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It was the 1950s when I was a teenager, growing up in a middle-class household in El Paso,
Texas. I lived within walking distance of a working-class friend, and I dated an upper class
girl—a real 1-percenter—across town. The class differences among the three families were
visible enough. My friend’s house was smaller than mine; my girlfriend’s was larger than
mine, and her family had a cottage in the mountains of New Mexico. My friend’s parents
had one old-ish Ford, my parents had two new-ish Pontiacs, and I had an old Chevrolet to
ferry me across town to my girlfriend’s house; the garage there contained a new Cadillac and
a new Buick.

But all three families could have been seen any given night eating in the same
modestly priced restaurant. We all watched the same TV shows, saw the same movies,
played the same sports, swam in the same public pools, and shopped at the Popular Dry
Goods Company.
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That life was virtually egalitarian by today’s standards. Today the upper 1 percent, the
middle quarter, and the bottom quarter live utterly different lives—far more segregated
physically and distinct culturally. The upper 1 percent live—many of them at least—in
mansions in gated communities, eat food that is exotic by the standards of the middle class,
and send their children to private schools where they play rugby and lacrosse. They vacation
in the game parks of Kenya and take long weekends in Paris. They do not watch many action
movies or TV game shows. And according to Charles Murray in his latest book Coming
Apart: The State of White America, 1960–2010, the bottom quarter constitutes a proletariat
the likes of which America has not seen before.

Murray is the author of the 1984 attack on welfare called Losing Ground, which
blamed high poverty rates on the rational responses of the poor to the perverse incentives of
welfare programs. He was coauthor with Richard Herrnstein of the 1994 book called The
Bell Curve in which they argued that IQ was largely hereditary, Black intelligence was
inferior to White intelligence because of genetics, and public money spent on remedial
efforts was wasted. Murray was widely criticized for presenting misleading statistics and
slanted arguments in Losing Ground. Many critics, including myself, maintained that
Herrnstein and Murray’s treatment of evidence in The Bell Curve was badly distorted and
many of its basic contentions were demonstrably false.

But I have no reason to disbelieve the basic claims of Coming Apart. The data are too
easily checked to be seriously doubted. And the data are alarming, indeed.

Murray looks at the top 20 percent of the population with respect to occupation and
education—mostly the families of professionals and managers with a college
education—and compares them with the bottom 30 percent—mostly those with a high
school degree or less and who are in a blue-collar, low-level white-collar, or service
occupation. He compares the two groups at two points in time—1960 and 2010. To avoid
confounding race with class, Murray reports only on Whites—and among Whites, only those
in the age group 30–49.

Murray focuses on data related to what he calls the founding virtues—marriage,
industriousness, honesty, and religion. Foreign observers noted as early as the late 18th
century that America exceeded Europe in all these categories.

The news about the top 20 percent is all good. Then and now, about 84 percent of the
top 20 percent or more were married. Marriage is good, especially for men—who are
happier and less prone to every social and personal ill than are unmarried men. It’s also good
for children—every pathology has a greater likelihood for affecting children living in single-
parent homes and in homes with a male who is not the biological father. (The evolutionary
psychologists Martin Daly and Margo Wilson have shown that a child is an order of
magnitude more likely to be abused in a family with a stepfather than in a family with a
biological father.)

For the bottom 30 percent, more than 80 percent were married in 1960, but less than
50 percent are married today. Fewer than 5 percent of both the top 20 and the bottom 30



were separated or divorced in 1960. That’s still true for the top 20, but the rate for the
bottom 30 approaches 35 percent.

In 1960 fewer than 5 percent of children both of the top 20 and bottom 30 were living
with a divorced single parent. That’s still true for the top 20, but it’s now five times greater
for the bottom 30. Fewer than 10 percent of children of mothers of every educational level
were born out of wedlock in 1970. The percent of nonmarital births remains miniscule for
women with a college education. But it’s now 60 percent (!) for mothers with less than a
high school education.

How about industriousness? The men are the problem here. The percentage of prime-
age males not in the labor force has increased 250 percent—to 12 percent—for the bottom
30 while remaining less than 3 percent for the top 20. The percentage of employed males
who worked less than 40 hours doubled in 50 years for the bottom 30 while increasing only
slightly for the top 20.

How about religion? Religion is good, too—whatever your personal beliefs about God
and the people who believe in him. Associations with other people are good for you, and
nearly half of all voluntary associations are through a church. According to Putnam and
Campbell (2012), religious people visit friends more often and are more likely to belong to
clubs, professional groups, and discussion groups. Religious people, Murray reports, have
better physical and mental health, live longer, have fewer disabilities in old age, and have
more stable marriages; they have greater happiness and life satisfaction as well as less
depression and substance abuse.

Both the top 20 and the bottom 30 have become less religious by any indicator, but
the top 20 have many more nonreligious associations than the bottom 30 and are likely to
have ideologies and professional goals that may serve some of the same functions as religion
formerly did.

In a word, the bottom 30 percent of Whites have begun to resemble underclass Blacks.
Mothers are strung out on drugs; children are raised by exhausted grandmothers; infants are
left to the care of four-year-olds while Mother parties; fathers are absent and boyfriends
abuse; children are truant from school for weeks.

What was the downfall of the formerly (mostly) upright, hard-working, religious
White working class? Murray offers two reasons, one of which is pretty silly: Namely while
the upper class is still doing what Americans are supposed to be doing, they fail to “preach
what they practice.” They don’t tell the lower orders to shape up. Saying what, exactly? “Get
yourself a good job like me, my good man, and don’t be a layabout.” “Get married before
you think about children, young lady.” The failure is part of the pathological tolerance of the
upper middle class, whose political correctness forbids finding fault with other groups.

The other reason, which should not surprise, given Murray’s life-long goal of
destroying the social safety net, is the welfare state. People don’t have to work to live and
reproduce: Consequently marriage weakens, associations decline, and anomie results.



Experts on welfare tell me that it is virtually impossible for an able-bodied man to
actually get welfare himself (though admittedly Murray’s statistics indicate that a lot of able-
bodied men in the bottom 30 have disabled status). It’s even very difficult for an able-bodied
woman to get much in the way of welfare other than food stamps. But in fact, for a man,
what with girlfriends and mothers who work, the occasional $10-an-hour job and maybe a
little illegal activity, it’s possible to get by.

But any reasonable analysis of the causes of lower social-class lethargy would focus
on the fact that Granddad was able to make $50,000 in 2010 dollars by working in a factory,
Dad makes $35,000 working at a big-box store, and the only jobs readily available to young
men whose education stopped at high school are $18,000 jobs as a security guard or fry
cook. It may also be relevant that income inequality is greater today than at any time since
the 1920s and that income inequality in the United States is greater than in any other rich
country. Greater inequality is associated with greater social ills—across countries and across
time for the United States.

For Murray to successfully argue that the primary reason for the unfortunate condition
of the bottom 30 percent of Americans is the existence of the safety net, he would have to
show that the situation at the bottom of the social ladder is worse in Europe than in the
United States. The safety net in Western Europe is far more extensive and reliable than in
the United States, and the income gap between rich and poor is much smaller. All evidence
indicates that the worst-off Europeans are not in as bad shape as the worst-off Americans.

So why do we have this disastrous situation? I don’t pretend to know. But some pretty
basic facts about behavior seem relevant. Organisms do what they get paid for—and the
most important things all organisms care about are survival and reproduction. Reproduction
is no longer dependent on provisioning a female and her offspring, as it was for human men
throughout human history. Hunter–gatherers had to hunt for the family to survive. Farmers
had to plow the back forty. In modern times bringing home the bacon is merely a metaphor.
Having money is the only requirement for survival and reproduction.

Women are now able to fend for themselves to a degree that is unique in history. A
man is necessary to produce a baby but is no longer needed to guarantee its survival. To be
sure, a financially successful man can have sexual access to someone of higher mate value
than can a less successful one. But for a man with little education and few skills, such access
may be beyond reach. He can’t make enough money to become significantly more attractive
to women. So let the woman do the work, thank you.

Reproduction has never been the main goal of most humans. Nature takes care of
getting reproduction accomplished by seeing to it that humans want to have sex. And sex
doesn’t bring with it the degree of risk that it used to, thanks to contraception. A woman’s
relatives don’t have occasion to demand a shotgun wedding. So the pill and women’s
liberation, which produce such benefits for the top 20 percent of the population, especially
the women in it, have had much more mixed effects for the bottom 30 percent.



Murray’s proposed solution of reducing or eliminating the safety net can’t be expected
to solve the problems. And Murray is not prepared to cut the poor off without a cent. He
proposes to replace the net with a guaranteed minimum income for all. If such a minimum
were to be enough to keep body and soul together, it’s far from clear that it would result in
making the men at the bottom shape up. Indeed, by the terms of Murray’s own arguments,
adequate minimum incomes might exacerbate the problems.

The psychological problems produced by the new poverty are enormous, extending
far beyond reduced well-being to include greater susceptibility to diseases such as diabetes,
obesity, stress, and consequently poorer intellectual skills. The greater stress that comes with
illness, absent and incompetent mothers, and abusive father substitutes directly affects the
hippocampus (memory) and the prefrontal cortex (attention control, working memory,
ability to learn).

High-paying factory and union jobs are not coming back any time soon. Education
and greater intellectual skills are key to producing sufficient income to entice the poor to
work in greater numbers. The interventions that seem to me to hold the most promise have to
do with education (for further reading on this view, I recommend Cancian & Danziger,
2009, and Nisbett, 2009). This includes instruction of mothers-to-be and new mothers in
proper infant care and intellectual stimulation. Some such programs have been shown to be
effective in changing parents’ behavior.

The best preschool programs result in drastic reductions in the likelihood of being
held back in school or assigned to special education, dramatically higher likelihood of
completing high school and going to college, and greatly reduced likelihood of being
imprisoned or becoming a public charge. In purely economic terms, the benefits of such
programs have been estimated to produce returns on the order of four to eight times their
cost. The best elementary school programs have been shown to substantially increase verbal
and mathematical skills, even when these interventions occur as late as the fifth grade.

Psychologists need to voice support for such interventions at a time when budget cuts
for these very programs are being proposed. Their help is also needed in constructing even
better educational interventions than those that now exist.
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