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16 Labor's Love Lost

women who are in cohabiting relationships. And the biggest rise in births
to cohabiting women has been among young adults who have a high
school degree but not a bachelor’s degree. Moreover, a substantial share of
these cohabiting unions do not begin until after the woman gets pregnant.
The grandchildren of the high school-educated couples who married in
the 1950s because they got “caught” would today, upon learning of a preg-
nancy, either remain single or move in together.?

MARKETS AND CULTURE

The political scientist Charles Murray, in his widely read book Coming
Apart: The State of White America, 19602010, surveys this landscape and
argues that the decline of marriage and steady employment among the
white working class has been solely due to cultural change. The globaliza-
tion of the economy and the computerization of production, he declares,
has had nothing to do with it. The problem, he concludes, is a decline in
traditional values, most notably industriousness. Young men, he states,
are not as industrious in seeking employment and sticking with it as were
past generations. The percentage of men with no more than high school
educations who are working or looking for work has declined, and appli-
cations for government disability benefits have greatly increased. Yet there
are jobs out there, notes Murray, even if they do not pay as much as they
used to, and young men should take them. He links the cultural decline to
the expansion of the welfare state in the 1960s—his book begins with a
description of November 21, 1963, the last sunny day in America, after
which Kennedy was assassinated, Johnson became president, and the War
on Poverty began. The enlargement of the welfare state that began under
Johnson, Murray claims, encouraged people to depend on government
benefits instead of working hard and made it easier for poor women to
receive benefits from programs such as Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC)—which Americans call “welfare”—and to therefore be-
come more economically independent from men.?

Yet by 1996, the average thirty-year-old man with a high school degree
earned 20 percent less than a comparable man in 1979, and the Great De-
pression aside, he belonged to the first generation of American young men
to earn less than their fathers did. More important, the long historical view
demonstrates that class differences in marriage have been tied to the ex-
tent of economic inequality in American society—closely for whites and to
a lesser degree for African Americans—for at least 130 years. That is ap-
parent in figure 1.2, which shows trends in the percentage of men in each
of three occupational groups who were married in every census from 1880
to 2010 for whites and from 1900 to 2010 for African Americans. Unlike the

Figure 1.2 Married, U.S.-Born Men Ages Twenty fo Forty-Nine, by

(Nonfarm) Occupational Group, 1880-2010 (Whites]
and 1900-2010 (African Americans)
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