point labor was already at a distinct disadvantage, as a result of deindus-
trialization, declining union membership, and, especially, government policies
that set up barriers to unionization while actively promoting economic deregu-
lation, corporate downsizing, wage-cutting, and outright relocation to countries
where wages were unregulated and low. The result was a collapse in working-
and middle-class wages and an accompanying polarization of income and
wealth—not, as liberal “mismatch” theorists suggested, simply a product of
the changing skill demands of the market, but of the willful dismantling of the
political and institutional arrangements that had once sustained a prosperous
labor force. Worse still, the now-heavily-deindustrialized U.S. economy was
creating fewer and fewer jobs of the kind that could assure access to a middle-
class standard of life. Instead, the labor market was itself increasingly seg-



D E P E N D E N C Y , “ U N D E R C L A S S , ” “ C O N S E N S U S ” 263

mented into “primary” and “secondary” sectors—one high-paying, unionized
or professional, and upwardly mobile, the other low-paying, high turnover,
nonunionized, and heavily minority and female—with no ladder connecting
the two.

That these changes were made possible by technology, demographics, in-
creasing global competition, and the economic shift from manufacturing to
services did not, in this analysis, make them an inevitable by-product of natural
market forces. To the contrary, by promoting globalization and industrial re-
structuring, government policy and corporate practice had helped to create the
conditions for what Bluestone and Harrison called the “u-turn” in average
American standards of living and to undermine the power of organized workers
to exercise political clout. Economic growth and human capital investments
might be part of a left-liberal strategy, but they were hardly enough. That
strategy, as outlined in 1988 by Bluestone and Harrison in terms reminiscent
of Progressive-era industrial reform, included industrial planning, workplace
democracy, a reinvigorated trade union movement, and a renewed quest for
universal public provision for basic social welfare needs.72

By the early 1990s, liberal and left economists had come to something of a
consensus on the facts, if not the interpretation, of rising inequality and the
collapse of wages for non–college-educated workers.73 By all measures, in-
come for the bottom fifth had declined drastically and steadily since the late
1960s, while the top fifth, and especially the top 1 percent, had enjoyed a huge
increase in both wealth and income since 1983. On at least some issues, despite
significant and continuing disagreement, analysts also seemed to be ap-
proaching a meeting of the minds. Deindustrialization, technology, declining
union membership, and federal policy all played some part in wage decline
and inequality—the latter most measurably by shifting the direction of redistri-
bution away from the bottom and toward the top.74 But what turned out to be
most immediately relevant for poverty knowledge were two other features in
the inequality literature that cut across differences of interpretation and went
beyond the well-documented stylized facts.

One was the race and gender blindness of its structural analysis: most econo-
mists, that is, treated deindustrialization, technology, skill mismatch, and in-
dustrial relocation as socially neutered variables that could in turn be used to
account for disparities that were presumably due to economic, or “class” fac-
tors and not due to the disadvantages of race or gender. The genesis of the
“spatial mismatch” hypothesis is instructive in this regard. As proposed by
John Kain in 1968, the concept was by no means race neutral; Kain argued
that institutionalized racism, in the form of residential segregation, would dis-
advantage blacks in the suburbanizing labor market—leading him to advocate
residential integration, or what he unfortunately dubbed “ghetto dispersal,” as
a policy response. As operationalized in the subsequent literature, however,
spatial mismatch was most often measured in terms of physical distance, com-
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muting times, and access to transportation, rather than as a set of interlocking,
racialized institutional barriers to employment opportunities for blacks. By
such measures, “space” could be conceptualized as a race-neutral variable and
juxtaposed against “race”—defined as employer discrimination—as an expla-
nation for disparities in wages and employment. Thus, concluded David Ell-
wood in one frequently cited argument, “race, not space” was the more im-
portant labor market problem facing inner-city African American youth.75 The
larger point of the formulation was important—simply eliminating the geo-
graphic barrier was no guarantee that more blacks would get jobs. But it also
underscored the degree to which the suburbanization of manufacturing em-
ployment was defined as itself a racially neutral development, a straightfor-
ward response to naturalized market forces rather than to industry practices
and government policies that were themselves influenced by race. The problem
of race, in the meantime, was being defined very much as both Gunnar Myrdal
and mainstream economic theory suggested it should be: not as a structural
dimension of the urban labor market, but as an individual, essentially irrational,
act of discrimination rooted in personal prejudice. Thus, as came through most
clearly in the emerging debate about the urban “underclass,” measures of struc-
tural economic change such as deindustrialization, skills, and spatial mis-
matches became part of an explanation for growing concentrations of ghetto
poverty that consistently minimized the “significance” of race.

The case of gender, on the other hand, was more literally a case of blindness:
the virtual failure to deal with issues of gender beyond occasionally disaggre-
gating the labor market statistics for women and men. Nevertheless, the litera-
ture on inequality and restructuring was itself highly gendered: its labor market
analysis rested almost exclusively on the experience of men; when women did
enter the picture, it was most often in the traditional role of secondary earners
(wives) in two-parent households, or as competition in the deindustrialized
labor market for low-skilled—especially African American—men.76 To be
sure, by conventional measures the story of wage decline and inequality was
not as dramatic for women. Indeed, male/female earnings disparities actually
narrowed in the 1980s and early 1990s—thanks in part to the gains made by
college-educated women, but more significantly to the fact that male wages
dropped more precipitously while women began to extend their hours in the
paid labor force.77 Conventional economic measures, however, failed to con-
sider the impact of inequality, wage declines, and changing work patterns on
the amount and organization of household labor—where women’s unpaid
“labor force participation” far exceeded that of men.78 Nor did they systemati-
cally consider how the gender division of household and, especially, child care
responsibilities affected wage earning opportunities for men and women. As
a consequence, the literature offered little insight into how the stagnation, in-
equality, deunionization, and deindustrialization of the 1970s and 1980s—and
the attendant decline of the single-earner “family wage”—was connected to
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the growing proportion of female heads of household (and their children)
among the poor.79 That, more often, was treated as a social or cultural develop-
ment, and a separate “cause” of poverty in its own right.

In part for these reasons, a second feature of the literature about economic
inequality and restructuring was its failure to have any visible impact on the
mainstream poverty debate. Convinced though they might have been that de-
clining wages, and not welfare, was the crux of the poverty problem, liberal
economists failed to incorporate the poverty among female-headed households
into their structural framework, and continued to draw artificial distinctions
between the “working” and the “welfare” poor.80 Meanwhile, combating “de-
pendency” remained the driving obsession in poverty policy, even after the
round of welfare reforms passed in 1988.81 There can be little doubt that this
was a reflection of the diminished political power of liberal knowledge brokers:
thanks to the cutbacks, devolution, and anti-analytic ethos of the Reagan revo-
lution, poverty analysts had long since lost the capacity to set the terms of the
poverty debate. But the problem was also embedded in liberal knowledge, with
its compartmentalization of poverty into structural and behavioral causes that
only reinforced age-old political distinctions between the deserving (wage-
earning, two-parent) and the undeserving (welfare “dependent,” female-
headed) poor. The distinction, as we have seen, carried over into policy solu-
tions as well, not just in the “divide and conquer” strategy but in the wall that
had emerged between economic and social policy beginning in the late 1970s,
when the liberal Keynesian consensus, and with it the commitment to using
macroeconomic policies for broadly redistributive ends, collapsed. The prob-
lem would only become more starkly evident in the next round of welfare
reform, with the contradictory pulls of a policy that pushed people into a labor
market that for over a decade had been “rewarding” low-end workers with
diminishing wages, high turnover, few benefits, and less security than at any
other time in the postwar period.

GHETTO PATHOLOGY REVISITED:
THE “UNDERCLASS” DEBATE

When structural analysis did enter the poverty debate in the late 1980s it was,
once again, under cover of a concept that applied to a very limited, highly
stigmatized segment of the poor, described in sociologist William Julius Wil-
son’s 1987 The Truly Disadvantaged as the “urban underclass.” Like Michael
Harrington, Oscar Lewis, and, to a more limited degree, Daniel P. Moynihan,
Wilson looked to structural conditions to explain the emergence of a population
most people continued to think of in strictly behavioral and cultural terms. He
was also geographically specific: the underclass was the inner-city, or “ghetto
poor.” Wilson’s underclass was caught up in a discernible “tangle of pathol-
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ogy,” but one that could be understood as the result of interlocking structural
changes that had transformed the big-city ghetto after 1970.

The first, and most important, of the changes Wilson pointed to was urban
deindustrialization and the massive loss of secure manufacturing jobs for the
low-skilled, inner-city working class. The result could be described as a combi-
nation of skill and spatial mismatch for ghetto residents—men in particular—
who were unsuited for work in the growing financial and services sectors and
unable to get to suburban manufacturing jobs. Job loss had in turn robbed
neighborhood residents of economic wherewithal and, equally important, of
attachment to society’s main source of meaning, discipline, and organization
in daily life. It had also undermined the two-parent family, leaving women
with a shrunken “pool” of “marriageable males” and leading directly to the
rise of the impoverished female-headed home. The second major change Wil-
son wrote about was the rapid disappearance of middle-class residents once
suburban housing markets began opening up to better-off blacks. Their depar-
ture, made possible by the decline of housing discrimination and as such a
significant victory for civil rights, had also drained neighborhoods of the orga-
nizations, enterprises, and services that had once constituted the “institutional
ghetto,” and, especially, the role models that gave the poor a sense of what
hard work could bring. The ghetto, that is, was no longer the lively, densely
populated, class integrated “black metropolis” Drake and Cayton had written
about. In its place was a new, more spatially concentrated form of poverty, in
which the structurally rooted problems of joblessness, social isolation, and
institutional breakdown had given rise to an all-encompassing “cycle” of wel-
fare dependence, teen pregnancy, and crime that had become the ghetto way
of life. The third factor in Wilson’s explanation for ghetto poverty was more
conspicuous for its absence than anything else: racial subordination, which
had once confined all blacks to the ghetto, was now less important than the
presumably race-neutral processes of economic restructuring—and the social
pathologies it helped to bring about.82

Wilson was by no means the first to use the term “underclass” to describe
an isolated, sub–working-class group of poor people. Indeed, Wilson’s analysis
resonated with two very different renditions of the term. On the one hand,
there was the decidedly structural meaning that, thanks to Gunnar Myrdal and
other left-liberal analysts, had gained some currency in the 1960s. For Myrdal,
writing in the early 1960s, “underclass” referred to what he warned would be
a growing number of unskilled, marginalized “unemployables” as the economy
became increasingly automated and service-based—a prospect that pointed to
the need for expanded social welfare and a greater degree of economic plan-
ning than most economists were willing to pursue. In 1969, the editors of the
journal Trans-action devoted a special issue to the “American underclass,”
applying the term broadly to sub–working-class people “at the very bottom,”
and focusing heavily on racially segregated blacks, Latinos, and Native Ameri-
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cans. “Thinking people” should “stop deluding themselves,” wrote editor Lee
Rainwater, “that the underclass is other than a product of an economic system
so designed that it generates a destructive amount of income inequality.” On
the other hand, and far more pervasive in terms of popular circulation, there
was the meaning that had become familiar since the late 1970s, when journal-
ists stripped it of its structural meaning and began using “underclass” as a
new label for the old undeserving, dangerous, pauperized poor.83 This was the
meaning that Wilson did not so much reject as attempt to reformulate, by
treating behavioral pathology as a response to the long-term joblessness that
urban deindustrialization had wrought.

In contrast to the social scientists who would subsequently engage in excru-
ciating debates about how to define, measure, label, and whether even to use
underclass terminology, the journalists who popularized the term had a very
specific set of descriptive associations in mind. To be underclass in popular
usage was to be jobless, welfare dependent, uneducated, drug addicted, crimi-
nal, sexually promiscuous, inner-city and, overwhelmingly, black.84 Poverty
was neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition; deviant behavior was. “ ‘Un-
derclass’ describes a state of mind and a way of life,” reported Fortune maga-
zine in an article that displayed a photograph of a 16-year-old black expectant
mother, her bare pregnant belly graced with the hand of her sleeping 13-month-
old son. “It is at least as much a cultural as an economic condition.”85 Not
surprisingly, by the mid-1980s, alarm over this “cultural condition” had been
conflated with resurgent concern over teen pregnancy and the demise of the
“traditional” black family—this time voiced by journalists and prominent Afri-
can American civic leaders while social scientists presumably stood aside.86

To be sure, journalists and public officials did not suffer from a want of
experts to call upon when they were so inclined. Fortune cited Charles Murray
for his “pioneering” work on how welfare had contributed to the rise of the
underclass. Daniel P. Moynihan was (once again) hailed as a prophet for having
anticipated the fate of the black family twenty years before, and in 1985 he
took the occasion of Harvard’s prestigious Godkin lectures to expound upon
the theme.87 Journalist Nicholas Lemann interviewed Wilson for a controver-
sial series in the Atlantic in which he portrayed the underclass as an inherited
culture of poverty imported from the sharecropper South. And in his 1981
book The Underclass, New Yorker writer Ken Auletta categorized the popula-
tion based on his encounters with the groups targeted for Supported Work, the
experimental intervention that launched the Manpower Demonstration Re-
search Corporation (MDRC). Still, few reporters were inclined to give the
poverty experts the last—if any—word. Lemann, after all, had not only failed
to acknowledge Wilson in his widely read Atlantic articles, he had gotten Wil-
son’s argument wrong. The feeling, among social scientists as well as journal-
ists, was that liberal academics, having abandoned the topic in the wake of
Oscar Lewis and the Moynihan Report, had little to say about the alienated,
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socially deviant underclass. No one was more adamant about this than Wilson,
who insisted that a reluctance to admit that the black poor exhibited behavioral
deficiencies had led liberal experts to cede the dark ghetto to the “now domi-
nant” conservative view.88 In The Truly Disadvantaged, he vowed to reclaim
the territory for serious empirical research—and to lay the basis for what he
characterized as a social democratic policy response.

In reality, the scholarly retreat that Wilson and many others since him have
lamented was more complicated than that. For while the reaction to the Moyni-
han Report certainly made the subject of race and poverty seem more politi-
cally hazardous, what liberal social science had subsequently abandoned was
less the ghetto or the black family than the idiom of disorganization and pathol-
ogy that Moynihan had invoked. Actually, for social historians in particular,
one could argue that the late 1960s through the mid-1980s marked the heyday
of “ghetto” research, featuring a number of detailed empirical studies that to-
gether offered a complex, ground-up perspective on changing patterns of black
urban community formation, as well as analyses of the formal and informal
processes through which segregation was maintained.89 Nor could the aban-
donment of the pathological idiom simply be written off as a case of liberal
ideological “correctness,” or, as Wilson charged, a reluctance to confront “be-
havior construed as unflattering or stigmatizing to particular racial groups.”90

That was to diminish the importance of the research that did offer alternatives
to the sociology of the Moynihan Report. It was also to diminish the deep-
seated flaws within the pathological idiom itself—among them, the proposition
that poverty was being reproduced by single, female household heads.

One alternative to Moynihan was inspired by the broader movement to “de-
colonize” the ghetto—in reality as well as in social research—by rejecting
the conventions of “white sociology” and emphasizing how capitalist political
economy operated to perpetuate the subordination of blacks.91 The lower-class
black family was not pathological or broken in this literature. It was a viable,
culturally adaptive alternative to the middle-class nuclear family, shaped not
just by centuries of poverty and oppression but by cultural survivals from the
African past. By ignoring its strengths, sociologists were reinforcing white
oppression, while robbing blacks of the power to define themselves. In this
way, liberal sociology merely replicated the colonial relationship that was em-
bedded in white capitalist political economy, which exploited blacks for cheap
labor and consumer markets while keeping ghetto residents in a state of depen-
dency that prevented them from developing on their own. Rejecting the liberal
focus on individual opportunity, the colonial analysis insisted that the key issue
was power and that the solution was local, community-based development and
political organizing to wrest control over economic and political institutions
from the grasp of the white establishment.92 By the late 1960s and for much
of the 1970s, the colonialist analysis had gained popular as well as academic
currency—indeed, it sounded the themes of exploitation earlier raised in Ken-
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neth Clark’s HARYOU Report, the proposal for Community Action funding
that became the basis of Dark Ghetto.93 Nevertheless, Wilson gave it barely a
mention in The Truly Disadvantaged, where he characterized this so-called
“black perspective” as an ideologically motivated celebration of black achieve-
ment that had diverted attention from ghetto pathology and the “dreadful eco-
nomic situation of poor blacks.”94 Nowhere, however, did he actually engage
the issues of power, racial subordination, autonomy, or even of political econ-
omy raised in the colonial analysis.95 The economic decline of the ghetto, in
Wilson’s rendition, was the product of impersonal, apolitical, nonracial struc-
tural change.

Wilson similarly overlooked the feminist interpretation of the black family
that had emerged in the work of Joyce Ladner, Carol Stack, and others in
the 1970s.96 Stack, an anthropologist who had studied with Oscar Lewis, had
challenged the pathological idiom in her widely read 1974 study of families
in a low-income black neighborhood, All Our Kin. Consciously seeking to
break down the “neocolonial” relationship between researcher and subject,
Stack wrote about family structure from the perspective of her (mostly female)
informants and their day-to-day strategies to get by. Their families consisted
of heavily feminized kin networks that extended well beyond the confines of
any single household and were bound by an ethos of reciprocal cooperation
even when, as often happened, they were riven by internal conflict, petty
jealousies, or the frequent hardships of poverty and income loss. Far from
perpetuating pathology, these networks offered a much greater degree of re-
source-sharing, child support, and economic security than the nuclear family
household could provide. The pathology, Stack and others emphasized, lay not
within the family but in the racism and chronic unemployment—and a welfare
system—that made stable, monogamous relationships difficult to sustain. Nor
did “The Flats” suffer from an “absence” of fathers—fathers were integrated
within the kin networks, albeit hidden from conventional research when not
playing the “traditional” role of breadwinner or household head. By writing
about gender relations from a female perspective, Stack also complicated a
story—of wandering unemployed men and lone welfare-dependent women—
that had usually been told by and about men, revealing, for example, that even
when looking to set up house with a male provider, women felt a competing
pull from extended kin.97 Wilson, however, incorporated none of Stack’s in-
sights into his analysis, making no mention of extended kin networks in charac-
terizing the family structure of the underclass. Instead, relying on census statis-
tics and expert consensus, he pointed to the dramatic rise of female-headed
households as evidence of social disorganization, repeated Moynihan’s con-
tention that this problem had led to increases in poverty and the number of
children in “fatherless” families, and explained it almost exclusively in terms
of joblessness among black men.98 Indeed, notwithstanding the national effort
to turn welfare mothers into low-wage workers, the vast preponderance of
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underclass literature was premised on the notion that unemployment was a
male (more precisely, a black male) problem—with a female counterpart in
“dependency,” out-of-wedlock pregnancy, and the female-headed home.

Certainly Wilson was not alone in neglecting, or rejecting, these alternative
interpretations; the colonial analysis, after all, had always remained on the
very fringes of academic respectability, and by the 1980s had all but faded from
view.99 Meanwhile Stack’s work, while much more lasting and widespread in
its impact, came near the end of a spate of anthropological ghetto studies that
were eclipsed by the overwhelmingly quantitative, econometric turn in poverty
research. The experts, as we have seen, had identified female-headed house-
holds as a “cause” rather than a response to poverty and had shown little inter-
est or capacity for exploring the ties that linked those households to community
and kin.

Still, Wilson’s stance was an important indicator of just how far and how
quickly poverty research had shifted away from the concerns about race and
local empowerment that had motivated community activists in the 1960s—
concerns that nevertheless continued to inform local community development
efforts throughout the 1980s, in however deradicalized a form. It was here,
mostly among neighborhood residents and activists, that awareness of the ghet-
to’s institutionalized subordination and extended kin networks had been ab-
sorbed into practice, in movements to employ neighborhood residents as “para-
professionals” rather than relying on trained social service providers, to design
interventions around community “assets” rather than the traditional “deficit”-
based models, and to fight against institutionally sanctioned redlining and other
practices that restricted access to credit and other much-needed development
resources.100 Certainly these efforts did not shy away from the problems of
poverty, family instability, crime, drugs, and neighborhood deterioration. Nev-
ertheless, they had consistently resisted the pathological idiom as simplistic
and damaging, not only because it failed to capture the diverse reality of the
neighborhoods they worked in, but for the very practical reason that it undercut
their efforts to rebuild from within. Wilson’s underclass concept, though, effec-
tively dismissed the legitimacy of alternative, nonpathological interpretations,
and in the process revealed not just the ideological distance liberals had trav-
eled, but the gulf between community-level antipoverty action and academic
poverty research.

Liberal policy analysts, for very different reasons, had also rejected the no-
tion of ghetto pathology, which in any case was not easily reconciled with the
kind of quantitative, applied social research that did deal with the so-called
underclass population, but focused on discrete policy areas and problem
groups. Much of this research was tied directly to policy interventions.
MDRC’s Supported Work, for example, had targeted welfare mothers, just-
released criminals, drug addicts, and young high school dropouts, conceptual-
izing them as distinct and divergent target groups. The evaluations, too (Ken
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Auletta to the contrary), had emphasized the differences among Supported
Work clients rather than their common membership in an underclass.101 The
problem of youth unemployment had also spawned quite an extensive, special-
ized research and evaluation literature since the 1960s, thanks in large part to
the demand for experimentally designed interventions following a large influx
of federal dollars during the Carter administration.102 The same could be said
about any number of discretely defined social problems areas, including early
childhood education, substance abuse, housing, adolescent pregnancy—each
of which had its own network of experts and specialized knowledge based on
government and foundation-funded policy research. Attached, as it was, to a
balkanized policy and funding infrastructure, this world of applied policy re-
search had a kind of institutional resistance to conceptualizing populations in
terms of interrelated problems or neighborhood dynamics that proved difficult
to measure in standard data sets. So much of policy research, after all, was
about designing a single point of intervention and isolating its effects. But
neither had it yielded concrete statistical evidence of a shared culture or cluster
of behavioral problems that engulfed a clearly definable subgroup of poor
people—and if there were, analysts emphasized, it was a very small proportion
of the poor.103 There also remained the question of whether the pathological
idiom was at all useful for liberal policy purposes: Charles Murray, after all,
was only the most recent in a long line of conservative social scientists
who had used the idea of a pathological subculture to lump poor people and
social deviants together in support of either a do-nothing or an authoritarian
policy stance.

In writing about the ghetto as a “tangle of pathology,” then, Wilson was
reviving a framework that many social scientists and activists had rejected, not
only for fear of “blaming the victim” but because it raised conceptual, practi-
cal, and political objections that, at the very least, were themselves worthy of
debate. Dismissing most objections as either blind or ideologically motivated,
Wilson insisted that it was more important for liberals to reclaim the authority
that had been appropriated by conservatives—the authority, that is, to write
openly about social pathology—and to put it toward progressive policy aims.
At the same time, Wilson was expressing a real and widely felt frustration with
the kind of decontextualized statistical analysis that had become the norm in
poverty research. On at least two fronts, then, The Truly Disadvantaged was
reasserting a historic claim to the ghetto—not just for liberal social science,
but for the tradition within liberal sociology that hearkened back to Chicago-
school social ecology, and that would rekindle a whole series of disciplinary
tensions that had been subdued by the recent demise of ethnographic, neigh-
borhood-based research. Indeed, in Wilson’s story of the “disorganization,”
“social isolation,” and “concentration effects” caused by middle-class out-mi-
gration could be found elements of the old Chicago-school organization-disor-
ganization-reorganization cycle—set now in the gloomy context of postindus-
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trial disinvestment, and told from the perspective of the people left behind.104

There was also something of a Chicago-school revival in the Urban Poverty
and Family Structure Study, an ambitious program of surveys and ethnography
that Wilson, with a large team of faculty and graduate students, launched in
the neighborhoods surrounding the University of Chicago starting in 1985.

In practice, however, and in a by-then familiar pattern, the notion of a kind
of poverty rooted in, or indelibly linked to, behavioral deviancy continually
threatened to undermine Wilson’s plan to draw attention to the structural ori-
gins of ghetto poverty and to put policy deliberations on a more social demo-
cratic course—if within social democracy can be included interventions that
aim to reform markets rather than simply socializing poor people to existing
market norms. Certainly this was the case in early efforts to “operationalize”
Wilson’s theory within the poverty research industry, which absorbed “un-
derclass” into the social policy vocabulary in unmistakably behavioral terms.
Soon after The Truly Disadvantaged was published, ASPE issued a notice
listing teen pregnancy, school dropout, welfare dependency, drug use, and
crime as examples of “underclass behaviors,” and called for theoretical models
linking them not to structural changes in the economy but to so-called “neigh-
borhood effects” (such as what the “epidemic” theory referred to as a process
of “social contagion” in poor neighborhoods).105 Using these indicators of “bad
behavior,” researchers at the Urban Institute had come up with a way of distin-
guishing between neighborhoods that were merely “poor” and those that were
“underclass”—which in turn became one of the standard measures for estimat-
ing the size (small but growing according to most estimates) of the un-
derclass.106 The IRP featured a lead article in its newsletter Focus reporting on
a growing body of empirical literature based on the “behavioralist” approach
to studying the underclass.107 Defined as such, the underclass concept pointed
more readily to policy proposals based on behavior modification, individual
remediation, and workfare than to Wilson’s agenda of guaranteed jobs, full
employment, and economic reform.

Wilson went to some lengths to distance himself from the narrow, behavior-
alist direction of underclass research, continually emphasizing the structural
dimensions of his argument, encouraging greater attention to the post-1970s
transformation of urban economies, and criticizing the paternalist conserva-
tives who proposed mandatory workfare, benefit cuts, and behavior modifica-
tion as a solution to the underclass.108 His own research project, in Chicago,
aimed to provide empirical evidence of diminishing work opportunities for
ghetto residents, including an extraordinarily telling survey of employer atti-
tudes and hiring practices carried out by graduate students in face-to-face inter-
views.109 Then, in what appeared to many a stunning reversal, he announced
during his 1990 presidential address to the American Sociological Association
that he was giving up the term, although not the concept, “underclass.” In a
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speech that drew headlines in national newspapers, Wilson approvingly quoted
sociologist Herbert Gans on the “dangers” of “underclass” as a label, admitting
that it had become “hopelessly polluted in meaning” and a “pejorative” way
of talking about inner-city blacks.110 Now, he was giving up the term he had
done so much to legitimize, in favor of one that was presumably less politically
charged: “ghetto poor.”111 The shift in terminology, however, did not address
a central tension within the concept itself: determine though he might to link
the plight of the underclass to changes reverberating throughout the U.S. econ-
omy, Wilson’s concept rested on the notion that there was a group of poor
people whose lives were qualitatively different and cut off, not just from the
majority of Americans, but from the majority of people who experienced pov-
erty. And it was documenting and proving what—if anything—constituted the
difference that would preoccupy the vast preponderance of underclass re-
search, including the Chicago study itself. The centerpiece of the study was
the Urban Poverty and Family Life survey, a questionnaire administered to
households living in what the U.S. Census Bureau categorizes as “high pov-
erty” neighborhoods, where 20 percent or more of the households have in-
comes below the official poverty line. Households outside these neighborhoods
were not included in the survey—which, critics later noted, made it impossible
to determine just how much of “ghetto-related” behavior was really “ghetto-
specific” at all. Urban restructuring was presented as the context rather than as
itself the central focus of empirical research, discernible in carefully assembled
census statistics but for the most part treated as an inevitable and apolitical
process divorced from policy choices and hence, by implication, not subject
to reform. While drawing much-needed and overdue attention to what he later
referred to as the disappearance of work, Wilson’s Chicago project did not
systematically examine working conditions among the substantial numbers of
ghetto residents who were employed. The effect, however unintentional, was
to sharpen the line between the underclass and the “working poor.”112

Underclass research adhered more closely to Wilson’s original concept in
adopting his highly controversial argument, developed from and captured
neatly in the title of his 1978 book The Declining Significance of Race. In that
book, Wilson argued that class had become more important than racial status
in determining “life chances” for blacks, pointing in particular to the emer-
gence of an upwardly mobile black middle class as evidence that race-based
subordination—at least in the economy—was getting to be a thing of the past.
The underclass, though, was unable to take advantage of the demise of institu-
tionalized racism because of the increased economic subordination of all low-
skilled, uneducated workers in the wake of deindustrialization and other as-
pects of structural economic change.113 Here, as later, Wilson was writing as a
social democrat, arguing that liberal civil rights strategy had concentrated too
narrowly on battling racial discrimination, while ignoring the problem of class
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subordination and the need for fundamental economic reform. He was also
echoing themes earlier sounded by prominent black intellectuals, such as civil
rights leader Bayard Rustin, and the Marxist sociologist Oliver Cromwell Cox:
using terminology reminiscent of Cox’s criticism of Gunnar Myrdal’s racial
“orthodoxy,” Wilson excoriated the black intelligentsia at a 1979 University
of Pennsylvania symposium, accusing scholars of protecting their own self-
interest by propounding the “mythology” that race, rather than economics, was
the single most important, and unifying, issue for blacks.114 In the context of
the late 1970s, however, and especially in the wake of the increasingly visible
backlash against affirmative action, Wilson’s arguments were construed less
as a social democrat’s attempt to draw attention to the economic disfran-
chisement of the black poor than as fodder for a neoconservative attack on
liberal antidiscrimination policy. Equally important for the future course of
poverty knowledge, they were absorbed into the much older, recently rekin-
dled, “race vs. class” debate—a debate that, by treating race and class as alter-
native rather than mutually reinforcing variables, fed into an artificial polariza-
tion in politics as well as in social science.

Wilson sharpened his critique of what he characterized as a narrow, race-
based civil rights agenda in The Truly Disadvantaged, arguing that antidiscrim-
ination and affirmative action programs had helped the lower class or “truly
needy” very little, while opening up significant opportunities for those in a
position to take advantage of them—the more privileged, better educated mid-
dle class. For Wilson, this was a rationale not for government retreat but for a
refocused policy agenda, making the economy rather than race relations the
chief target for reform. Policies to end racial discrimination were not enough
for the ghetto—in fact, since the discrimination that helped create the un-
derclass was “historic” and not “contemporary,” it was questionable whether
they were relevant at all. Instead, Wilson called for a more expansive package
of “race-neutral” programs—full employment, job training, child care, family
allowances—that would make racial progress its “hidden agenda” since minor-
ities would benefit disproportionately, and automatically, from these “univer-
salistic” economic and social welfare reforms. In this, he was joined by a
growing chorus of liberal centrists and new Democrats who, convinced that
an overly aggressive racial agenda had torn the New Deal coalition apart, were
urging the party to reconstitute itself as one that would face up to the racially
fraught issues of crime and welfare while speaking for the interests of the
white working and middle classes.115

Wilson’s analysis reflected at least three assumptions that, despite heated
contention from other scholars, were quickly becoming absorbed into main-
stream poverty thought. One was the story of black class polarization into a
secure, upwardly mobile “middle” and the jobless, usually single-parent, poor.
This view, critics said, exaggerated the degree of security, occupational access,
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wealth, and status blacks had actually achieved—amenities reserved, in a still-
racist society, for the white middle class. It also overlooked the existence of a
substantial black working class, relegated by discriminatory practice to the
lowest rungs of the occupational ladder, overrepresented among the working
poor, and more closely connected—through family and neighborhood ties—
to the jobless “underclass” than Wilson’s theory implied.116 Second was the
assumption that the civil rights was indeed a narrow, noneconomic agenda,
when in reality mainstream civil rights organizations had advocated such mea-
sures as full employment, national health insurance, skills training, and mini-
mum income guarantees since the New Deal. Bayard Rustin, after all, had
issued his call for a more expansive vision of political and economic justice
from within the civil rights movement, and had played a central role in mobiliz-
ing support for the A. Philip Randolph Institute’s 1966 Freedom Budget, which
called for class-based coalition building without relinquishing the ongoing pur-
suit of antidiscrimination goals.117 To be sure, there were real and deepening
class divisions among African Americans, which were increasingly reflected
in divergent political interests and views.118 Nor had any of the major civil
rights organizations been able to sustain a program that spoke convincingly to
the economic needs of a mass, predominantly working-class, base. But to turn
from there to a “nonracial” or “race-neutral” economic agenda was to diminish
the extent to which racial distinctions were built into and perpetuated by the
supposedly color-blind functioning of the economy, social policy, politics, and
other structural dimensions of American life.

The third assumption in Wilson’s analysis was that a truly “race-neutral”
social policy was even a possibility in light of the historically racialized nature
of U.S. social policy. Minorities, after all, were still unequal beneficiaries of
such popular “universal” strategies as Social Security, full employment, and
economic growth. From their perspective, those nontargeted programs were
not “race neutral” but “white”—in the absence, that is, of specific and explicit
policies to distribute their benefits across racial lines.119 Nor was it likely that
any underclass agenda, no matter how “hidden,” would actually withstand the
race-neutral test. The term itself, talk of a “white” or a “rural” underclass to
the contrary, was already thoroughly racialized. It was widely recognized in
political, popular, even in social scientific discourse as a code word for the
black undeserving poor. Nevertheless, official measures of the underclass con-
tinued to treat it as a racially neutral term. Race, of course, figured prominently
in demographic descriptions; according to all measures, underclass neighbor-
hoods were never majority white. But as an explanatory “variable,” race was
virtually off the table, except when it was acknowledged as a “residual” only
after the more readily measurable effects of low skills and “bad behavior”
could be taken into account.120 Underclass researchers even managed to strip
the term “ghetto” of its historic meaning by defining it as an area of concen-



276 C H A P T E R 1 0

trated poverty, but not one restricted by race.121 Thus could the overwhelmingly
nonwhite composition of underclass neighborhoods be explained as a function
of poverty and social pathology considered apart from institutionalized racial
discrimination.

Touching on themes of economic restructuring, ghetto pathology, and the
declining significance of race, the controversy that swirled around Wilson’s
underclass concept was in many ways a continuation of much older poverty
debates. Several things distinguished this from earlier controversies, however,
and help to explain why, in contrast to the quick rise and fall of Oscar Lewis’s
culture of poverty or the Moynihan Report, the controversy stirred by the un-
derclass concept marked the beginning, rather than the end, of its career as an
intellectually respectable idea. One was that Wilson’s theory was considerably
more than a recycled culture of poverty or a repackaged telling of black family
deterioration. Wilson wrote about both as constituent elements of the un-
derclass, but he also drew on, and stimulated, research on the structural trans-
formation of the urban economy that had gotten little attention in poverty re-
search—and that had been absent entirely from both mainstream political
discourse and from conservative renderings of the underclass. Critics took
issue with some or all of the argument, but its sheer scope made it impossible
to dismiss on any single ground. And in presenting much of his analysis in the
form of social scientific hypotheses, he created a road map for empirical re-
search and for a discourse that could be framed in nonideological terminology.
Wilson also had enormous credibility—as an established, widely respected
sociologist, as an African American writing about racially charged issues, and
as an avowed liberal sympathizer prepared to break the liberal silence about
ghetto pathologies.

Perhaps more than any other single factor, the dramatically altered state of
social politics helps to explain the staying power of the underclass concept.
Writing, in contrast to Lewis and Moynihan, at a time when conservative politi-
cians and analysts had succeeded in utterly redefining the terms of social policy
debate, Wilson offered an alternative to the story of government-instigated
welfare coddling and rampant individual immorality that Charles Murray and
others had used to explain ghetto poverty. From the standpoint of large, histori-
cally liberal foundations in particular, Wilson’s underclass theory presented an
opportunity to take the social scientific high ground in a debate so far domi-
nated by the Right. At the same time, it offered a venue for framing a discourse
on poverty that, quite apart from Wilson’s own politics, could be used to avert
political danger in two ways. First, by providing a way to talk about ghetto
poverty while diminishing, if not avoiding altogether, the importance of race
as a structural divide. And second, by raising the larger problem of structural
economic dislocation while also containing it within the confines of socially
and economically isolated neighborhoods. As the latest, and hottest topic in
poverty research by the late 1980s, the underclass (however unintentionally,
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from Wilson’s perspective) easily overshadowed the rise of the deunionized,
destabilized low-wage working class as the symbol of the “new American
poverty” Michael Harrington had written about a few years before.122

A final important factor in the comparative staying power of the underclass
has to do with the vast changes in the organization of social knowledge that
had occurred since the mid-1960s. There had been, after all, no recognized
poverty research industry to speak of when Oscar Lewis’s culture of poverty
and the Moynihan Report came to light—no Urban Institute, no Institute for
Research on Poverty, not much by way of data for studying the poor. By the
1980s, in contrast, there was a large and established network of institutions
that foundations could mobilize for what became a veritable cottage industry
of underclass research and debate, an effort that drew on academics, graduate
students, think tanks, and contract research organizations. A great deal of the
ensuing research was devoted to sorting out and testing the various hypotheses
in Wilson’s multifaceted theory, often using the standard conventions of pov-
erty research. Others took the occasion to challenge those conventions, by
using the underclass concept as a springboard for introducing more structural
and interdisciplinary ways of thinking about poverty. This was among the aims
of what was by far the most ambitious of the underclass projects, the Social
Science Research Council (SSRC) Program for Research on the Urban Un-
derclass, a five-year, $6 million fellowship and research program launched
with funding from the Rockefeller Foundation in 1987–88.

The SSRC project was one leg of an even more ambitious Rockefeller pro-
gram to “build understanding” (“BU” in the internal shorthand), start Commu-
nity Planning and Action Programs (“CPAPs”) in six major cities, and influ-
ence national-level policy on behalf of the inner-city poor—an effort, that is,
to restore something resembling the “iron triangle” of liberal philanthropy,
expertise, and government policy in the hope that someday a more receptive
administration would return.123 As the principal academic research component
of this initiative, the SSRC project underwrote interdisciplinary working
groups, conferences, volumes, and more than one hundred undergraduate, pre-
and postdoctoral fellows, all under the direction of a committee of well-known
poverty researchers and a professional staff.124 The result was a fairly wide-
ranging mix of research and, through the fellowship program, opportunities
for young and minority scholars working in otherwise marginalized areas of
research. But the SSRC project also offers a case study in the politics of pov-
erty knowledge in the late 1980s and early 1990s, which ultimately limited the
capacity of social science to function, as the Rockefeller Foundation imagined,
as a force for enlightened policy and social change.

The central issues for negotiation involved questions of what underclass
research should encompass, who should conduct it, and how—complicated, in
this instance, by ongoing contention over the quantitative methods and neo-
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classical economic models that had become the paradigm for “hard” poverty
research. The SSRC had proposed to avoid falling into this paradigm by en-
couraging a more interdisciplinary, “multilevel” approach to research and by
bringing new players into the field. Nevertheless, tensions quickly arose over
perceptions of what one participant called a “pecking order” in Committee
appointments, leadership, and funding decisions that favored “quantitative, an-
alytic, ideally economistic rational choice models” over qualitative, contextual,
or structural research.125 This tension came to the surface in the wake of the
Committee’s first major public event, a 1989 conference at Northwestern Uni-
versity featuring papers from several well-known social scientists on various
dimensions of Wilson’s theory. Watching from an “outer circle” were several
younger and less mainstream scholars who had been invited, but instructed not
to speak—confirming, rather dramatically to those seated on the periphery, the
general impression that the underclass discussion would be dominated by “the
same old people” who had been writing about poverty without talking about
the ghetto for years.126 To be sure, ethnographers, even historians, had a pres-
ence on the project—historian Michael B. Katz was appointed project archi-
vist, and edited a volume of historical essays with Committee support. But
initially, at least, they came in as outsiders to a conversation already dominated
by the methods, models, and the data sets that had become the lingua franca
of mainstream poverty research.127 Where, critics asked, was the research on
urban politics and policy? Why the continued emphasis on “social isolation,”
“disorganization,” and family “dysfunction” when ethnographic research had
shown far more diversity and agency in “underclass” neighborhoods than that?
Why not focus research on changes in neighborhood and labor market institu-
tions rather than so exclusively on the individual outcomes they produced?
Why neglect education, housing, and homelessness, even though all had been
hot points in recent policy debates?

Meanwhile, much to the dismay of the Rockefeller Foundation, there was
an underlying, ongoing tension within the Committee over whether “the un-
derclass” existed at all. That dispute generated something more than academic
controversy with the release of the much-publicized volume from the North-
western conference, a Brookings Institution publication entitled The Urban
Underclass coedited by Committee members Christopher Jencks and Paul Pe-
terson (who was also the Committee chair). “This is a bunch of quantitative
social scientists here,” said Jencks at a press conference to release the volume.
“When we can’t count something, we’re not sure it exists.” Days later, Jencks
summarized his own contribution to the volume in a Wall Street Journal article
headlined “There Is No Underclass,” where he argued that the concept con-
fused a number of different problems that could not be empirically linked.
Peterson was similarly skeptical, citing statistical evidence from national cen-
sus data that the underclass was very small and shrinking—and in any case
not a very useful way of understanding the “poverty paradox.”128 Both essays
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raised provocative issues, and did so within the norms of scholarly exchange.
The controversy concerned their prominence in the press conference Brook-
ings convened to announce the publication—and as the lead essays in an edited
volume that subsequently proceeded to treat the concept as a valid basis for
empirical research. From the headlines one would guess that the nation’s pre-
miere liberal think tank was debunking Wilson’s underclass theory as a myth,
at least implicitly calling into question the need for a concerted policy re-
sponse.129 Nevertheless, other volume contributors pointed to the opposite con-
clusion, including the closing essay by Wilson himself: poverty in ghetto
neighborhoods had grown measurably worse. Charles Murray, commenting as
a panelist at the Brookings session, pointed up just how complicated the politi-
cal implications of these disagreements could be. Pronouncing Wilson right—
things were getting worse in the ghetto—he used the occasion to argue that
the data pointed to illegitimacy as the central problem and that in this case
government should be more willing to intervene: not, to be sure, for purposes
of “social engineering,” but to remove children from single-mother homes. At
least one point was not lost on the Rockefeller Foundation: with millions for
research to “build understanding,” the SSRC was still debating the validity of
the underclass concept, while Charles Murray used the data for the simple,
straightforward message that “bad mothers” were to blame.

Much of what was expressed in the Committee’s academic exchanges was
compounded by a less visible set of tensions about gender and race, centered
to some degree on Committee representation and governance but more sig-
nificantly on the failure to make gender and race central issues for substantive
research. Only later, indeed, spurred partly by their absence on the underclass
agenda, did gender and racial segmentation begin to get more explicit recogni-
tion.130 The more immediate effect was to reinforce assumptions that were
already deeply embedded in the research—employment and crime were the
“black male” problems; single parenthood and welfare their female counter-
parts—and even more to reinforce the tendency in poverty research more gen-
erally to “explain” gender and race differences with such supposedly “neutral”
measures of disadvantage as skill, education, family background, and space—
as if these disadvantages were somehow independent of the structural restric-
tions experienced by women and nonwhites. Nor did the underclass project
confront the enormous complexity in the category “race,” particularly im-
portant in light of the demographic and cultural transformations that two de-
cades of “new immigration” had generated in innercity neighborhoods. Indeed,
the intergroup conflicts stirred by these transformations had something of a
counterpart in academic debates about whether the “underclass” label should
be imposed on Latinos, Asians, and other non–African American minority
groups.131 And yet, some considered the SSRC Committee to have helped make
it less “dangerous” to study issues of race and poverty—especially in compari-
son to the ideologically divisive debates over the Moynihan Report.132 As more
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precisely stated in an external evaluation, what the Underclass Committee had
lessened was “the risk of studying the black family and the deviance of blacks,”
while otherwise minimizing the importance of race as a structural barrier.133

And that, especially in the post–Civil Rights era of the 1980s, was in itself a
statement of considerable ideological and political significance.

Ironically, the one area in which the SSRC Committee did address race
explicitly was arguably its biggest success: the project had an express commit-
ment to providing fellowship opportunities to young minority scholars, and it
worked hard to carry that commitment out. This required concerted efforts to
publicize the opportunity outside the standard SSRC venues. It also meant
acknowledging that, even with the most meritocratic of intentions, social sci-
ence opportunities are opened up through networks, peer and mentoring rela-
tionships, and a form of cultural recognition that all remain segmented by race
and gender as well as by academic discipline. The project’s summer disserta-
tion workshop for minority graduate students was especially instructive in this
regard. There, students got intensive analytic, methodological, and proposal-
writing training. By far the most important part of the workshop, though, was
the opportunity to interact and establish professional relationships with stu-
dents and professors who similarly experienced isolation as minorities in a
predominantly white profession. Here again, the work of the project mirrored
its research in an interesting, albeit distant way, for in providing advice, role
models, and networks for minority scholars, the workshop was institutionaliz-
ing precisely the kind of “social capital” the underclass was said to lack.

As the case of the fellowship program indicates, the SSRC underclass proj-
ect did open up some possibilities for broadening the social scientific discourse
on urban poverty, not just by diversifying the composition of networks but by
introducing a wider range of disciplines, theoretical perspectives, and subject
matter to the underclass debate. In its working groups, too, the project began
to move toward interdisciplinary collaboration and to suggest new ways of
framing questions for research. Developmental psychologists, economists, an-
thropologists, and sociologists collaborated in a Working Group on Communi-
ties and Neighborhoods, Family Processes, and Individual Development to
“reinvent,” as one commentator put it, the social ecology of “neighborhood
effects.”134 The project also provided support for the Multi-City Study of Urban
Inequality, an interdisciplinary study of labor markets, residential segregation,
and racial attitudes that moved research beyond the boundaries of poor neigh-
borhoods to the metropolitan area while making the intersection between eco-
nomic, geographic, and racial barriers an explicit focus of empirical research.135

And the project’s volume of historical essays shifted the focus away from a
preoccupation with measuring individual outcomes, drawing attention not just
to long-term structural change, institutions, politics, and policy, but to the his-
torical agency of poor people in mobilizing for change. What the SSRC did in
these instances was to provide a venue for extended, often difficult, disciplin-
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ary negotiations, and occasionally to bring people to the table who had not
been there before.

A third set of tensions set boundaries on the possibilities for innovation,
however, and that was the struggle over what kind of knowledge mattered most
in understanding, and changing, the plight of the urban poor. Underlying this
struggle was an artificial, unspoken, yet deeply institutionalized hierarchy of
knowledge that made the SSRC keeper of what was “basic” or “scientific” as
distinct from MDRC and Urban Institute–style “applied” or “policy-relevant”
research on the one hand, and on the other from what could be learned from
living and/or working in urban neighborhoods—which academic social sci-
ence had no way of recognizing as knowledge at all. The Rockefeller Founda-
tion proposed to transcend this division by encouraging interaction among the
three components of its program, and specifically by instructing the SSRC to
address itself to policy and program concerns. Ideally, a reinvigorated “invisi-
ble college” of social science experts would provide the theory and empirical
findings for policy makers in Washington as well as for the “ground level”
practitioners who were part of the foundation’s Community Planning and Ac-
tion Program. Midway through the project, it was clear that, without major
changes, such a smooth-running research-policy-practice link was not to be.
For one thing, the SSRC committee was dominated by academics, who in
their own as well as an outside evaluator’s estimation had “only the foggiest
conception of how to design social research that has policy relevance,” and
who had few direct links to the applied policy realm.136 Nor did it make an
effort to include, or even to acknowledge, policy research in its networks—
suggesting the extent to which the SSRC project, with its primarily academic
constituency, was unconnected to, even a bit disdainful of, applied research.
Policy analysts, in turn, viewed the project with some skepticism, and consid-
erable frustration at what appeared to be its refusal, or inability, to formulate
a research agenda that would respond to policy concerns.

An even more basic rift divided SSRC research from Rockefeller’s grantees
in the Community Planning and Action Program (CPAP), in a clash of culture
and political priority (“oil and water,” as one Committee member recalled) that
was in some ways reminiscent of the division between research and community
action at the OEO.137 For the most part, the SSRC committee did not take
the CPAPs seriously—their language, of community mobilization and local
participation, simply did not connect with the prevailing categories or the
mood of research. Nor, coincidentally, were the CPAPs nearly as well funded—
the six local organizations each received Rockefeller grants averaging
$350,000 annually—less than half the amount allocated to the SSRC. For the
SSRC actually to work with the CPAPs would have required substantial
changes in the conventions of academic research: an agenda driven as much by
local need as by theory-driven hypotheses, for starters; a language accessible to
a nonacademic audience; and a willingness to collaborate with local activists
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to use research as a resource for change. It would also require revised terminol-
ogy and measurement categories. All of the CPAPs rejected “underclass” as a
label. They also discarded the census-based designations of neighborhood that
quantitative social scientists used. And when criticized in an evaluation for
concentrating on “issues involving children and women” to the exclusion of
“prime-age male employment,” they rejected the dichotomy as artificial and
insensitive to their own need to find a point where they, as local actors with
very limited resources, could intervene.138 This is not to suggest that the CPAPs
were without problems, and there is no question that the resistance to collabo-
ration came from both sides. But neither were they innocent of the importance
and power of research to mobilize—or demobilize—action, and for this reason
they were unwilling to cede control over community study to “outside” social
science expertise. The CPAPs did conduct surveys of local conditions, in part-
nership with nearby universities and quite independent of the SSRC. Near the
end of the project, at an SSRC research conference, Angela Glover Blackwell
of the Oakland-based Urban Strategies Council described one of these surveys
and wondered whether, when the time came to interpret the data, the SSRC
committee would be willing to help. By then, June 1992, few in the room could
ignore the gap between academic research and local need. It had already come
through quite starkly, in the absence of a coherent, mobilized social scientific
response to the uprising in South Central Los Angeles neighborhoods follow-
ing the not guilty verdict in the Rodney King police brutality trial just six
weeks before.139

The Rockefeller Foundation soon grew impatient with the SSRC’s apparent
lack of “relevance,” and expressed its dissatisfaction by informing the un-
derclass Committee that funding would be terminated sooner than expected—
after a five-year, rather than what had earlier been held out as a possible ten-
year, span of annual grants. As always, the message was couched in indirect,
programmatic logic: having “achieved a level of maturity,” the SSRC had
brought the field to its “saturation” point. The accompanying directives were
more pointed: now, the foundation wanted a summary of the Ommittee’s con-
tribution to research, and what it all meant for policy and for practitioners in
the field.140

In the course of responding to these directives, the underclass project finally
made a brief, parting gesture toward a more collaborative approach to knowl-
edge by sponsoring a policy conference that invited contributions from aca-
demics, policy analysts, and from some people who actually ran antipoverty
programs in urban neighborhoods. The conference itself was the product of
intensive planning and negotiation among these constituencies—allies in the-
ory, but in truth fragmented, unaware or skeptical of one another, and decidedly
unequal partners when it came to gaining a hearing from Washington’s policy
elite. Much of the work of planning involved finding ways to make the conver-
sation hospitable for nonacademics—ruling out the time-honored presentation
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of “policy implications” at the end of lengthy social scientific exposition in
favor of brief memos summarizing what could be learned from research, pol-
icy, and practical experience.141 On this score, the conference was something
of an accomplishment—at the very least, it was an official acknowledgment
of the kind of collaboration and exchange that should have happened from the
start. But there was also the question of what to do with this knowledge, at a
time when policy possibilities actually, finally, appeared to be opening up: the
conference was held in early November 1993, less than a year into the Clinton
administration. Days before, William J. Wilson had met with the president at
the White House. Policy agencies were once again staffed by allies, even some
close colleagues, from the liberal social research industry. And the administra-
tion was asking the right kinds of questions, such as how to restore growth
and jobs to neglected urban areas, how to make health insurance available to
everyone, and how to “make work pay.”142 On this score, the SSRC conference
accomplished little: the neglected work of negotiating and hammering out a
policy agenda could hardly be accomplished in a day.

But the disconnect between underclass research and policy was as much due
to broader trends in national politics and political culture as it was to problems
within the SSRC project itself. The underclass research agenda was carried
out in the near-complete policy vacuum created by the politics of governmental
devolution, defunding, growing budget deficits, and neglect of the 1980s and
early 1990s. For all his talk of a “kinder, gentler nation,” President Bush
floundered when it came to his own promised overhaul of antipoverty pro-
grams, or even to approving “enterprise zones” for South Central Los Angeles
in 1992. Following consultations with poverty experts that generated ideas but
no cash, one administration official offered this rendition of the White House
policy stance: “Keep playing with the same toys. But let’s paint them a little
shinier.”143 At the same time, even after the 1992 presidential election, liberal
groups remained internally divided along several lines, ranging from an old
debate over whether policy should “disperse” or rebuild underclass neighbor-
hoods to whether the Clinton administration, given the growing fixation on the
middle-class suburban vote, should emphasize much of an identifiably “urban”
agenda at all.144 Most important, though, was that for all its connotations of
pathology, a strong current of underclass research pointed to the need for a far
more proactive agenda, of economic investment, labor market intervention,
social welfare expansion, and, for some, antidiscrimination enforcement, than
either administration was willing seriously to contemplate. Instead, what
proved far more “relevant” from a policy perspective, was the poverty knowl-
edge that fed into the undying political obsession with welfare reform.
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The End of Welfare and the Case for a
New Poverty Knowledge

IF EVER there were a case to be made for reconstituting poverty knowledge, it
is the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of
1996. That act, which brought an end to “welfare as we know it,” was signed
into law by President Clinton over the heated objections of the very experts
he had invited to design the welfare “reform.” Clinton’s approval marked an
especially cruel defeat for poverty knowledge, not because the legislation ig-
nored, but because it was based on, premises that liberal experts had been
promoting in their own research: that long-term “dependency” was the crux
of the welfare problem and that it could be resolved by changing welfare to
promote work and individual “self-sufficiency.” In this formulation, poverty
knowledge had departed considerably from its Progressive, New Deal, and
Great Society roots: The experts who designed Clinton’s welfare proposal re-
mained committed to active government and to using rational knowledge on
behalf of the poor, but they had come to accept and accommodate the conserva-
tive rhetoric of small government, individual responsibility, market benevo-
lence, and of targeting welfare and welfare recipients rather than the economy
and the opportunity structure for reform.

THE EXPERTS AND THE REFORM

It is difficult to exaggerate the hopes and expectations that President Clinton’s
1992 election stirred in liberal poverty research circles. These were the hopes
and expectations of social scientists come in from the cold. The exile of the
long Reagan-Bush years was finally over: here was a president who could
quote from their research, and wanted to put their expertise to work. As gover-
nor of Arkansas, Clinton had presided over one of the country’s toughest
“tough love” workfare programs, but he had also showcased it as one of
MDRC’s experimental evaluation sites, and himself as a proponent of knowl-
edge-based reform. As a leading “new Democrat,” he had fully embraced the
mid-1980s “consensus” on welfare that poverty knowledge had helped to
forge, emphasizing the importance of individual responsibility, parental sup-
port, public-private partnership, and labor market “self-sufficiency” in his own
calls for reform.1 The Clinton-Gore ticket had also adopted the central themes
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of poverty expertise in literature for the 1992 campaign, which talked about
“empowering” poor Americans by improving wages and job opportunities
while also expecting them to work.2 Most important, he was actively recruiting
from familiar research and advocacy networks for the brain trust that would put
Democratic policy making back on the political map. Soon after the election he
appointed the still-rising stars of the poverty research establishment, econo-
mists David Ellwood and Mary Jo Bane, as the HHS assistant secretary for
planning and evaluation (head of ASPE) and assistant secretary for children
and families, respectively. Ellwood was still teaching at Harvard’s John F.
Kennedy School of Government; Bane had become the New York State Com-
missioner of Social Services under Democratic Governor Mario Cuomo; both,
since the early 1980s, had continued to write steadily about poverty and depen-
dency and, at least indirectly, to advocate welfare reform. Also joining the
agency were Wendell Primus, who as chief Democratic analyst on the House
Ways and Means Committee had proved the single most effective staff person
when it came to salvaging programs for the poor, and, later, Peter Edelman, a
noted lawyer, human services administrator, and former aide to Robert F. Ken-
nedy, who along with his wife, Marion Wright Edelman of the Children’s De-
fense Fund, had been engaged in the liberal fight against poverty for more than
thirty years. For the first time since the late 1970s, ASPE was firmly in the
hands of liberal analysts, with a mandate to construct an antipoverty plan. The
signs were encouraging. “If you work, you shouldn’t be poor” had been a
prominent campaign theme, and the first Clinton budget included a massive
expansion of the experts’ favorite “nonwelfare” program, the Earned Income
Tax Credit (EITC). Upon appointing Bane and Ellwood, Clinton also asked
them to join White House aide Bruce Reed as co-chairs of a high-level working
group on welfare reform. All of this was good news for poverty analysts. If
they wanted to get through to the administration, they could pick up the phone
to ASPE and get a hearing among their own.

It was not long before the high expectations were dampened, as poverty
experts watched welfare play second fiddle to reforming health care, getting
tough on crime, and deficit reduction as administration goals. Few would have
predicted, though, that just before the end of his first term in office three of
Clinton’s top poverty experts (Bane, Primus, and Edelman; Ellwood had al-
ready left the administration to return to Harvard) would resign in protest over
his approval of a bill Daniel P. Moynihan characterized as welfare “repeal.”3

That bill, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act of 1996, did away with the New Deal federal guarantee of assistance for
families with children by imposing strict work mandates and time limits on
eligibility, and by radically devolving responsibility for poor relief to the states.
Poverty experts felt stunned and betrayed when Clinton actually signed the
legislation—he had vetoed similar bills twice before—and were left scram-
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bling for explanations of what went wrong. This was, as Peter Edelman put it,
“the worst thing Bill Clinton has done.”4

In David Ellwood’s version of the story, the key turning point was the disas-
trous midterm election of 1994, which put control of the Congress in the hands
of radically right-wing Republicans led by Georgia Representative Newt Gin-
grich. Demonizing welfare as the root of all evil, House Republicans proposed
unprecedented spending cuts and behavioral restrictions, including the strict
time limits and federal devolution that eventually made it into law.5 Up until
then, Ellwood claimed, the White House had the opening to push through its
more progressive welfare legislation—only to squander it in misguided delays.
“We got hit by a freight train,” he wrote in reference to the post-1994 Republi-
can onslaught, because “our own train moved too sluggishly.”6 Other versions
of the story put the blame squarely on Clinton’s shoulders: for trying to out-
tough the Republicans; for signing legislation he knew would put millions of
people, including children, in even greater hardship than before; for putting
his own reelection before principle; and, especially, for promising a welfare
overhaul in the first place, thus setting the stage for a dramatic takeover by the
Right.7 All of the experts agreed that the legislation was a triumph of politics
over scientific knowledge and as such a devastating blow to the poor. What
their explanations failed to come to terms with, however, was the complicity
of poverty knowledge in the welfare repeal of 1996: first in making depen-
dency the key reform issue and in severing (“disaggregating”) it from the struc-
tural problem of labor market decline; second, in legitimating the reform ob-
session when earlier legislation had already put major changes in place; most
important, in making time limits and other punitive measures part of the frame-
work for neoliberal welfare reform.

That framework, of course, was captured in Bill Clinton’s now-notorious
campaign promise to “end welfare as we know it,” the mantra reportedly
coined and embraced as a “guiding star” by the White House welfare point
man, Bruce Reed, yet referred to by other administration reformers by its ini-
tials—EWAKI—with more than a hint of disdain.8 Along with two other cam-
paign slogans, “two years and you’re off,” and “make work pay,” Clinton’s
promise to “end” welfare was a neatly packaged, politically ambiguous adapta-
tion of the antipoverty measures Ellwood, with broad support among poverty
experts, had been proposing since 1988. Key to Ellwood’s approach were the
“make work pay” components—an expanded EITC, a higher minimum wage,
and broader health insurance coverage—to guarantee that work would be a
better-paying alternative to welfare while rewarding poor people who, as
Ellwood liked to put it, “played by the rules.” These proposals were touted as
the heart of a “nonwelfare” agenda for helping the poor to attain “self-suffi-
ciency,” in combination with more rigorously enforced child support from ab-
sent parents (“deadbeat dads,” in campaign talk) that would become a guaran-
teed government payment in the event that the parent couldn’t pay.9 The EITC
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in particular enjoyed broad bipartisan support; after all, it reinforced the work
ethic and avoided visible expansion of the welfare state, all the while making
up a little something for escalating disparities in income and wealth. Since the
mid-1980s poverty experts had been at the front of the EITC bandwagon: this
was in effect a repackaged negative income tax, now targeted to the working,
or deserving, poor. In 1993, the administration won by far the biggest in a
decade-long series of bipartisan EITC expansions—undoubtedly the single
most important thing Clinton did to raise family incomes for the low-paid
working class.10

But there were other aspects of the EITC expansion, and, more generally,
the “make work pay” package, that portended far less well for the political
fortunes of poor and low-wage workers. The EITC did nothing to reverse the
long-term drop in wages, let alone the political disfranchisement of workers,
while working safely outside the market to alleviate symptoms that stemmed
from untrammeled market restructuring and the consequent earnings decline.
If anything, it had been used to offset the administration’s lukewarm, on-again/
off-again support for higher minimum wages, as well as the impact of budget
cuts and tax hikes in other areas that did harm the working poor. It also fit a
pattern of diminishing support for Keynesian social spending in favor of the
more indirect and, for the poor, difficult-to-access tax expenditure route. And
it sidestepped what concerned millions of Americans: the declining quality
and security of jobs. In these ways, pushing the EITC helped Clinton to keep
a distance from the “old,” labor and left-liberal Democrats who sought more
aggressive measures to protect workers from the globalizing, free market econ-
omy the administration was trying to promote.11 Similarly, by restricting bene-
fits to household heads in the paid labor force, the EITC completely ignored
feminist proposals for valuing the household labor of welfare mothers and
drove a political wedge between the “working” and the “welfare” poor—pre-
cisely the wedge poverty experts had tried avoiding throughout the 1960s and
1970s with more universalistic proposals such as the negative income tax.12

Thus, in one of the great perversities of recent social policy, a significant bene-
fit for low-wage workers with children could, and did, isolate “hard core,”
or “long-term” welfare dependents as a separate class of poor people and an
independent target for punitive behavioral reforms—a consequence, had it
not been so devoid of political analysis, poverty knowledge might have seen
coming in the “divide and conquer” strategy as well as in Ronald Reagan’s
successful efforts to push the working poor off the welfare rolls. With the
EITC expansion, but none of the other “make work pay” proposals in place,
the administration had paved the way for yet another round of welfare reform
that was more concerned about ending the “dependency” of poor women and
their children than with reducing their poverty rates.

To be sure, Ellwood’s initial vision of “ending welfare as we know it” was
far different from the legislation Clinton eventually signed. For starters, in his
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version the “make work pay” proposals would precede the work of reform,
and would be supplemented by health care coverage and the government guar-
antee of child support payments when absent parents could not pay. Only then
should the government replace AFDC with a system of time-limited “transi-
tional” assistance that combined temporary income support with a wide array
of education, training, job placement, and work experience assistance to im-
prove recipients’ chances of making it in the paid labor force. AFDC’s replace-
ment would be generous with work-related supports such as child care, medical
coverage, and transportation assistance, while sending a clear message that
long-term cash assistance was not an option and that the government expected
responsible behavior in return. At the end of two years or so of transitional
assistance, recipients would either be off the dole and self-supporting, or they
would be required to accept a government job at minimum wage—a feature
of Ellwood’s plan that later became known as “soft” time limits because it did
not envision cutting people off from all forms of public assistance, as current
law prescribes. For its part in upholding the “contract,” the government would
transform the organizational culture of welfare offices to make them job and
training centers rather than check-writing and application processing sites. It
would also spend substantially more money on work and training (as much as
$16 billion, in addition to the EITC expansion) as an investment that would
later yield taxpayer returns.13 This was the vision that Ellwood, Bane, and other
social scientists at ASPE brought to the table when they sat down with their
counterparts on the administration’s thirty-two-member interagency working
group to hammer out a legislative proposal for welfare reform. It survived,
albeit in a much watered-down version, to become the basis of the legislative
proposal the administration finally unveiled in June 1994—which lacked,
among other things, any mention of government child support assurance or
guaranteed jobs, and had been scaled back to $10 billion in additional spending
to be financed with other social program cuts. Ellwood professed himself
“proud” of the Clinton proposal, even though he admittedly had lost many
internal battles along the way.14 By then, months before the Republican take-
over, he and other poverty experts had already come up against the political
pressures that would undermine their reform vision, and move the entire con-
versation further and further to the right.

One set of pressures came from widespread, deep-seated, and bipartisan
opposition to spending more money, particularly on the undeserving poor—
opposition that had thwarted many a past reform effort but that had become
institutionalized in the post-Keynesian orthodoxy of the Reagan-Bush years.
The Budget Law of 1990 forbade Congress from approving new spending
without identifying an offsetting source of revenue—which meant higher
taxes, or cuts in other parts of a social welfare budget that had already cut low-
income programs to the bone. Clinton, though, was unwilling either to raise
taxes for welfare or to touch such widely popular benefits as Social Security
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or home mortgage deduction rates. This left administration reformers in the
truly absurd position of raiding Food Stamps, as well as immigrant, emergency
shelter, and disability benefits for the sake of moving welfare mothers off the
rolls—measures eventually avoided or minimized in the Clinton proposal, but
restored and vastly expanded in the cost-cutting Republican legislation that
eventually did pass.15 Underlying the money struggle was a deeper political
problem for the poverty experts, partly captured in Ellwood’s personal realiza-
tion that “only a tiny handful of people in the White House” really cared.16 It
was not just that the poverty experts lacked power in the administration, or
that they represented a constituency that had no political standing at all. They
were operating at cross-purposes with the overriding direction of an economic
policy that made deficit reduction, low inflation, and deregulated global mar-
kets its primary goals, and that consistently avoided active measures to reach
full employment and real, evenly distributed wage growth.17 The contrast to
the Kennedy and Johnson administrations could not have been more stark.
Then, it was the Council of Economic Advisers calling for a war against pov-
erty, with an economic policy of faster growth and full employment as its
centerpiece. Now, administration poverty warriors were mostly confined to the
second tier of the secretariat, and their most visible policy vehicle was not
macroeconomic policy but welfare reform.

A second, enormously complicating set of pressures came from the fact that
the “transformation” from welfare to work was already happening in the states.
That was because of provisions in the Family Support Act of 1988, which, in
addition to creating the Job Opportunities and Basic Skills Training (JOBS)
program, allowed states to apply for federal waivers so that they might experi-
ment with new approaches to getting people off the rolls and into jobs. At the
time this carried something of a triumph for poverty experts: playing off the
success of earlier MDRC research, the legislation required experimental design
and random assignment in state-to-state JOBS evaluations, and imposed simi-
lar standards on waiver requests. In application, though, the waiver provision
created a gigantic Pandora’s box for federal reformers, and undermined the
authority of expertise. First, it put local officials and legislatures in the lime-
light as policy innovators—given the pressures on state budgets, hardly a rec-
ipe for scientific reform. Although most waiver requests actually eased eligibil-
ity restrictions on poor families, they simultaneously sought permission for
stricter mandates on participants, including immediate work-for-welfare, time
limits on eligibility, and benefit reductions or absolute cutoffs for those who
failed to “play by the rules.” As welfare rolls began to swell in the early 1990s,
state waiver requests increasingly turned to benefit cuts and to the “work first”
model of reform, despite widely available evidence that low-cost, immediate
placement programs did little to raise earnings and job security for the poor.
Second, the waiver program opened the door to a flood of well-publicized
“new paternalist” proposals from socially conservative governors, who in turn
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pushed to include them in federal-level reform. Wisconsin’s “Learnfare” pun-
ished teenagers (and their families) for not attending school, while “Bridefare”
rewarded young parents for getting married and penalized them for having
babies while on the dole. In several states the so-called “family cap” reduced
or refused benefits for additional children born to any mother on AFDC—
defying reams of empirical studies showing little connection between welfare
and higher single-parent birthrates.18 That Clinton welfare officials had ap-
proved these “new paternalist” waivers only increased growing pressure from
congressional conservatives, who themselves had declared war on illegitimacy
and irresponsibility by including both family caps and strict time limits in their
proposals for reform. Over expert objections, family caps made it into the
Clinton administration’s proposal, as an option for the states. So did “hard,”
or absolute time limits on mandatory work programs, but only for the most
recalcitrant recipients, who continually refused to follow the rules.19

A third pressure bedeviling the poverty experts was the unrelenting push to
move what was already a conservative, new-Democrat kind of proposal further
to the ideological right—to prove, that is, that the administration was just as
“tough” if not “tougher” on work, illegitimacy, and dependency than Republi-
cans who were outdoing themselves with proposals to push people off the
rolls. There is no question that this pressure intensified profoundly with the
Republican electoral triumphs of 1994. Nor that the move toward devolution,
cost-cutting, federal withdrawal, and mandatory absolute time limits gained
momentum on the Republican watch. But all along, at least the seeds of this
rightward pressure had been built into the logic of mainstream social scientific
reform. That logic, after all, had defined long-term dependency and individual
behavior as the problem, effectively dismissed any notion of legitimate entitle-
ment in favor of individual responsibility, and, with the unquestioned assump-
tion that it was always, inherently better for the able-bodied to work in the
low-wage labor market than to rely on welfare for support, had subordinated
the goal of fighting poverty to the more politically palatable welfare reform.
That logic, too, drew social scientists into a major effort to “end welfare [de-
pendency] as we know it” when the 1988 Family Support Act—greeted at the
time as “landmark” legislation—had arguably provided at least the infrastruc-
ture to “transform” AFDC into a work and training program without ending
its guarantee of federal protection for families in need. Why, indeed, with an
economy barely out of recession and worsening labor market conditions for
the majority of the working class, would poverty experts continue to fixate on
welfare as the target of reform?

In reality, many poverty experts did not. For economists especially, wage
stagnation and income inequality continued to be the big story of the early
1990s, leading some to call for at least modest “demand side,” or labor market
reforms.20 The underclass debate, for all its problems, had reintroduced sub-
jects like industrial restructuring, urban decline, and, especially after the Los
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Angeles riots, racial discrimination into poverty discourse. Nevertheless,
throughout its years of semi-exile, the poverty research establishment had put
far more attention and energy into studying, evaluating, and experimenting
with welfare than with strategies to reverse the growth in inequality, restore
full employment at higher wages to the economy, stop low-end labor market
decline—or even strategies to create jobs for all the welfare recipients they
expected to move into the labor force. Nor had poverty analysts organized
themselves to envision an alternative to the polarized, zero-sum political econ-
omy that, as their own research suggested, sustained low wages and high pov-
erty rates. That was at least in part because, following the logic of analytic
neutrality, the poverty research industry had developed a dependency problem
of its own: a capacity, that is, to conform and respond to the shifting political
agenda of the agencies it relied on for funding, but not to establish and gain
support for an independent policy agenda for dealing with poverty at its roots.

Did social science end welfare as we know it? To say so would be a gross
exaggeration of the political power of scientific knowledge. It would also ig-
nore the powerfully orchestrated mobilization of political, ideological, and rhe-
torical forces against welfare mothers—the rhetoric had sunk so low by the
1990s as to introduce new variations on old subhuman analogies to congres-
sional debate.21 Indeed, by 1995 poverty knowledge had become an essential
part of the polemic against Republican proposals, and up until the bitter end
the analysts in ASPE were convinced that President Clinton would be swayed
by their powerful evidence to veto the welfare repeal. But poverty knowledge
had already played a central part, throughout the 1980s and 1990s, in the offi-
cial redefinition of poverty as an individual pathology at a time when social
and economic conditions were growing measurably worse. That this happened
partly at the behest of a deeply conservative political regime did not make the
experts less complicit; that it was couched in the language of scientific objec-
tivity did not make it less of a political act. Coming as they did, then, near the
end of a venture that should not have been started in the first place, the protests
from poverty researchers came as too little, too late. Far from a triumph for
poverty knowledge, the end of welfare was a humiliating defeat, less because
politicians ignored than because they could find legitimation in liberal poverty
expertise.

TOWARD A NEW POVERTY KNOWLEDGE

Much like the end of the War on Poverty, the end of welfare as we know it did
not bring the production of poverty knowledge to a halt. To the contrary, pov-
erty research remains heavily concentrated on welfare, mostly in the form of
assessing what welfare repeal has meant for the poor. Nor has the end of wel-
fare led major research organizations to rethink the basic outlines or the organi-
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zation of poverty research; despite growing attention to the labor market pros-
pects for welfare recipients, poverty research continues to concentrate
overwhelmingly on the behavior and characteristics of the poor. Meanwhile,
despite widely celebrated prosperity and a dramatic drop in the welfare rolls,
officially measured poverty remains higher than it was for much of the eco-
nomically stagnant 1970s, and even more for children. In this context, poverty
knowledge offers an important reminder that the current political leadership
has put far greater importance on ending “dependency” than on fighting pov-
erty. The question remains, though, whether research that will no doubt be
important to documenting the fate of the post-welfare poor is an adequate
knowledge base for a more genuinely antipoverty policy—a knowledge base,
that is, that ventures outside the constricted boundaries of what is now deemed
to be politically feasible. For that, we must imagine a much different kind of
poverty knowledge, altered in scope, in organization, in language, and above
all in the way it defines the “poverty problem.”

The single most important challenge for poverty knowledge in the post-
welfare era is to put poverty on the national agenda as a legitimate public
policy concern: not in the narrow sense of income deprivation, but as part of
the larger problem of the steady and rapid growth of economic, political, and
social inequality. Even more than some new policy “blueprint,” meeting this
challenge will require a basic reformulation of “the poverty problem” along
several lines.

First, much like Progressive social investigation around the turn of the last
century, current-day research faces the task of de-pauperizing poverty as a
social problem at the outset, by making poverty knowledge a broad-guaged
study of political economy rather than a narrow study of the poor. In shifting
its focus from “dependency” to political economy, a new poverty knowledge
would significantly expand the scope of inquiry, to examine the institutions,
social and economic practices, work conditions, and especially the policy deci-
sions that shape the economy and distribute economic opportunities. In so
doing, it would open up a level of inquiry that has long been absent in poverty
research: into markets as social and political as well as economic institutions,
shaped by the relationships of class, gender, and race as much as by supply
and demand; and into the historical, political and institutional origins of late-
twentieth-century postindustrial capitalism that have generated such vast, and
growing, inequalities of income and wealth. A new poverty knowledge would
necessarily recognize class, gender, and race as legitimate “units of analysis”—
not simply as demographic variables that can be isolated and controlled for,
but as dimensions of social and economic stratification in their own right. Nor
is it an inquiry that can rely so extensively on either the individualized house-
hold and administrative data or the model-building/hypothesis-testing ap-
proach that have become the common currency of poverty research. In a new
poverty knowledge, factors now treated, if at all, as mere background—history,
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politics, public and private institutions, ideology—become much more the
stuff of direct, and critical, scrutiny. Most of all, this is clearly not an inquiry
that can be initiated with welfare “dependency” (or the mythical goal of post-
welfare “self-sufficiency”) as the central problematic. Far more fruitful, as a
starting point, would be the problematic of work in the “new,” post-welfare
political economy, as a diminishing source of living wages and access to the
requirements of social citizenship.

A second step toward reformulating “the poverty problem” in public con-
sciousness is similarly to alter the lens of cultural analysis, this time to ac-
knowledge the distorting effect of the “culture of poverty” and its variations,
and to make poverty knowledge instead a study of the broader cultural dynam-
ics that sustain, indeed encourage, social and economic inequality. The central
concern in a new poverty knowledge would not be about whether poor people
have a cultural affinity for poverty but about the cultural mechanisms for ac-
cording status and privilege, deserving- and undeserving-ness, social value and
denigration, based on class, gender, and race. At the same time, a reconstructed
poverty knowledge would show greater appreciation of the role of social scien-
tists as cultural brokers by declaring a moratorium on the stigmatizing lan-
guage that riddles contemporary research with such loaded terms as “hard
core,” welfare “users,” “recidivism,” and “intergenerational transmission.” On
a deeper level this would also require thinking through the implications of such
more benign-sounding terminology as “working poor,” which not only plays
into a sharp (and increasingly irrelevant) distinction between workers and wel-
fare recipients, but, as a replacement for the term “working class,” depoliticizes
poor people by divorcing their interests in better wages and income from those
of more organized labor groups. Equally important, a more culturally aware
poverty knowledge would demand a more accurate but also a more humanistic
and less distancing language that respects how poor people think of them-
selves—as citizens, workers, parents, and neighbors rather than as benighted,
deviant, or somehow deficient “other” Americans.

A third task is to generate poverty knowledge within a far more diversified
set of institutional arrangements, recognizing the limitations of the “research
industry” model that continues to thrive on its ability to service government
agencies and the existing policy debate. This is not simply a matter, as some
would have it, of learning lessons from the far more effective policy think
tanks of the Right. It is a matter of finding the institutional structure that can
generate a genuinely independent and critical body of knowledge that aims to
set rather than follow the agenda for policy debate. Crucial to this process is
a willingness to break down the hierarchical relationship between social scien-
tific ways of knowing and other forms of expertise—to recognize, that is, the
legitimacy and importance of knowledge that is grounded in practice, in activ-
ism, and in the experience not only of material deprivation but of the everyday
workings of the economy. This in turn requires a serious commitment from all
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sides to the difficult, even tedious, work of building long-term, collaborative
relationships for setting as well as carrying out poverty research—a model that
takes the production of knowledge out of or at least beyond traditional expert
or academic venues and into a variety of communities.

Finally, a reconstructed poverty knowledge would acknowledge and em-
brace rather than deny its inherently political nature, not necessarily by adher-
ing to a single, agreed-upon ideological alignment, but by opening up its usu-
ally buried interests and ideological assumptions to scrutiny and debate. For
contemporary poverty knowledge in particular, that will require opening itself
up to that part of the liberal tradition that has not been the prevailing voice:
the part, that is, that has used poverty research to challenge and open up the
ideological boundaries of liberalism rather than adhering to—thereby reaf-
firming—the preset boundaries of existing policy debates. It will also require
poverty experts to come to terms with the role, and the potential, of knowledge
as a political force—to move away from the existing model that relies so exclu-
sively on building links to elite policy makers, and toward one that is willing
to build links to social movements and ultimately to a much broader vision of
political and economic reform.

Certainly this brief outline implies a significant departure from the current
practice of poverty research—not just in substance, language, and organiza-
tion, but in the way the “professors” relate to the “practitioners” and the “poor.”
It asks that researchers act as public intellectuals in a way that is neither cus-
tomary nor rewarded in traditional social scientific venues. It asks, too, that
recognized poverty experts relinquish the power and recognition that comes
with an exclusive claim to objectivity, by opening knowledge to other forms
of learning and experience. And it asks that they be explicit about their own
ideological assumptions and interests as a way of improving poverty knowl-
edge. It is worth recalling, then, that a reconstructed poverty knowledge has
much in past and contemporary research to build on. Progressive Era poverty
knowledge, for all its rudimentary methods and prejudices, offered at least
the elements of a broad framework for investigating class, race, and gender
inequities as problems of political economy. Additionally, a now significant
body of economic research has documented the growing inequality of income
and wealth. Community-based and ethnographic research, while eclipsed by
the nationally representative survey, continues to offer a model not only for
challenging the atomized vision of analytic poverty knowledge but also for
making research a more genuinely collaborative enterprise. And a great deal of
anthropological and historical research has looked beyond the wall of cultural
“pathology” to investigate the wide variety of cultural, political, and commu-
nity-building strategies in poor and working-class communities. These are the
building blocks for a genuinely different kind of poverty knowledge, one that
is less devoted to changing poor people than to a genuinely progressive strug-
gle against inequality.
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Improbable though it may seem, the late twentieth century may yet prove
to be a propitious historical moment for making “the poverty problem” a matter
of public and political consciousness without isolating and stigmatizing the
poor—thanks, however perversely, to the end of welfare and the growth of
inequality. For if welfare repeal makes it more difficult to blame poverty on
“dependency,” it also lays bare the reality that work is no guarantee out of
poverty. So, too, amidst the vast inequities of late twentieth-century prosperity,
is there an opening to draw attention to the maldistribution of wealth, power,
and opportunity, and to the price of tolerating such yawning social disparities.
Recognizing these as core issues in poverty is the first step toward the larger
project of imagining, organizing, and mobilizing a new poverty knowledge.
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