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In 1965, Daniel Patrick Moynihan released a contro-
versial report written for his then boss, President Lyndon
Johnson. Entitled “The Negro Family: The Case for
National Action,” it described the condition of lower-
income African American families and catalyzed a highly
acrimonious, decades-long debate about black culture and
family values in America.

The report cited a series of staggering statistics show-
ing high rates of divorce, unwed childbearing, and single
motherhood among black families. “The white family has
achieved a high degree of stability and is maintaining that
stability,” the report said. “By contrast, the family struc-
ture of lower class Negroes is highly unstable, and in many
urban centers is approaching complete breakdown.”

Nearly fifty vears later, the picture is even more grim
and the statistics can no longer be organized neatly by
race. In fact, Moynihan’s bracing profile of the collapsing
black family in the 1960s looks remarkably similar to a
profile of the average white family today. White house-
holds have similar—or worse—statistics of divorce, unwed
childbearing, and single motherhood as the black house-
holds cited by Moynihan in his report. In 2000, the per-
centage of white children living with a single parent was
identical to the percentage of black children living with a
single parent in 1960: 22 percent.

What was happening to black families in the '60s
can be reinterpreted today not as an indictment of the
black family but as a harbinger of a larger collapse of tradi-
tional living arrangements—of what demographer Samuel
Preston, in words that Moynihan later repeated, called “the
earthquake that shuddered through the American family.”

That earthquake has not affected all American fam-
ilies the same way. While the Moynihan report focused
on disparities between white and black, increasingly it is
class, and not just race, that matters for family structure.
Although blacks as a group are still less likely to marry
than whites, gaps in family formation patterns by class
have increased for both races, with the sharpest declines
in marriage rates occurring among the least educated of
both races. For example, in 1960, 76 percent of adults with
a college degree were married, compared to 72 percent of
those with a high school diploma—a gap of only 4 per-
centage points. By 2008, not only was marriage less likely,
but that gap had quadrupled, to 16 percentage points, with
64 percent of adults with college degrees getting married
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compared to only 48 percent of adults with a high school
diploma. A report from the National Marriage Project at
the University of Virginia summed up the data well: “Mar-
riage is an emerging dividing line between America’s mod-
erately educated middle and those with college degrees.”
f'he group for whom marriage has largely disappeared now
includes not just unskilled blacks but unskilled whites as
well, Indeed, for younger women without a college degree,
unwed childbearing is the new normal,

These differences in family formation are a problem
not only for those concerned with “family values” per
se, but also for those concerned with upward mobility in
a soclety that values equal opportunity for its children.
Because the breakdown of the traditional family is over-
whelmingly occurring among working-class Americans of
all races, these trends threaten to make the US. a much
more class-based society over time. The well-educated
and upper-middie-class parents who are still forming
two-parent families are able to invest time and resources
in their children—time and resources that lower- and
working-class single mothers, however impressive their
efforts to be both good parents and good breadwinners,
simply do not have.

The striking similarities between what happened
to black Americans at an earlier stage in our history and
what is happening now to white working-class Americans
may shed new light on old debates about cultural versus
structural explanations of poverty. What’s clear is that
economic opportunity, while not the only factor affecting
marriage, clearly matters.

The journalist Hanna Rosin describes the connection
between declining economic opportunities for men and
declining rates of marriage in her book The End of Men. Like
Moynihan, she points to the importance of job opportuni-
ties for men in maintaining marriage as an institution. The
disappearance of well-paying factory jobs has, in her view,
led to the near collapse of marriage in towns where less edu-
cated men used to be able to support a family and a middle-
class lifestyle, earning $70,000 or more in a single year. As
these jobs have been outsourced or up-skilled, such men
either are earning less or are jobless altogether, making them
less desirable marriage partners. Other researchers, includ-
ing Kathryn Edin at Harvard, Andrew Cherlin at Johns
Hopkins, and Charles Murray of the American Enterprise
Institute, drawing on close observations of other working-
class communities, have made similar arguments. |

1319 F St. NW, Suite 710, Washington, DC 20004. (202) 393-5155. Reprinted by permission. www.washingtonmonthly.com



Family life, to some extent, adapts to the necessi-
ties thrown up by the evolution of the economy. Just as
joblessness among young black men contributed to the
breakdown of the black family that Moynihan observed
in the '60s, more recent changes in technology and global
competition have hollowed out the job market for less
educated whites, Unskilled white men have even less
attachment to the labor force today than unskilled black

men did fifty years ago, leading to a decline in thetr mar-
riage rates in a similar way. |

In 1960, the employment rate of prime-age (twenty-

five to fifty-five) black men with less than a high school
education was 80 percent, Fast-forward to 2000, and the
employment rate of white men with less than a high
school education was much lower, at 65 percent—and
even for white high school graduates it was only B4 pet-
cent. Without an education ip today’s economy, being
white is no guarantee of being able to find a job.

| That's not to say that race isn't an issue. i's clear
that black men have been much harder hit by the disap-

- pearance of jobs for the less skilled than white men., Black
employment rates far those with less than a college educa-
tion have sunk to near-catastrophic levels. In 2000, only
63 percent of black men with only a high school diploma
(compared with 84 percent of white male graduates) were
employed. Since the recession, those numbers have fallen
even farther. And even black college graduates are not
doing quite as well as their white counterparts. Based on
these and other data, 1 believe it would be a mistake to
conclude that race is unimportant; blacks continue to face
unique disadvantages because of the color of their skin.

It ought to be possible to say that class is becoming more
important, but that race still matters a lot.

Most obviously, the black experience has been shaped
by the impact of slavery and its ongoing aftermath. Even
after emancipation and the civil rights revolution in the
1960s, African Americans faced exceptional challenges
like segregated and inferior schools and discrimination in
the labor market. It would take at least a generation for
employers to begin to change their hiring practices and
for educational disparities to diminish; even today these
rerpain significant barriers. A recent audit study found
that white applicants for low-wage jobs were twice as

likely to be calted in for interviews as equally qualified

black applicants.

Black jobless rates not only exceed those of whites:
in addition, 2 single-minded focus on declining job pros-
pects for men and its consequences for family life ignores
a number of other factors that have led to the decline of
marriage. Male employment prospects can lead to more
marnages, but scholars such as Harvard’s David Ellwood
and Christopher Jencks have argued that economic fac-
tors alone cannot explain the wholesale changes in the
frequency of single parenting, unwed births, divorce, and
marriage, especially among the least educated, that are
leading to growing gaps between social classes. S0 what
else explains the decline of marriage?

First, and critically important in my view, is the
changing role of women. In my first book, Time of Transi.
tion: The Growth of Families Headed by Women, publisheq in
1975, my coauthor and | argued that it was not just mate
earnings that mattered, but what men could earn relative
to women. When women don't gain much, if anything,
from getting married, they often choose to raise Children
on their own. Fifty yvears ago, women were far moge €Co-

nomically dependent on marriage than they are now |

Today, women are not just working more, they are better
sulted by education and tradition to work in such rapidly
growing sectors of the economy as health care, education,
administrative jobs, and services. While some observers
may see women taking these jobs as a matter of neces.
sity—and that’s surely a factor—we shouldn’t forget the
revolution in women’s roles that has made it possible for
them to support a family on their own.

In a fascinating plece of academic research published
in the Journal of Human Resources in 2011, Scott Hankins
and Mark Hoekstra discovered that single women who
won between $25,000 and $50,000 in the Florida lottery
were 41 percent 10 48 percent less likely to marry over
the following three years than women who won less than
$1,000. We economists cali this 2 “natural experiment,”
because it shows the strong influence of women’s ability to
support themselves without marmiage—uncontaminated
by differences in personal attributes that may also affect
one’s ability or willingness to marry. My own earlier
research also suggested that the relative incomes of wives

and husbands predicted who would divorce and who
would not.

Women'’s growing economic independence has inter-

acted with stubborn attitudes about changing gender roles.
When husbands fail to adjust to women's new breadwin-

ning responsibilities (who cooks dinner or stays home with

a sick child when both parents work?) the couple is more

likely to divorce. It may be that well-educated younget
men and women continue to marry not only because
they can afford 1o but because many of the men in these

families have adopted more egalitarian attitudes. Whilea

working-

class male might find such attitudes threatening
to his

manliness, an upper-middle-class man often does
not, given his other sources of status. But when women
find themselves having to do it all—that is, eamn mMOoney
in the workplace and shoulder the majority of child care

and other domestic responsibilities—they raise the bar on
whom they’re willing to marry or stay married to.

fThtse gender-related issues may play an even greater
tole fo

t black women, since while white men hold slightly
more high school di

plomas and baccalaureate degrees than -
white women, black

women are much better educated than
_blﬂtk men. That means it’s more difficult for well-educated
black women to find black partners with comparable eatn-

ing ability and social status. In 2010, black women made
87 percent of what blac

kK men did, whereas white women
made only 70 percent of what white men earmed. For less
there is, in addition, a shortageé

educated black women,
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