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the extension of real democracy to the ghetto would do much
to make its residents feel that they have some power to change
their lives and their living conditions.

Finally, a massive research program on the structure of the
Negro family ought to be undertaken, to determine how and
where it breeds pathology, and to permit the development of
therapeutic methods to aid those who cannot adapt to programs
for equality of results. There will be men who are so ravaged
by deprivation and despair that they cannot hold a job even
when jobs are plentiful, but I am confident that if men can
be given a viable occupational role, if family income is sufficient
to guarantee a decent living, if Negroes are freed from the
material and emotional punishment of racial discrimination, and
are allowed to participate as first-class citizens in the political
community, a healthy Negro family structure — which may or
may not coincide with the middle-class ideal — will develop
as a result.

v

The insistence on equality of results in the Moynihan Report
is therefore the most effective approach to removing the in-
stabilities of the Negro family. Whether or not Moynihan’s
plea — and that made by President Johnson at Howard University
~ will be heeded remains to be seen. The economic, social, and
political changes required to provide equality are drastic, and
both the white and the Negro middle class—not to mention
the white lower class — have a considerable investment in the
status quo which condemns the poor Negro to membership in a
powerless, dependent and deprived underclass. President John-
son’s success in achieving his legislative program in Congress
suggests that some change can be initiated through federal action,
but the implementation of civil rights legislation and antipoverty
programs also indicates that much of the federal innovation is
subverted at the local level and that a significant portion of the
new funds are drained off to support the very political and
economic forces that help to keep the lower-class Negro in his
present position.

Federal and local officials must do all they can to prevent this
from happening in the future, but they must be supported —
and pressured — by professional, religious, and civic groups dedi-
cated to racial equality. Also, the civil rights movement must
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b.egin to represent and speak for the low-income Negro popula-
t¥on more than it has done in the past, for if the Negro revolu-
tion and the social peace of which Moynihan speaks are to be
won, they must be won by and for that population.

Yet inescapably, the Negro problem is primarily a white prob-
lem, for the ultimate source of change must be the white popu-
lation. Of the twin ideals of American democracy which Moyni-
han describes, it has traditionally opted for Liberty rather than
Equality, including the liberty to keep the less equal in their
place. It would be hard to imagine a sudden ground swell for
equality from the white population, but if it really wants to
prevent the spreading of violent Protest through race riots, and
the proliferation of the less visible but equally destructive pI:OteSt
expressed through delinquency and drug addiction, it must allow
its political leaders to make the changes in the American social
econqmic, and political structure that are needed to move towarci
e.q.uahty. Unfortunately, so far most whites are less touched than
titillated by riots and family breakdown, and more driven to
rev.eng.e than to reform when Negro deprivation does reach into
tht?ll‘ lives. In this desert of compassion, the Moynihan Report is
a tiny oasis of hope, and if properly interpreted and implemented
a first guide to the achievement of equality in the years to come:

D. SAVAGE DISCOVERY: THE MOYNIHAN REPORT*

William Ryanf

[E.ditors’ note: Fron'1 The Nation, November 22, 1965, This article was
widely distributed in slightly longer form in early October, 1965, and
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the Negro in America. It contains frightening statistics about
broken Negro families, illegitimate Negro children and Negro
welfare recipients, and these have been seized on by journalists
who proclaim in loud voices what the Moynihan Report states
very quietly: Negro family instability is a basic cause of the
Negro inequality and “pathology” that are reflected in unemploy-
ment statistics, census data and the results of sociological re-
search.

In view of this influence, it is important to make public the
serious shortcomings of the report that a careful analysis un-
covers. Briefly, it draws dangerously inexact conclusions from
weak and insufficient data; encourages (no doubt unintentionally)
a new form of subtle racism that might be termed “Savage
Discovery,” and seduces the reader into believing that it is not
racism and discrimination but the weaknesses and defects of the
Negro himself that account for the present status of inequality
between Negro and white. The document can be criticized on three
levels: first, the methodological weaknesses; second, the manifest
misstatements; and, finally, the naive error of interpreting statisti-
cal relationships in cause-and-effect terms; that is, of stating that,
since A is associated with B, it follows that A causes B.

Among the methodological weaknesses is the use of such ma-
terial as census data without apparent awareness either of its
deficiencies or, more important, of the existence of other well-
known or well-estimated data within whose context this ma-
terial must be considered. The outstanding example of this failure
is a highly sophomoric treatment of illegitimacy.

Illegitimacy looms large in the Moynihan Report, in the text
and in the illustrations. Only 4 per cent of the relatively dull
tables but fully 22 per cent of the large and dramatic charts
and graphs concern illegitimacy, which shines through the report
as the prime index of “family breakdown.” This is one of the
main beams in the hypothetical structure being put together.
In an oversimplified way, the implicit hypothesis goes like this:
the values of Negro culture (produced by centuries of slavery
and mistreatment, to be sure) are such that there is little com-
mitment to the main components of family organization — legit-
imacy, material stability, etc. The implicit point is that Negroes
tolerate promiscuity, illegitimacy, one-parent families, welfare
dependency, and everything else that is supposed to follow.

The authors of The Negro Family take at face value Census
Bureau statistics that record illegitimacy rates for whites at about

INTELLECTUAL RESPONSE TO REPORT 459

3 per cent, for Negroes at about 22 per cent. More careful con-
sideration, in the context of other well-known facts, would re-
veal not so much a careless acceptance by Negroes of promiscuity
and illegitimacy, as a systematic inequality of access to a variety
of services and information.

If we do not attribute the 7-to-1 difference in illegitimacy
rates to Negro family instability as a subcultural trait, what does
account for these differences? Here, very briefly, are a few pieces
of additional data:

Reporting. Illegitimate births are significantly underreported, and
are more underreported for whites than for nonwhites. This is
true, first, because reporting is dependent upon discriminatory
white sources. Second, white illegitimate births occur more often
in private hospitals, are attended by sympathetic — and white —
doctors, and involve the cooperation of social agencies, all of
which work consciously to help the white unmarried mother
conceal the fact of illegitimacy.

Shotgun marriages. A large portion of first-born children are
conceived “illegitimately,” with the parents marrying before the
child’s birth. Such marriages are less frequent among Negroes
because of the man’s financial insecurity.

Abortion. It is estimated that more than 1 million illegal and
unreported induced abortions are performed each year. Authori-
ties agree that one-fourth to one-half of these are performed for
unmarried women, and that the overwhelming majority of abor-
tion patients are white. Abortions also account for most of the
differences in the census illegitimacy figures.

An attempt to calculate the “illegitimate conception” rates —
an awkward but interesting term — would probably show that for
whites it would be 12-15 per cent, for Negroes 25-30 per cent.

The differences are clearly not so striking: the ratio drops from
7tolto2to1.

Contraception. Access to contraceptive information and ser-
vices is also unequally distributed in favor of whites. The extent
of inequality is not known, but if the differentia] were as low
as 2 to 1 in favor of whites, we would be able to conclude that
“illegitimate intercourse” — if we may push the terminology
this far — is about the same among Negroes and whites.
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In any case, it is not necessary to introduce a complex and
highly speculative hypothesis about the malformation of the
Negro family by slavery and post-Reconstruction semi-slavery
— that is, the sins of our grandfathers. The facts are more easily
explained as the results of straightforward discrimination — that
is, the sins of ourselves and our contemporaries.

Aid for Dependent Children and Adoption. When they wring
their hands about Negro family life, the journalists who have
seized on the Moynihan Report are most fascinated with illegit-
imacy, but their next favorite is its presumed consequence: the
number of Negro mothers receiving AFDC support. How, we
may ask, does a Negro mother with an illegitimate child “get on”
AFDC? First, of course, she must decide to keep the child; how
does she make this decision? The answer is remarkably simple:
she is rarely called on to make the choice. The services of adop-
tion agencies and maternity homes are mostly for white mothers,
who account for about 90 per cent of agency adoptions of illegit-
imate children, and probably an even higher proportion of
independent adoptions. Again to oversimplify: white illegitimate
babies get adopted, their Negro counterparts “go on” AFDC. And
again we are faced with contemporary discrimination — our
sins, not the sins of our grandparents,

To summarize, the reported rates of illegitimacy among Negroes
and whites tell us nothing at all about differences in family
structure, historical forces, instability, or anything else about
which the authors speculate. From the known data, we can
conclude only that Negro and white girls probably engage in
premarital intercourse in about the same proportions, but that
the white girl more often takes Enovid or uses a diaphragm; if
she gets pregnant, she more often obtains an abortion; if she
has the baby, first she is more often able to conceal it and,
second, she has an infinitely greater opportunity to give it up
for adoption.

The treatment of illegitimacy data in the Moynihan Report
is one example of inexpert methodology. A more general defect
is the subtly irrational presentation of correlational data to imply
a cause-and-effect relationship. The method of argument is, first,
to present data about “family breakdown" among Negroes —
separation, illegitimacy, broken homes, female household heads,
etc. — and then to juxtapose statistics about the “tangle of pa-
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thology” among Negroes. In the manner of a propaganda docu-
ment, the report allows the reader to make the cause-and-effect
connection on the basis of his own prejudice. Little or no actual
cause-and-effect data is presented.

Of the total of 125 different blocks of information presented —
forty-seven tables, eighteen charts and sixty pieces of data in
the text — more than 80 per cent is purely descriptive, retailing
stale and well-known sociological facts. Only nine pieces of in-
formation (a scant 7 per cent of the total) relate to the conclu-
sions drawn by the authors. Of these nine, six are reports of
studies showing a relationship between broken homes and
delinquency, and one is drawn from the 1960 census to show
that children with both parents present in the home are — not
unsurprisingly — less likely to drop out of school. The final two
pieces of evidence show that the tested IQs of children with
fathers in the home are higher than those without fathers in the
home.

This is the sum total of evidence from which the authors draw
such sweeping conclusion as:

At the heart of the deterioration of the fabric of Negro society
is the deterioration of the Negro family. It is the fundamental
source of weakness of the Negro community at the present time.

Unless this damage [the deterioration of the Negro family] is
repaired, all the effort to end discrimination and poverty and in-
justice will come to little.

Three centuries of injustice have brought about deep-seated
structural distortions in the life of the Negro American. . . . The
cycle can be broken only if these distortions are set right. In a
word, a national effort toward the problems of Negro Americans
must be directed toward the question of family structure.

Confronted with such enormous conclusions based on such
tiny scraps of evidence, an uncharitable response would be “irre-
sponsible nonsense!”; the most charitable possible verdict would
be “not proved.”

Of the other thirteen pieces of data in which evidence of rela-
tionships is presented, two are somewhat tangential, showing
that poor people have larger families than rich people, a fact
that has not heretofore been very well concealed. The other eleven
show relationships between unemployment and broken families,
unemployment and illegitimacy, income level and illegitimacy,
and unemployment and public assistance under the AFDC pro-
gram. These, too, are well-known relationships, and anyone with




462 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

a tolerable command of social statistics could add a whole set of
additional correlations: unemployment and infant mortality, in-
come level and dilapidated housing, broken families and number
of tuberculosis cases, etc., etc. What these cool correlations
mean, when translated from census data to the lives of human
beings, is that poor people tend to live in slums, to be op-
pressed and exploited and mistreated, and to experience enor-
mous amounts of social, economic, mental and physical suffering
as a result. A disproportionate share of the poor are Negro and
they experience a vastly disproportionate share of this suffering.
It would be far more reasonable to conclude not that “family
instability” leads to a “tangle of pathology” but that poor Negro
families — that is, half of all Negro families — are bitterly dis-
criminated against and exploited, with the result that the indi-
vidual, the family and the community are all deeply injured.

It is not possible to comment on this smug document without
pointing out a few errors of fact. The first — “conditions in
Harlem are not worse, they are probably better than in most
Negro ghettos” — is followed, predictably, by data about high
illegitimacy rates in Harlem to suggest apparently that even in
Harlem, the very paradise of ghettos, the Negro family is falling
apart.

Another stupefying statement in the report is: “It is probable
that, at present, a majority of the crimes against the person, such
as rape, murder, and aggravated assault, are committed by Ne-
groes.” To support this statement the authors quote arrest and
conviction rates, which are notoriously different from rates of
crimes committed. It is well known that Negroes — guilty and
innocent alike — are more readily arrested, and convicted, than
whites. To conclude from the data offered that Negroes commit
the majority of significant crimes is an inept piece of interpre-
tation.

Another fantastic error deserves to be quoted: “The white
family has achieved a high degree of stability and is maintaining
that stability. By contrast, the family structure of lower class
Negroes . . . is approaching complete breakdown.” Such a state-
ment reflects a double standard: if we were to use the authors’
indices of family stability, principaily divorce and illegitimacy,
we should have to say that both white and Negro families —
American families in general — are *‘crumbling.” White divorce
rates have zoomed almost 800 per cent in less than 100 years,
and white illegitimacy has increased more than 50 per cent in the
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;\?:tgrf)v;r:.nty-ﬁve years-—a rate of increase greater than that of
What we are confronted with, in fact, is another example of
the authors’ ineptness — the careless tying together of such vague
conc.;epts as “family stability” with a few specific measures of
family composition. No sophisticated social scientist would rest
a br_oad.concept on such crude and simplistic measures, That the
family is an extremely complex institution is almost too Well
known to require restatement. Its structure and function vary in
subtle ways, over time, and from one culture to another. If we
were to adopt The Negro F amily’s narrow and wholly inadequate
framework for evaluating family stability, we could raise an
equally sensational storm about the urban family falling apart
when compared with the farm family; or the modern family when
compared with the family of our grandfathers’ day. Which ma
suggest why it is unwise to take a few pieces of census data ang
drav»:‘fort'h portentous conclusions about “the fabric of society”
?ﬁlél Niamll);\ structure” and “structural distortions in the life of
gro American.” It
make och fudoncom takes more than a desk calculator to
Evidence of improvements in American race relations is to be
founc.l 'all the way from Birmingham lunch counters to national
.telev1s10n commercials. As yet, however, the change has had little
impact on the life of the average American Negro. He remains
badly housed, badly educated, underemployed and underpaid
:‘r}llg ‘t;:zms ofdthe discourse change, but the inequality persists;
spend more time i ini is i i i
doing somathing oroam in explaining this inequality than in
The explax'lations almost always focus on supposed defects of
the Negro victim as if those —and not the racist structure of
American society — were the cause of all woes that Negroes
spffer. The Moynihan Report, following this line of thinking
'smgles .out the “‘unstable Negro family” as the cause of Negrt;
;r;;eqliahtfy. Bu: the statistics, as has been suggested, reflect current
cts of contempora iscriminati
ehects poraneous discrimination. They are results, not
The.new ideology, accepted now even by some liberals, would
m.a.ke 1t seem that unemployment, poor education and slum con-
ditions result from family breakdown, “cultural deprivation,” and
lack of “acculturation” of Southern rural migrants. ‘
To sustain this ideology, it is necessary to engage in the popular
new sport of Savage Discovery, and to fit the theory, savages are
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being discovered in. great. profusion.in the Northern ghetto. The
all-time favorite “savage” is the promiscuous mother who pro-
duces a litter of illegitimate brats in order to profit from AFDC.
~ Qther triumphs of savage discovery are the child who cannot
read because, it is said, his parents never talk to him, and the
‘“untenantable” Negro family (apparently a neologism for ‘“un-
bearable”) that is reputed to throw garbage out the window.

If we are to believe the new ideologues, we must conclude that
segregation and discrimination are not the terrible villains we
thought they were. Rather, we are told the Negro's condition is
* due to his “pathology,” his values, the way he lives, the kind of
family life he leads. The major qualification — the bow to egali-
tarianism — is that these conditions are said to grow out of the
Negro’s history of being enslaved and oppressed — generations
ago. ;
It is all an ingenious way of “‘copping a plea.” As the murderer
pleads guilty to manslaughter to avoid a conviction that might
lead to his being electrocuted, liberal America today is pleading
guilty to the savagery and oppression against thée Negro that
happened 100 years ago, in order to escape trial for the crimes
of today. :

The theme is: “The Negro was not initially born inferior, he .

has been made inferior by generations of harsh treatment.” Thus
we continue to assert that the Negro is inferior, while chastely
maintaining that all men are equal. It is all rather painful, as well
as fallacious. For the fact is that the Negro child learns less not
because his mother doesn’t subscribe to The Reader’s Digest and

doesn’t give him colored crayons for his third birthday, but

because he is miseducated in segregated slum schools.

The Negro is more often unemployed because he is last .

hired and first fired — not because his mother preferred a suc-
cession of temporary lovers to a permanent husband. Whenever
we move toward full employment, the Negro is employed, usually,
of course, at.the bottom. of the status ladder. When workers. are

needed badly. enough, the supposed lack of skills of the Negro

suddenlyvbecgmes less inhibiting. This was shown during. the

- war wﬁen.g%

l¥'s home inthe Northern

these families. are not

TR

more. important to have someone. operating the -
it was, ta. preserve. the myth of Negro -

ed. explanations. about Southern. mural -

~ long, to end the racism that has trul ‘caused a “breakdown”
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recently from the South and few are rural. In the second place
the condition of the housing is more easily explained by the,
neglect of slum landlords, and the crowding caused by the
criminal shortage of decent low-income housing.

. It is tempting, when faced with a complex problem, to wallow
in the very chaos of complexity rather than to begin the task of
unraveling and analyzing and, ultimately, of acting, It is obviously
true that the Negro suffers from a never-ending cycle of oppres-
sion not only from generation to generation but, in the case of
many individuals, from medically uncared-for birth to premature
death. Each condition has its labyrinth of causation, and we soon
discover that the Negro family of six in the three-room apartment
has been placed there not only by the greedy slumlord and the
barbarous realtor but also and equally by the venal housing in-
spector, and even by the noble women leagued with her sisters
in voting for a “progressive” zoning ordinance in her trim subur-
ban town.

But to move from the recognition of infernal complexity to the
refuge of damnably inaccurate simplicity is surely heresy. Much
has to be done. All of it is difficult, tangled and anxious-making.
Still it must be done; there’s no escape in the world of sociological
fakery.

Time after time, the Negro has had to deny in action the myths
ar.ld lies that have been constructed to soothe the conscience of
his oppressor. He had to deny his supposed docility, first by
hopeless revolts against his slave-master, and then by fighting in
plue uniforms by the hundreds of thousands; his lack of interest
in education by almost magically expanding the few dollars he
could lay hands on to send his sons through high school and his
granddaughters to graduate school. He had to deny the myth of
a‘path.y both by the organized brilliance of a Woodlawn organiza-
tion in Chicago and the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party

'in Mississippi, and by the unorganized bursts of blind energy

that we called riots in Los Angeles, Philadelphia, Harlem and
Rochester.

-If we persist in creating a new set of myths. to justify the status
quo; calling on the sociclogists and. their friends to give us. the
ammunition of “family disorganization” and “cultural depriva-
tion,” the Negro will doubtless destroy these too. But when w

started to-move'toward ending- the‘mythis that Kave bound ¢

our community and our nation, why- turn. back?
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Obviously, if we stop discriminating tomorrow, grea.t damage
will remain — damage ranging from miseducation that is at best
partly reversible, to hatred and bitterness that may be unalterable.
This damage calls for correction and compensation. Buj:’ we must
be clear what we mean by ‘“compensatory programs” and we
must face directly what we are compensating for. Compensation
should mean that we give back what we took away. For the
millions of grown and half-grown Negro Americ?m's who have
already been damaged, we must make up for the injury that we
did to them. This is what we must compensate for; not for some
supposed inherent or acquired inferiority or weakness or in-
stability of the victim whom we injured.

What, then, is to be done? The young Negro man who dropped
out of school or, worse, graduated from high school with a
seventh-grade education, represents a specific example of damage
done — in his lifetime, in our lifetime. The damage must be cor-
rected to the greatest extent possible, by re-education, by trainu}g,
by any means that become necessary. If a result of the demorah_z-
ing experience of growing up Negro is that a man does nqt in
fact have the skills to obtain available work, he cannot be written
off and relegated to a life of welfare subsistence. And it .is almost
as cruel to go through the motions of furnishing him irrelevant
skills for imaginary jobs.

But the first order of business remains, now and in the near
future, to bring a real end to real discrimination and segregat.ion.
These are the major causes of the conditions which the Moynihan
Report so easily labels “family instability’” and the '‘tangle of
pathology.” We must not forget to end discrimination or all our
good works will amount to very little.

E. THE NEGRO FAMILY AND THE MOYNIHAN REPORT*
Laura Carper

[Editors’ note: From Dissent, March-April, 1966. See pages 266—267.]

When discussed among the editors of Dissent, the_foﬂpwing article aroused
unusually strong reactions, pro and con. We print it because it focuses

* Reprinted with permission of the author and Dissent.
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sharply on controversial matters. Several editors have declared their inten-
tion to dispute Mrs. Carper in a subsequent issue; and a copy of the article
has been sent to Mr. Moynihan with an invitation to reply. — Ed.

MRS. BOYLE: We'll go. Come, Mary, an’ we'll never come back here
agen. Let your father furrage for himself now; I've done all I could
an’ it was all no use — he'll be hopeless till the end of his days. I've
got a little room in me sisther’s where we'll stop till your throuble is
over, an’ then we'll work together for the sake of the baby.

MARY: My poor little child that'll have no father!

MRS. BOYLE: It'll have what's far better — it'll have two mothers.

(Juno and the Paycock, Act 111, Sean O’Casey)

The culmination of intensive efforts to codify the life of the
hapless is a document published by the Department of Labor
entitled The Negro Family: The Case for National Action and
commonly referred to as *“The Moynihan Report,” after the
reputed head of the investigation — the sociologist Daniel Moyni-
han. With the publication of this document a sociological theory
which borders on an ideology has become a political weapon
which we are all obliged to examine. In order to understand the
theoretical framework within which this document was written,
we must take a cursory look at sociological thought in the recent
period.

In 1960, Dreger and Miller published in the Psychological Bul-
letin a critical evaluation of the “Comparative Psychological
Studies of Negroes and Whites in the United States,” which was
an examination of the relevant contributions in the field between
1943 and 1958. They concluded that “in the areas of psychological
functioning most closely related to the sociological, social class
differences show up more clearly as a basis for differentiation
between the two groups. Leadership, family life, child rearing
practices, fertility and mate selection all seem to conform to social
structure rather than to racial lines per se.”

Dreger and Miller’s conclusion reflected the intensive efforts
of liberal sociological and psychological thought of the period. It
was the culmination of a thoroughgoing examination of the corro-
sive effects of our peculiar social organization and value system
on the Negro as compared to the white. They were unable to
find a uniquely Negro personality or Negro psychology in any
class. Their conclusion became a landmark in the field with which
every investigator has been forced to contend.

In April 1964, however, The Journal of Social Issues published
a collection of studies with an introduction by Thomas Pettigrew
and Daniel C. Thompson and a lead article by Thomas Pettigrew




