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s Education cosis in 1980 were iwenty-four iimes

their 1950 cost

e Social insurance costs in 1980 were twenty-seven

times their 1950 cost

e Housing costs in 1980 were 129 times their 1950

cost

And what has been the resuit of this unprecedented
iargesse on the part of U.S. taxpayers? Murray states the
~loaar enharina fant: “Dranrace [anainet navartuyl othnnad
wvicail, QUUGIIIIs 1Iawi. L IVBIUQD lGUGIIIQL PUVUIl J \)LU’J’JUU
coincidentally with the implementation of the Great Society’s
social weifare reforms. . . . Huge increases in expenditures
coincided with an end to progress” (p. 63)

Losing Ground is one book which compels the reader to
iook at the charts and graphs—or, rather, to stare at them in
harear AMuarray narafiilly and nainetalkinaly nilae 1in tha
nwirve nnullay Ualvlu"y anug Pﬂlllatﬂl\lllsl PIIVD up wIe

Vi c i i ha i social

f income

in-

real 1a se and con-

tributing to both the morai and economic deciine of the poor.

DaAauvarty haa inAraneaad nat in anita Af hot nranioahs hansanioa

ruveli 1ao niviIcaoou, vt i apuc Vi, JulL PIUUIQUI ouvauoT
of the “war on poverty.”

Paradigm Shift: 1964-67
Before the 1960s, American social policy was governed
j @ While it was

um a ar ] ng for the
poor, it was aiso recognized (based on the Christian ethical
heritage) that a dole tends to have damaging effects on its
recipients. “The very existence of a welfare system was
assumed to have the inherent, unavoidabie effect of under-
mining ihe morai character of the people. Not working is
easier than working; not saving is easier than saving; shirk-
ing respon\sibiiity for parents and spouses and chil i
easier than taking responsibility. it was seenas a
a walfara cvetam wae narnoatually in danacear o
a welfare system was perpetually in danger o
balance in favor of the easy way out” (p. 16)

Thus people drew a ciear distinction beiween the “de-
serving poor’—those whe were involuntarily unemployed,
the helpless —and the “undeserving poor,” the vagrants, the
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This meant, inescapably, that the poor themselves were
not responsibie for aiiering their condition. it was a ready-
mada avnlanatinn far tha failiirae nf tha \WAar nn Pavarhvy It
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meant that the government which had taken upon itself a
continuing responsibility for an entire sociai ciass couid
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. Thus, virtuaiiy

system. Aii the poor were y d ing
all low-income persons began receiving weilfare payments.
This had drastic effects: “The working people who made lit-
tie money lost the one thing that enabied them to ciaim
social staius. For the first time in American history, it
became socially acceptable within poor communities to be
unemployed, because working families too were receiving
weitare. Over a period of years, such changes in the ruies of
the acnnnmic nama caticad etatiie convantione tn flin com.
the economic game caused status conventions to flip com
pletely in some communities. Why, at bottom, should work-
ing confer social status? Originaily, there were two reasons.
Nno wae arkina nannla wara a thraat tn the waalth
One was working people were a threat to the wealth
and well- e rest of the community. The second was
that nonw peopie were visibly outcasts
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enon. Black males had been participating in the labor force
at rates as high as or higher than white males back to the
turn of the twentieth century.

“This equivalence—one of the very few social or eco-
nomic measures on which black males equaled whites in the
1950s —continued throughout the decade and into the early
1960s. Among members of both groups, LFP began to
decline slowly in the mid-1950s, but the difference in rates
was extremely small—as late as 1965, barely more than a
single percentage point.

“Beginning in 1966, black male LFP started to fall
substantially faster than white LFP. By 1972, a gap of 5.9
percentage points had opened up between black males and
white males. By 1976, the year the slide finally halted, the
gap was 7.7 percentage points. To put it another way: from
1954 to 1965, the black reduction in LFP was 17 percent
larger than for whites. From 1965 to 1976, it was 271 percent
larger” (p. 76)

This change was absolutely unprecedented, Murray
says; until this happened “we had never witnessed large-
scale voluntary withdrawal from (or failure to enlist in) the
labor market by able-bodied males” (p. 77). The tragedy of
this decline in black LFP is compounded by the fact that,
during the same period, it was mirrored in almost every
other aspect of black activity in American culture, For exam-
ple, after steady improvement from the 1950s to the early
'60s, black schools and educational performance suddenly
took a nosedive during the years of radical growth and pro-
liferation of welfare programs (i.e, after 1964), resulting in
what is now an enormous gap between blacks and whites.
During the same period, the number of criminals and victims
soared rapidly: whereas the homicide rate among blacks
had steadily dropped between 1950 and 1960, it suddenly
climbed sharply after 1964. At the same time, there was a
rapid rise in both the number of illegitimate births among
blacks, and the number of black teenagers giving birth. in
fact, it was precisely among the youth that the changes in at-
titudes and performance were most pronounced: Across the
board, in every area, the young behaved differently from
everyone else. The black family had remained fairly stable
for decades; but as the new generation grew up, the number
of “one-parent” families among low-income blacks rose
dramatically. Again, we must remember that sudden
changes like these are utterly unprecedented in American
history; and, beginning in the mid-1960s, the changes all
happened to the poor, and they happened all at once.

The point is not simply that these declines took place
during the same period. The crucial point is that Murray
establishes, beyond any reasonable doubt, that these
changes were caused by the welfare system. As he argues:
“When large numbers of people begin to behave differently
from ways they behaved before, my first assumption is that
they do so for good reason”—the “good reason” being the
changes in the incentive structure of American social policy.
(The best all-around study of the nature of incentive struc-
tures and their effects on decision-making is Thomas
Sowell's Knowledge and Decisions; Basic Books, 1980.) All
the changes in the behavior of the poor “could have been
predicted (indeed, in some instances were predicted) from
the changes that social policy made in the rewards and
penalties, carrots and sticks, that govern human behavior.
All were rational responses to changes in the rules of the
game of surviving and getting ahead” (p. 54). In welfare, in
the risks attached to crime, and in education, the “rules of
the game” were radically altered during the 1960s, and these
changes, which reinforced each other, had an enormous im-
pact on the incentive structure facing the poor.

The changes in the welfare system informed the poor
that there was no longer any social stigma in becoming de-
pendent upon aid (indeed, it was a “right”); personal respon-
sibility was denied; and all welfare recipients were equally
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deserving of lifelong support (in fact, the very concept of
“deserving poor” was discarded). The poor became
pauperized. Low-income males found that the financial
rewards of dropping out of the labor force were superior to
those of holding down a job; low-income women were faced
with the plain economic fact that living with a man out of
wedlock and bearing illegitimate children—in effect, marry-
ing the state —would guarantee a stable income. Many men
and women chose these avenues; they were the paths of
least resistance. And “the changes we made were not just
policy errors, not just inexpedient, but unjust” (p. 219).

In the area of crime, the risks of arrest, trial, and
punishment—especially for the poor, and even more
especially for poor youths—were considerably lowered. It
began to be perceived, increasingly, that crime does pay (as
it was simultaneously perceived that honest labor is not as
rewarding, in its effects on either status or pocketbook). As
the prospective benefits of criminal activity steadily
outweighed the prospective costs, more and more people
opted for the short cuts. The traditional connections be-
tween behavior and results were obscured.

In education, the same things happened. Sanctions
against low academic performance and violence were
dropped; thus “a student who did not want to learn was
much freer not to learn in 1970 than in 1960, and freer to
disrupt the learning process for others. Facing no credible
sanctions for not learning and possessing no tangible incen-
tives to learn, large numbers of students did things they con-
sidered more fun and did not learn. What could have been
more natural?” (pp. 173f.). The short-term benefits provided
by the new rules of America’s social policy seduced low-
income youths into long-term disaster: as Murray puts it, “all
these changes in behavior were traps. Anyone who gets
caught often enough begins going to jail. Anyone who
reaches his mid-twenties without a record as a good worker
is probably stuck for the rest of his life with the self-fulfilling
prophecy he has set up—it is already too late for him to
change the way he thinks about himself or to get others to
think differently of him. Any teenager who has children and
must rely upon public assistance to support them has struck
a Faustian bargain with the system that nearly ensures that
she will live in poverty the rest of her days” (p. 176).

What we have witnessed in America over the past twenty
years is the systematic destruction of an entire class—the
inescapable outcome of our social welfare policies. That is
not to say that these results have been intentional on the
part of the planners. What is important is this: The results are
just as certain as if they had been intentional. “if an impartial
observer from another country were shown the data on the
black lower class from 1950 to 1980 but given no information
about contemporaneous changes in society or public policy,
that observer would infer that racial discrimination against
the black poor increased drastically during the late 1960s
and 1970s. No explanation except a surge in outright,
virulent discrimination would as easily explain to a ‘blind’
observer why things went so wrong” (p. 221). As far as its
effects on poor blacks are concerned, civil rights and welfare
policy in this country might as well have been determined by
the Ku Klux Klan.

Oppressing the Poor

Christian socialists such as Ronald Sider often seek to
make much of the argument that the Bible often blames
poverty on oppression. | could not agree more. But what
they have resolutely refused to acknowledge is that the
degradation, impoverishment, and outright enslavement of
millions in this country has primarily been caused by the op-
pressive policies of elite planners like themselves. Truly, “the
compassion of the wicked is cruel” (Proverbs 12:10); and that
includes the sincere but misguided compassion of those
who seek to assist the poor by unbiblical (and therefore
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