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The late Daniel Patrick

Moynihan strode through public life
as a supremely influential sociologist,
professor, ambassador, senator, and
adviser to four presidents, but as an
author he experienced a uniquely
dark hour. It occurred not because he
wrote badly, but too well. Buried in
the subcabinet depths of the Labor
Department and vying for President
Lyndon B. Johnson’s attention in
1965, Moynihan summoned his most
vivid prose to build a case for a public-
works program to create jobs for all
able-bodied black men.

Moynihan argued that the Civil
Rights Act, passed a year earlier, was
insufficient to overcome the black
poverty that was the legacy of the “most
awful” slavery the world had ever
known. This inheritance had produced
a “crisis” rooted in the “Negro
American” family, a “tangle of pathol-

ogy” characterized by  illegitimate
births and fatherless households. “The
very essence of the male animal, from
the bantam rooster to the four-star gen-
eral, is to strut,” wrote Mohnihan. In a
society that “measures a man by the size
of his paycheck,” black men were de-
prived of jobs and their manliness.

When these and other passages of

the so-called Moynihan Report were
leaked to the press, the message was
wrenched out of context and boiled
down to a few sensational words:
“humiliated” black males and family
“pathology” caused by female-headed
households. Moynihan was “pilloried
not only as a racist, but a sexist to
boot,” sociologists Douglas S. Massey
of Princeton and Robert J. Sampson
of Harvard write in their introduction
to 12 scholarly articles in The Annals
on the legacy of the report.

The leak had “entirely dysfunc-
tional” consequences. The crucial
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He Told Us So
T H E  S O U R C E :  “Moynihan Redux: Legacies
and Lessons” by Douglas S. Massey and
Robert J. Sampson, in The Annals of the
American Academy of Political and
Social Science, Jan. 2009.

Liberals pilloried Daniel Patrick Moynihan after his memo on black family “pathology” leaked.



moment for jobs legislation passed
without significant action. Along with
his purple prose, Moynihan’s sober
facts were consigned to the realm of
the politically incorrect. His erstwhile
liberal friends branded him a bigot,
President Johnson disowned the
report, and scholars concluded that
tackling “combustible racial issues”
was dangerous. Researchers began to
play up the strengths of the ghetto
and the virtues of single motherhood,
and to play down crime. The question
of whether the behavior of poor peo-
ple might contribute to their poverty
became almost taboo, except among a
generation of conservative scholars
who linked it, not to slavery and job-
lessness, but to personal weaknesses
and failings.

The Vietnam War began to con-
sume the federal budget. Without
money to help with black unemploy-
ment, government officials settled on
the expedient of affirmative action,
according to the authors. Then, when
the economy faltered in the 1970s,

affirmative action pitted aspiring
blacks against working-class whites,
creating a backlash against the civil
rights movement and a conservative
realignment in politics.

Moynihan’s core argument in that
“prefeminist” era, say Massey and
Sampson, was that whenever males
lack reliable jobs, adequate wages,
and access to social status, single par-
enthood will become more common,
with terrible side effects on women
and children. But such arguments
were soon considered beyond the
pale. As unemployment deepened in
the 1970s and ’80s, national and state
lawmakers responded, not with
employment programs but with
crackdowns on crime. By the early
2000s, more than one in three young
black noncollege-educated men was
in jail. Out-of-wedlock births, one-
quarter of the total in the black com-
munity in 1965, had shot up to two-
thirds. Economic inequality had
increased, with the poorest 20
percent of the population becoming
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Stockpiles of Leisure
There were fewer than 200 calendars for sale in

1976. Today there are more than 6,500 from which to

choose. Part of this proliferation is due to the fact that

we once got the bulk of our calendars for free, from

banks, insurance companies, and other businesses eager

to keep their phone numbers in front of their customers’

eyes throughout the year. But it’s not as if those

businesses were giving away more than one copy to

each customer, or offering them in multiple formats. . . .

Clearly, we are far more concerned about the passing of

each day, each week, each month, than our carefree

calendar-lite counterparts in the 1970s. . . .

Where does all the time go? we find ourselves

wondering. How can we get it back, claim our due, slow

down that imperceptible but steady leak of seconds that

undermines us all? Through calendars, of course, those

clunky, low-tech, but reassuringly tangible stockpiles of

unused time, complete with bonus photographs of fluffy

kittens and lightly clad Olympics sports babes. Forget

cryogenics—if we slap a poster-sized calendar on the

wall, and keep a novel-thick one on our desks, and main-

tain various backup editions in other strategic locations,

we just might live forever.

—GREG BEATO, a contributing editor to Reason, in

The Smart Set (Jan. 11, 2009)

relatively poorer. Urban economies
had changed as manufacturing
declined and low- and semi-skilled
introductory jobs disappeared.
Poverty had become more
concentrated in the inner cities.

Forty-four years after the Moyni-
han Report predicted that the “tangle
of pathology” that created so many
fatherless families would get worse
unless the government acted, the
“long-standing problems of poverty,
segregation, discrimination, and fam-
ily instability now unfold in a very dif-
ferent societal context,” which is char-
acterized by hyper-inequality, mass
incarceration,  and large-scale immi-
gration, even as many blacks have
achieved success.

Toward the end of Moynihan’s life,
lawmakers proposed tackling “family
pathology” not with jobs programs
but with federal benefits to promote
marriage. Asked to comment, he said,
“If you think a government program
can restore marriage, you know more
about the government than I do.”


