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			“The economist Robert Cherry is a leading social critic and analyst whose book will make an important contribution to improve the lives of our most disadvantaged citizens.”

			–Glenn Loury, Merton P. Stoltz Professor of the Social Sciences and Professor of Economics at Brown University and senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute

			“My good friend Dr. Cherry has written an important book on a crucial topic: how we can achieve meaningful policy changes that will actually help those who need them most, instead of fanning the flames of partisan conflict just to keep incumbents in power. My sincere hope is that Americans of all ideologies can rally behind Dr. Cherry’s common sense proposals, so we can finally make room for positive change in our cities.”

			–Robert Woodson, American civil rights activist, community development leader, author, founder and president of the Woodson Center, and coordinator of 1776 Unites, an organization that counters the New York Times initiated 1619 Project

			“Legions these days are looking for books on how we get past race, being directed to a certain few wokeness primers, and sensing that they need more. This book is the answer—an informed class on what black America REALLY needs to do now, that lets go of the left’s agitprop pipedreams while also dismissing the right-wing’s distrust of government programs. Read this book for common sense and plain truth.”

			–John McWhorter, Columbia University professor, columnist at the Atlantic, New York Times, and widely published essayist and podcasters

			“Robert Cherry’s bold new treatise provides an outstanding analysis of black America’s plight and the governmental programs and policies that have been adopted to address perennial problems affecting black neighborhoods. After rejecting theories of victimization, Cherry systematically evaluates various initiatives designed to reduce violent crime, increase housing, and generate business opportunities. Next, he examines educational and occupational opportunities for blacks. Starting with family structure, he looks at colleges and universities and K–12 education. This powerful book ends with clear, compassionate, and results-oriented recommendations for improving the lives of black Americans. I highly recommend this easy to read book for college students, policymakers, and others who care about race in America and would like to make a difference during a time of great despair and negativity that offer no hope for positive change within existing structures.”

			–Carol Swain, former Princeton and Vanderbilt tenured professor of political science and vice-chair of President Trump’s 1776 Commission

			“The new book from Dr. Robert Cherry is a much needed addition to the canon of American race relations. Treading through contested terrain, Bob makes point after point relevant to some of the most important conversations of today. He correctly identifies the major problems in the Black community, touching on family instability, homicide and other crime, a troubled relationship with the educational system, and failing ‘one party state’ neighborhoods as well as racism. He proposes solutions, a litany including charter schools, managed gentrification, vocational education, and community involvement with local police. Notably, to me as a wonk, he makes an important and rarely heard point—boring incremental reforms that can be regularly evaluated tend to be far more effective than revolutionary ones not amenable to measurement. Perhaps most importantly, his book emphasizes the key theme of the 1776 Unites initiative to which we both belong. The solution to today’s problems will not lie in teaching young Black (or other) people a lengthy victim narrative, but rather in fostering within them a narrative of self-reliance that includes a practical understanding of how to succeed. I don’t agree with Bob on everything—he is far kinder to the modern welfare system than I would be—but his book is well worth reading.”

			–Wilfred Reilly, political scientist at Kentucky State University and author of numerous books and articles related to race

			“For some time now I have admired the work and writing of Robert Cherry. He is unafraid to take on the excesses of the radical left on questions of race, poverty and crime in Black neighborhoods but he is wise enough to know that much progress in those neighborhoods comes from effective government interventions. This balanced view has led to substantial positive change in America and is what we need right now.”

			–Robert Doar, president of American Enterprise Institute

			“In this clear-eyed, deeply informed book, Robert Cherry challenges what has become the go-to explanation for the racial performance gaps that still plague the United States: namely ‘systemic racism.’ The State of the Black Family shows how this explanation ignores considerable progress against discriminatory policies on the one hand, and the post 1960’s destructive tendencies in black family formation on the other. Family and neighborhood breakdown have had especially disastrous results for black boys and men and has led to widespread school failure, criminal behavior, multiple, abusive partnerships, unemployment, and intergenerational poverty. His solutions are based on neither ideology or victim-blaming but rather on a careful parsing of the data, a grasp of the universal importance of stable family and neighborhood life for raising successful children, and examples of actual policy successes.”

			–Kay Hymowitz, William E. Simon Fellow at the Manhattan Institute and a contributing editor of City Journal

			“In an era of inflammatory rhetoric about America’s racial divisions, Robert Cherry offers a sober account of the facts about racial inequality. These facts are never told accurately by the proponents of identity politics who gain from racial discord. If the US is to get past the false rhetoric that drives racial politics, it will have to face up to the realities communicated in this book.”

			–James Heckman, Nobel Prize–winning economist who is the Henry Schultz Distinguished Service Professor in Economics and affiliate professor at the Harris School of Public Policy at the University of Chicago
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Foreword by Glenn C. Loury, Merton Stoltz Professor of the Social Sciences, Brown University

			A specter haunts the domestic political landscape in America today. It is the specter of racial conflict. Our pundits tell us that we are living in a period of “racial reckoning” in America. The fact is, racial disputes suffuse our public life—from school committee elections to national political contests. The estrangement of many black intellectuals, politicians, journalists, and activists is palpable, and this estrangement derives, in large part, from the fact of persistent black disadvantage across so many fronts in our economic and social life. The reality here is too familiar, too widely known to require elaborate recitation. Whether considering health or wealth, income or education, imprisonment, or criminal victimization—the disadvantaged status of us Americans who descend from slaves, here in the third decade of the twenty-first century, more than 150 years after official emancipation of enslaved Africans, is plain for all to see. What are we to make of this?

			That question has bedeviled me for decades—indeed, ever since I began my graduate studies in economics at MIT a half century ago. Why, I asked, the success of the civil rights movement notwithstanding, has the unequal economic status of black Americans persisted into the twenty-first century? In keeping with the framework that Robert Cherry employs in this book, I have come to see that clear thinking about this difficult problem requires us to distinguish between the role played by anti-black discrimination, past and present, and the role of the behavioral patterns to be found among some blacks. This, I admit, puts what is a very sensitive issue rather starkly. Like Cherry, I suggest we chart a middle course—acknowledging anti-black biases and insisting these be remedied where possible, but also urging that we identify and seek to reverse the behavioral patterns that are preventing some of our people from seizing newly opened opportunities.

			Two Conflicting Narratives about Racial Disparities

			I want to preface this discussion of persistent racial inequality by invoking the notion of “narrative,” gesturing toward an appreciation for the power of the story and noting that historical evidence does not pin down the stories we tell ourselves about our experience. One of Cherry’s principal insights, as I understand him, is that we’re telling the wrong story about persisting racial disparity. Indeed, multiple accounts can be consistent with the same facts. So, there is an inescapable element of choice about how we “narrate” those facts. Some prominent economists—UC Berkeley’s George Akerlof and Robert Shiller of Yale, for example—have recently stressed the importance of narratives for understanding social outcomes. I want to juxtapose two conflicting narratives about persisting racial inequality: what I call the bias narrative versus the development narrative. I will be advocating for the latter. We have a choice, I am saying, about how to look at this problem. Moreover, we have consistently been making the wrong choice.

			“Hands up, don’t shoot.” That narrative was heard frequently after Michael Brown was killed by a police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014—abetting the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement. This was a singular event in the history of racial conflict in America. It would appear that, actually, there was no validity to the “hands up, don’t shoot” story. Rather, the fact is that Brown attacked the police officer who, fearing for his life, then shot him. Independent investigations by local authorities and the US Department of Justice concluded as much. Eyewitnesses have testified to this effect. The fact of the matter is that “hands up, don’t shoot” never happened.

			But it did happen virtually. It happened in effect. It happened because of the force of the narrative: a black man brutalized by overbearing, vicious, and racist state power. For many, that story overwhelmed all the facts in the case. There is a documentary by filmmaker Eli Steele, narrated by his father, Shelby, called Who Killed Michael Brown?1 The film reviews the Michael Brown case and concludes that “hands up, don’t shoot” is what Shelby Steele, the film’s writer and narrator, calls a “poetic truth”—an account so powerfully resonant with a narrative paradigm that it may as well be true. Once it gets out there, many will have a hard time believing that it is not true because the power of the narrative is so great. For many, stories about bias against African Americans have this allure. I argue here that this has become a problem.

			Likewise, “systemic racism” is a kind of narrative. What, after all, do people mean when saying “systemic racism”? They mean that racially disparate outcomes today are due to complex systems of social interaction embodying morally suspect historical practices whose consequences persist. “Mass incarceration” on this view is “systemic racism” because of the way that urban areas are organized, because of decisions society has made about prohibiting traffic in addictive substances, due to poor education and inadequate economic opportunity for certain sectors of society, all of which leave black youngsters with no alternative other than to engage in the illicit activities for which they are being punished.

			I am not a fan of this systemic racism narrative because it is imprecise; those invoking it beg the question: I want to know exactly what structures, what dynamic processes, they mean, and I want to know exactly how race figures into that story. The people employing that narrative do not tell me this. History, I would argue, is complicated. Racial disparities have multiple causes that interact with one another, ranging from culture, politics, and economic incentives to historical accident, environmental factors and, yes, the acts of some individuals who may be racists, as well as systems of law and policy that are disadvantaging to some racial groups without having so been intended. So, I am left wanting to know just what they are talking about when they say “systemic racism.” Use of that phrase expresses a disposition. It calls me to solidarity while asking for fealty, for my affirmation of a system of belief. It frames the issue primarily in terms of anti-black bias. It is only one among many possible narratives about racial disparities, and often not the most compelling one, as Robert Cherry demonstrates, over and over again, in this book.

			Inspired to some degree by Cherry, I wish to offer here an alternative way of telling the story of persistent racial inequality, which I will call the “development narrative.” This account stresses patterns of behavior within the disadvantaged population that need to be considered. I speak now about African Americans, some forty million people—a variegated and heterogeneous population. One size does not fit all. Nevertheless, I am willing to ask: Do some behaviors observable in certain communities of color have the consequence of inhibiting the development of human potential among their members? And should such behavioral disparities be borne in mind when confronting and acting against the fact of racial inequality?

			Here is an illustration of why the distinction between these narratives might be important. Consider school discipline. I call your attention to the Department of Education policy under the Obama administration of admonishing school districts that reported racial disparity in the frequency with which students were suspended from school for disruptive behavior. The statistics reveal that black students are suspended more often relative to their numbers. Looking at the average frequency of suspension for black and white students in a school district, that is, one sees a disparate incidence of suspension by race.

			Obama’s Office of Civil Rights in the Department of Education sent a letter to local school districts warning them that they should be aware of and take efforts to reduce this disparity or they might find themselves subject to being investigated for racial discrimination.

			Now, the racial disparity in this area is, indeed, nontrivial. If it reflected the racially discriminatory behavior of the school districts—principals, teachers, and security officers who are biased in how they treated disruptive behavior, such that the same acts by a white student are met with a less punitive response—then that would, indeed, be alarming and would warrant the attention of the authorities.

			Another possibility, however, is that the disruptive behavior being punished occurs more frequently among black students for reasons lying outside the school. If that is the case, then interpreting disparate suspension rates as evidence of racial bias and responding to that by disciplining the school districts—cutting off their funding, perhaps hauling them into court—would be a terrible mistake. Rather, one would want to address the sources of this behavioral disparity. One would certainly not dismiss the racial inequality, but one would address it by attempting to enhance the opportunities and experiences of the affected young people, which shape their behavior patterns, to make those students less subject to disciplinary measures. That is, one would try to enhance their development.

			Let us talk more specifically now about the development problem. I am willing to invoke the demographic observation of a high rate of single parenthood in African-American families, where a mother is raising kids on her own. Nearly three in four black kids are today born to women without husbands. Common sense suggests that this reality cannot be unrelated to some of the outcomes, like disruptive behavior, that concern us. Perhaps it is not the main factor, but it should be part of the story when discussing persistent racial inequality. That I am willing to take it onboard does not, however, answer the question: What is the causal mechanism? A historical sociologist, historian, or demographer well might argue that we do see these different organizational patterns within families, but they are explicable given the historical experience of the respective groups. For Orlando Patterson, a sociologist at Harvard, they are a result of slavery—of the fact that families were disrupted at their core by the intercession of a master’s property claim over and against the filial connections of natal bonding. It is impossible, on his view, that you could have had as intrusive an intervention into intimate social relations among African-descended people as was slavery and not see present-day familial consequences.

			Family organization matters for human development. There is a large racial disparity in family organization. Therefore, part of the story that you need to tell to account for persisting racial inequality involves family organization. In saying that, I would not have precluded a historical argument about the sources of the family organizational patterns. I would simply have been willing to consider the full range of relevant factors as I try to explain persistent racial inequality. This narrative is, of course, fiercely resisted by many. Nonetheless, I urge here that we consider it.

			Violence, murder, homicide—huge racial disparities exist in this area. As anyone reading the newspapers knows, this is a reality of contemporary urban America. And there is a tightly networked set of social connections among the people who are committing and who are victimized by much of this criminal violence. Is that phenomenon, in any straightforward way, a manifestation of bias—of racism? Could it really be about white supremacy? Or is it about the failure of some part of a population to be socialized with the restraint, self-discipline, and commitment to civil behavior that, when widely embraced, make ordinary life and commerce in a community possible? Doesn’t it matter what story we tell here?

			A willingness to ask about the behavior of the violent criminals preying on their neighbors, and the sources within a community of such behavior, is part of what it means to take the development narrative seriously. Again, I am not saying that we should forego trying to do anything about it, that policy has nowhere to go if the problem is mostly on the development side. Policy obviously has a lot to do with the development side, from better education to subsidizing child development to improving parenting skills to helping families move to safer neighborhoods. Nor am I assigning blame since sources outside of the community may be ultimately at fault for developmental deficits. But I am asserting that behavioral patterns such as these, and their cultural antecedents, need to be taken seriously, which is precisely what Robert Cherry is doing in this book.

			Everyone talks about the academic achievement gap. Several groups are suing Harvard University, saying that the school’s affirmative-action practices are penalizing Asian Americans. And the special high schools in New York City are being pressured to change their selection criteria to ensure that they do not enroll a class of more than one thousand first-year students and have only a handful of black kids among that cohort. If you look at the National Assessment of Educational Progress, where a representative sample of American students are regularly tested for their cognitive abilities in mathematics and writing, you can see huge racial disparities in those data.

			Are we willing to consider the development side when talking about that? Are we willing to ask: What is going on in the homes? What do peer groups value? Are we willing to measure the time people spend on homework? How many books there are in the home? Is the large racial disparity in academic achievement better understood when viewed in terms of the bias or the development narrative?

			If you are prepared to discuss the supply side—if you are prepared, that is, to talk about the extent to which members of a marginalized and oppressed group are implicated in their own disadvantage—then some will charge you with “blaming the victim.” I reject that charge categorically. It is not assigning blame to simply observe that the labor market has a supply side and that people engage in behaviors that have deleterious consequences for their future economic prospects.

			Of course, those behavioral patterns well may be a consequence of structural conditions and historical dynamics. On the other hand, if the reflexive response to seeing any disparity of behavior is to say: “Well, this is simply due to historical exigency,” then that has its own moral and philosophic implications in regard to agency—i.e., the extent to which people can be presumed to control their own fate, and the extent to which their communal norms and ways of living are seen as being within their ability to change. And perhaps worst of all, it robs a community of the ability to make social judgments. It undermines their capacity to clearly delineate right and wrong ways of living and to urge individuals to live rightly.

			Nor should it come as a surprise in a society with our racial history that such behavioral patterns would differ by race. Indeed, I would argue that so long as race is a meaningful part of people’s identity, with those meanings being reproduced via patterns of social affiliation, then there will be racial disparities in the structure of social networks in which people are embedded. Moreover, when network-mediated spillovers in human capital acquisition are important, this means there will be some persisting racial disparities of developmental outcome.

			Human Capital versus Social Capital

			Thinking as an economist, I want to contrast the concept of “social capital” with the more familiar idea of “human capital.” Human capital theory attempts to explain variation in the earnings capacities of persons in society by differences in individual investments in educational endeavors. Important things, however, are overlooked in the human capital approach, things having to do with informal social relations.

			The key feature of this incompleteness is the fact that human development is socially situated and mediated. That is to say, development of human beings occurs inside social institutions. It takes place as between people. It is dialogic. Its context is human interaction. Families, peer groups, schools, neighborhoods, communities—these institutions of human association are where development occurs. As such, many resources that are essential to human development—the attention that a parent gives to her child, for example—are not alienable. Developmental resources are not “commodities.” Human development in the main is not for sale.

			Instead, structured connections between individuals create the context within which developmental resources come to be allocated to individual persons. Opportunity travels along the synapses of such social networks. The resulting allocation of resources may not be efficient. Development of human beings is in this respect fundamentally different from corporate investment. The family is one such institution—a fundamental observation since human development begins before birth. Decisions a mother makes—about how closely to attend to her health and nutrition during pregnancy—will alter the development of her fetus. This, and a myriad of other things that I could name, all come together to shape the experience of a newly born infant, who will mature one day to become a human being, and about whom it will be said that he or she has this or that much “productivity,” as reflected in wages or the scores manifested on some cognitive examination. Well, people are not machines, and their “productivities”—that is, their behavioral and cognitive capacities bearing on their economic and social functioning—are not the mere result of a mechanical infusion of material resources. Instead, these capacities are byproducts of social processes mediated by networks of human affiliation and connectivity. This, I maintain, is the key for understanding persistent racial disparities.

			Based on these connections between “race” and “development,” I conclude that durable racial inequality is, ultimately, a cultural phenomenon, implicating not simply transfers of wealth but, more fundamentally, the decisions we make daily about with whom to associate and to identify. Note well: these conceptions about identity are embraced by people of all races. What I have called “social capital” is, on this view, a critical prerequisite for creating “human capital.” In turn, human capital—the experiences, skills, training, education, and acquired social aptitudes that constitute and reflect a person’s development—determines an individual’s earnings power and his ability to generate and to accumulate wealth. In summary, racial inequality persists because the social fact of racial identity limits access to developmental resources and the acquisition of human capital. Financial disparities like the much-touted racial wealth gap—as lamentable as these are—should be expected under such circumstances.

			Avoiding Cultural Essentialism

			This point is fundamental for me. Because without this insight one may do something that, though not illogical, is nevertheless a mistake: One may say, as many more or less conservative commentators have in effect said (but, as Robert Cherry wisely avoids saying in this book!): “Look at recent immigrants from Asia and even from Latin America. They, too, have been victims in various ways. And yet, they have advanced in our society even as the blacks of inner-city Detroit, Chicago, Philadelphia, Baltimore, New Orleans, Los Angeles, Oakland…continue to lag. What’s wrong with those people?” Without realizing that bodily marks signify things—negative things, “otherness” things influencing the opportunity for people bearing those marks to develop their human capacities—without seeing this, one may attribute the backwardness of these people who have been stigmatized to their “essence.” One will say, in effect: “It must be something about ‘those people,’ not about us, that causes them to be so backward.” One will eschew social and political and moral responsibility for their plight and conclude that their failure to develop either reflects the absence of development potential in the first place (and we have books on the shelf making that argument). Or one will decide upon this narrative: “Their failure to develop is due to their cultural depravity that, sadly though inevitably—‘What more can we do?’—causes them to lag behind.”

			My concern here is to warn against a mistake one can make—a mistake in the analysis of a society; a mistake about the extent to which racial inequality reflects essential cultural differences between insular groups of people, rather than it being the product of a system of social interactions within and between groups—interactions that knit us all together in a seamless web. Put directly: to impute a causal role to what one takes to be intrinsic cultural traits of a subordinate racial group, while failing to see the system-wide context from which such dysfunctional cultural patterns have emerged, is to make a significant error of social analysis. I am happy to report that, by focusing on policy interventions that have excellent prospects of success, Robert Cherry avoids these pitfalls.

			Consider the poor central-city dwellers who make up a sizable minority of the black American population. Some dysfunctional behavioral patterns in this population are a big part of the problem. So, urging greater personal responsibility in these quarters is, in my view, both necessary and proper. But that can hardly be the end of the story. A morally astute response to “social pathology” among history’s losers would conclude that, while we cannot change our ignoble past, we need not and must not be indifferent to the contemporary consequences issuing directly from that past, for which we bear collective responsibility.

			The self-limiting patterns of behavior among poor blacks in the central cities of America are not the product of an alien cultural imposition on an otherwise pristine canvas. This allegedly “pathological” behavior of these most marginal of Americans is deeply rooted in the country’s history. It has evolved in tandem with our political and economic institutions, and with the cultural practices that support and legitimate those institutions—practices that have been deeply biased against black people. So, while we must not ignore the behavioral problems of a so-called underclass, we should discuss and react to them as if we were talking about our own children, neighbors, and friends. This is an American tragedy. It is a national, not merely a communal, disgrace. We should respond to it as we might to an epidemic of teen suicide—by embracing, not demonizing, the perpetrators, who, often enough, are also the victims.

			Glenn C. Loury

			Providence, RI

			July 2022





Introduction

			The COVID-19 pandemic has only worsened the neighborhood and social problems that a large share of black Americans has been experiencing for decades, particularly gun violence. In response, many middle-class families have abandoned black neighborhoods. “When there is violence nearby, students are less able to focus on academic tasks, and their performance suffers,” sociologist Patrick Sharkey found. “And when students move away from intensely violent neighborhoods, they show strong improvement in core cognitive skills.”2 In his first book, The Beautiful Struggle: A Father, Two Sons, and an Unlikely Road to Manhood, Ta-Nehisi Coates told the story of how, with the goal of improving their children’s lives, his black nationalist parents reluctantly decided to move to the suburbs. Over the past forty years, the number of American neighborhoods with more than 30 percent poverty rates has doubled.3

			Evidence from cities with the largest black populations highlights the deplorable conditions. Among the US’s fifty largest cities, eight have black populations that comprise more than 36 percent of residents. These eight cities—Milwaukee; Detroit; Memphis; Philadelphia; Atlanta; Washington, DC; Baltimore; and Cleveland—stand out on a range of measures: Poverty and homicide rates are two to three times higher in those black-plurality cities than in the other forty-two cities. The State of the Black Family provides initiatives that offer the best chance of narrowing these gaps substantially.

			While the roots of these problems are multiple, one source has been the black family. Throughout the second half of the twentieth century, the black family evolved, influenced by societal impediments as well as by government policies. By the beginning of the twenty-first century, 70 percent of black children were born to unmarried women. Since then, family churning has increased, as many unmarried black mothers began to, and continue to have, children with sequential partners. As a result, many black children go through a series of family losses that heighten their vulnerability to countless societal ills and tragedies.

			The experiences of two sweet little friends, six- or seven-year-old girls, exemplify the universal situation faced by children with absent fathers. “Our dads both left us when we were babies,” one said, “and I didn’t have anyone to talk to about that before.” “We’d be friends anyway,” the other piped up. “But we’re special friends because we both know what it’s like.”

			These children were part of a presentation put together by the counselling charity Place2Be. Describing the responses, the British organization’s chief executive, Benita Refson, noted:

			Children had witnessed or experienced domestic violence, had undergone bereavements that they could not cope with, who turned up at school in dirty, tattered clothes, or with what were euphemistically described as “food issues.” But again and again, anxieties about separated parents came up, with tiny children full of worry and grief about a severed relationship with a parent who was not at home.4

			Changing these family dynamics and improving child-rearing practices are necessary for meaningful improvements.

			By contrast, today’s social justice advocates point to the economic, legal, political, and social structures that have been built to buttress structural racism as the overriding explanation for the vast majority of black ills. The medical profession has aggressively embraced this position. New York City’s COVID-19 website states, “Differences in health outcomes among racial and ethnic groups are due to long-term structural racism, not biological or personal traits.”5

			These advocates stress the creation of policies that are designed to increase black professional and administrative representation in colleges, corporations, and cultural institutions. They promote extensive college funding to generate a larger black share in desired professions and business ownership. But when it comes to improving the lives of the most vulnerable black children and adolescents—those trapped in failing communities and, presumably, the major victims of structural racism—they have little to offer.

			So-called social justice advocates emphasize criminal justice reforms, some (the elimination of mandatory minimums and police abuses) are appropriate, while many others (defunding the police, blanket decriminalization of lesser offenses) have already made things worse. Their abandonment of merit-based academic performance measures may produce rosier-looking school statistics but do nothing to stem the educational inadequacies that prevent so many black students from advancing.

			One especially wrongheaded (if well-intended) example is President Joe Biden’s proposed expansion of Pell Grant funding for credit-bearing college programs.6 This effort is misplaced for two reasons. First, the vast majority of its intended beneficiaries, those poorer students attending college, already have access to substantial financial aid. Second, most vulnerable students do not urgently need a pathway to four-year college degrees, as that is the dominant role of urban community colleges. Instead, occupational training can help young black people to find stable jobs and careers, providing a pathway to the middle class. Funding for short-term, noncredit-bearing certificate and apprenticeship programs can serve sixteen-to-twenty-four-year-olds who are not academically prepared for college academic programs, much better.

			The goal of four-year college for all was on full display in a 2021 Hechinger Report that profiled a black student attending the Chicago campus of Northeastern Illinois University. The student was thriving, the authors said, but noted that “17 of the 20 black students he became friendly with at the start of his freshmen year had dropped out by the end of the first semester.” The authors continued: “At Northeastern Illinois, only 11 percent of Black students graduated within six years in 2019. White students at Northeastern Illinois University are five times more likely to graduate than Black students, according to federal data.”7

			This should not be surprising since just 14 percent of black juniors in Chicago high schools were on grade-level in “English language arts” and just 13 percent in math.8

			Nationally, only one-quarter of black men enrolled in community colleges attain degrees within six years. In 2018, 24.3 percent of black men and only 18.8 percent of white men ages twenty-five to twenty-nine had some college but no degree.9 While many dropouts obtain decent employment, a significant share finds its way into the disconnected population—those who are neither in school nor in paid employment. More than 20 percent of black men between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four were disconnected compared to less than 10 percent of their white peers. Indeed, in pre-pandemic Chicago, 45 percent of black twenty-to-twenty-four-year-old men were disconnected.10

			The case of Memphis resident Brandon Webber offers a glaring example of the dangers of disconnectedness after an unsuccessful college experience. By all accounts, Webber was a responsible, positive high-school student. In no way was he disillusioned, weighed down by his life circumstances. A typical view held by those who knew him then was that of his tenth-grade history teacher, Mary McIntosh, who continued to work with him until he graduated high school. “He was an excellent student,” she recalled. “For me, he was the kind of student a teacher could count on to be disciplined and focused.” A number of his classmates echoed this positive view of Webber.11

			The problem was that in the two years after his high-school graduation, Webber’s life changed. After a brief enrollment at the University of Memphis, he failed to gain paid employment. Instead, like too many disconnected youth, he began to accumulate a police record for a variety of minor offenses.12 Then, in June 2019, he shot a man five times at point-blank range and stole his car. When US Marshals attempted to arrest him, Webber rammed their car and they shot him, fatally, after he fled.

			Recently, a growing chorus of liberal voices has begun to reject what the pundit Matthew Yglesias sarcastically called the “Great Awokening”—the notion that white supremacy is solely to blame for the crisis conditions in high-poverty black communities. Zach Goldberg (author of the Tablet magazine article “America’s White Saviors”)13 and Batya Ungar-Sargon (author of Bad News: How Woke Media Is Undermining Democracy) have documented the role that the media have played in normalizing this radical redefinition of “racist” and “racism,” while Jonathan Chait (author of Audacity: How Barack Obama Defied His Critics and Created a Legacy That Will Prevail) suggests the source is liberal foundations. John McWhorter (author of Woke Racism: How a New Religion Has Betrayed Black America) and Charles Love (author of Race Crazy: BLM, 1619, and the Progressive Racism Movement) also excoriate this obsession with structural racism.

			All these insightful authors and pundits detail the problems with the Democratic Party’s leftward drift. Chait, for example, points to this drift’s damaging effects on Elizabeth Warren’s presidential bid: “The progressive-foundation complex was designed to lift up a candidate like Warren. Instead, it swallowed her in a trap, luring her deeper and deeper into a worldview increasingly alien to the voters she needed to win.”14

			These critics, however, do not focus sufficiently on a slate of policies that could reinvigorate failing black communities and dramatically improve the life chances of their vulnerable youth. It is my hope that The State of the Black Family can contribute to effective policies.

			Many of my proposals, including a greater emphasis on occupational training programs, are not new; some were featured in President Barack Obama’s My Brother’s Keeper initiative. Social justice advocates have abandoned it, however, because they perceived it as insufficient for gaining racial equity fast enough. Other policies, including planned gentrification, are vilified because of unfounded claims that they will be harmful to poor black residents. And, of course, any discussions of black family formation dynamics are off the table, as they “blame the victim.” The State of the Black Family argues that, far from blaming the victim, policies that help these families are crucial for the ability of their children to prosper.

			These family-support policies in this book derive from the belief that black children born to single mothers puts too many of them, particularly boys, at risk for all manners of failure. Indeed, the liberal social scientist Raj Chetty believes success can be best achieved in neighborhoods where at least half the black children are living in two-parent families with the biological father present. Rectifying the situation of single mothers, however, is complicated.

			On the one hand, many conservatives have laser-focused on promoting the “success sequence”: first, finishing high school; next, gaining full-time employment; and only then marrying before having children. As documented in this book, the success sequence is often presented in ineffective ways that unfairly stigmatize young black women who must make difficult choices. Nonetheless, it is a message that must be voiced, particularly to adolescents. In addition, The State of the Black Family points to tax reforms to overcome the marriage penalties that many young mothers face. Just as important, to help families fulfill the success sequence, more young black men must find their way into stable full-time employment.

			On the other hand, given the continued large share of problematic young black men, we must also find ways to support unmarried mothers and their children. Such initiatives should include family planning that supports a modest delay in childbearing and at-home support services for young first-time mothers. In addition, programs to strengthen couple relationships and to improve the behavior of fathers who do not live with their children are necessary. Most important, we must stem the family upheavals that accompany childbearing that results in complicated family arrangements. In particular, problems children face are much more substantial when there are changing step-parents than when an unmarried mother raises her children alone or in a long-term stable relationship.

			Evolving Personal Views

			Let me describe my background and evolution. The State of the Black Family is a culmination of almost fifty years of thinking and writing about economics and race. My first published article, “Class Struggle and the Nature of Class,” marshalled statistical evidence to demonstrate that black workers were the revolutionary vanguard of the working class. In 1973, when it was published, I was a member of both the Union for Radical Political Economics (URPE) and the revolutionary Progressive Labor Party. In those heady days, I believed that black people’s struggles against oppression would lead to radical changes in all of society.

			Over the next few years, I published two articles on the history of racial thought within the economics profession. While a few outliers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries believed that immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe were the equals of white Anglo-Saxon Protestants (WASPs), the mainstream of the profession overwhelmingly disagreed. Instead, it was split between those who believed that the new immigrants were culturally inferior and those who believed they were genetically inferior. Most of the progressives, including Edward A. Ross and John R. Commons, believed they were culturally inferior but could be Americanized through unions, settlement houses, and public schools. But an equal share of the profession sought to protect the American gene pool from their pollution. As august a figure as Irving Fisher, considered by many the greatest American economist of the first half of the twentieth century, became the president of the American Eugenics Society in 1921. The organization drafted the 1923 immigration bill that halted Italian and Jewish immigration and strongly supported sterilization laws and Margaret Sanger’s efforts to bring birth control to immigrant communities.

			Liberals in the early 1980s suggested that the disparity between white and black unemployment existed because black men were unwilling to take the kinds of menial jobs their fathers had, while conservatives contended that it existed because black men were leaving the formal economy to make more money in the illegal drug trade. In contrast, radicals like myself saw capitalism and the fear of black militancy as the root causes.15 In many ways, my youthful views were consistent with those of “woke” radicals in academia today.

			By the mid-1980s, it should have been clear to everyone that there were systemic issues affecting black employment. Overall manufacturing employment was plummeting because of outsourcing to low-wage countries. The effects on black workers were devastating, especially in the industrial heartland of the Midwest. By 1990 only 12 percent of young black men were employed in manufacturing compared to 40 percent fifteen years earlier. By contrast, white employment fell by only 10 percentage points.16

			Liberals focused on the role that the interstate highway system and the shift from rail to trucking had played in the decline of manufacturing cities. Businesses claimed that it was more cost-effective to shift production from central city locations to suburban and exurban industrial parks near interstate highway off-ramps. Radicals, however, suggested that a significant share of firms were deliberately reducing their black workforces because of fears of black militancy. Convincing evidence was produced to show that they shifted to Latino workers, whom they perceived to be more compliant.17

			During the 1980s, the issue of patriarchy came to the forefront of leftist discourse. Barbara Bergmann, Heidi Hartmann, and Nancy Folbre, among others, forced male radical economists, me included, to take the situations of women in the economy and the family more seriously. My 1989 book, Discrimination: Its Economic Impact on Blacks, Women, and Jews, laid out the theory and evidence behind this important reevaluation.

			That was also the first time I wrote about the Jewish experience, which, given my upbringing as the grandson of Jewish immigrants, and my wife’s as the daughter of Holocaust survivors, is important to me. Part of the impetus was the Left’s resurrection of anti-Semitic middleman narratives, which claimed that Jews had used their positions as social workers, teachers, ghetto business owners, and landlords to profit from black oppression. Those regressive ideas were part of what precipitated my ultimate break with the Left.

			Another catalyst was my teaching. Every year, I would teach a course, Economics of Discrimination, in which I presented a range of conservative, liberal, radical, and contrarian viewpoints. By the 1990s, it was becoming clear to me that, in many cases, the radical view was inadequate if not completely wrong. For example, the slavery section of my course covered the writings of Robert Fogel, Herbert Gutman, and Eugene Genovese—leftists who had revolutionized the study of slavery by emphasizing how enslaved blacks had used the limited agency that they had to improve their lives. Moreover, since enslaved workers were valuable commodities, their owners had strong economic incentives to ensure that they were adequately housed and fed, in contrast to the Dickensian situations of Manchester mill workers and other members of the industrial working class. Rather than risk the lives of expensive enslaved workers, by the 1850s plantation owners were using Irish immigrants for the most dangerous jobs. This isn’t to argue that there was anything benign about the institution of slavery; only that owners’ behaviors were affected to a significant degree by economic considerations.

			Similarly, I used an article by Paul Krugman to demonstrate that global sweatshops may play a positive role in advancing economic well-being. “In Praise of Cheap Labor,” Krugman argued that “bad jobs at bad wages are better than no jobs at all.” Moreover, the employment and economic expansions that sweatshops bring to less developed countries often have a positive “ripple effect throughout the economy,” leading to “a measurable improvement in the lives of ordinary people.”18

			Of course, there are terrible features of such places that should be outlawed. The use of child labor in Central Asian rug making harkened back to the use of five-year-olds in early nineteenth-century English silk-weaving operations. Krugman’s thesis does indicate, however, that sometimes the alternatives to capitalist exploitation are even worse and that the long-term outcomes of industrial and economic development may be beneficial.

			I also began to appreciate the insights of conservative economist Gary Becker. In his seminal writings on economic discrimination, he focused on the ways that market forces induce employers to hire the most skilled workers no matter who they are or where they come from, lest other firms do so first and gain a competitive advantage. That isn’t to say that prejudice never plays a role in hiring practices or that racial discrimination is a mirage. There are certainly many circumstances in which firms do not face sufficient competition to change their racist practices, or where the productivity differences
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