
have recently escaped from the ghetto, represent
a majority of the African American population.
But ghetto joblessness still afflicts a substantial—
and increasing—minority: It’s a problem that
won’t go away on its own. If it is not addressed,
it will have lasting and harmful consequences
for the quality of life in the cities and, eventually,
for the lives of all Americans. Solutions will
have to be found—and those solutions are at
hand.

For the first time in the twentienth century, a
significant majority of adults in many inner-city
neighborhoods are not working in a typical week.
Inner cities have always featured high levels of
poverty, but the current levels of joblessness in
some neighborhoods are unprecedented. For exam-
ple, in the famous black-belt neighborhood of
Washington Park on Chicago’s South Side, a ma-
jority of adults had jobs in 1950; by 1990, only one
in three worked in a typical week. High neighbor-
hood joblessness has a far more devastating effect
than high neighborhood poverty. A neighborhood
in which people are poor but employed is differ-
ent from a neighborhood in which people are
poor and jobless. Many of today’s problems in the

The disappearance of work in the ghetto cannot
be ignored, isolated or played down. Employment
in America is up. The economy has churned out
tens of millions of new jobs in the last two
decades. In that same period, joblessness among
inner-city blacks has reached catastrophic pro-
portions. Yet in this Presidential election year, the
disappearance of work in the ghetto is not on ei-
ther the Democratic or the Republican agenda.
There is harsh talk about work instead of welfare
but no talk of where to find it.

The current employment woes in the inner city
continue to be narrowly defined in terms of race
or lack of individual initiative. It is argued that
jobs are widely available, that the extent of inner-
city poverty is exaggerated. Optimistic policy an-
alysts—and many African Americans—would
prefer that more attention be devoted to the suc-
cesses and struggles of the black working class
and the expanding black middle class. This is un-
derstandable. These two groups, many of whom

Many inner-city areas of the United States are facing catastrophic levels of poverty. Why?
In this excerpt, William Julius Wilson offers his assessment of the causes of urban decline
and makes practical suggestions about how we can solve this pressing problem.
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Today, it is estimated that only about 100 are left.
In the words of Loïc Wacquant, a member of one
of the research teams that worked with me over
the last eight years: “The once-lively streets—
residents remember a time, not so long ago, when
crowds were so dense at rush hour that one had to
elbow one’s way to the train station—now have
the appearance of an empty, bombed-out war zone.
The commercial strip has been reduced to a long
tunnel of charred stores, vacant lots littered with
broken glass and garbage, and dilapidated build-
ings left to rot in the shadow of the elevated train
line. At the corner of 63d Street and Cottage
Grove Avenue, the handful of remaining establish-
ments that struggle to survive are huddled behind
wrought-iron bars. . . . The only enterprises that
seem to be thriving are liquor stores and currency
exchanges, those ‘banks of the poor’ where one
can cash checks, pay bills and buy money orders
for a fee.”

The state of the inner-city public schools was
another major concern expressed by our urban-
poverty study respondents. The complaints ranged
from overcrowded conditions to unqualified and
uncaring teachers. Sharply voicing her views on
these subjects, a twenty-five-year-old married
mother of two children from a South Side census
tract that just recently became poor stated: “My
daughter ain’t going to school here. She was
going to a nursery school where I paid and of
course they took the time and spent it with her,
because they was getting the money. But the pub-
lic schools, no! They are overcrowded and the
teachers don’t care.”

A resident of Woodlawn who had left the
neighborhood as a child described how she felt
upon her return about the changes that had oc-
curred: “I was really appalled. When I walked
down 63d Street when I was younger, everything
you wanted was there. But now, coming back as
an adult with my child, those resources are just
gone, completely. . . . And housing, everybody
has moved, there are vacant lots everywhere.”

Neighborhoods plagued by high levels of job-
lessness are more likely to experience low levels

inner-city neighborhoods—crime, family dissolu-
tion, welfare—are fundamentally a consequence of
the disappearance of work.

What causes the disappearance of work? There
are several factors, including changes in the distri-
bution and location of jobs, and in the level of
training and education required to obtain employ-
ment. Nor should we overlook the legacy of his-
toric racial segregation. However, the public
debate around this question is not productive be-
cause it seeks to assign blame rather than recog-
nizing and dealing with the complex realities that
have led to economic distress for many Americans.
Explanations and proposed solutions to the prob-
lem are often ideologically driven.

Conservatives tend to stress the importance of
values, attitudes, habits, and styles. In this view,
group differences are reflected in the culture. The
truth is, cultural factors do play a role; but other,
more important variables also have to be taken
into account. Although race is clearly a significant
variable in the social outcomes of inner-city blacks,
it’s not the only factor. The emphasis on racial
differences has obscured the fact that African
Americans, whites, and other ethnic groups have
many common values, aspirations, and hopes.

An elderly woman who has lived in one inner-
city neighborhood on the South Side of Chicago
for more than forty years reflects: “I’ve been here
since March 11, 1953. When I moved in, the
neighborhood was intact. It was intact with homes,
beautiful homes, minimansions, with stores, Laun-
dromats, with Chinese cleaners. We had drug-
stores. We had hotels. We had doctors over on 39th
street. We had doctors’ offices in the neighbor-
hood. We had the middle class and upper middle
class. It has gone from affluent to where it is today.
And I would like to see it come back, that we can
have some of the things we had. Since I came in
young, and I’m a senior citizen now, I would like
to see some of the things come back so I can enjoy
them like we did when we first came in.”

In the neighborhood of Woodlawn, on the South
Side of Chicago, there were more than 800 com-
mercial and industrial establishments in 1950.
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increase and often serve as havens for crack use
and other illegal enterprises that give criminals—
mostly young blacks who are unemployed—
footholds in the community. Precipitous declines
in density also make it even more difficult to sus-
tain or develop a sense of community. The feeling
of safety in numbers is completely lacking in such
neighborhoods.

Problems in the new poverty or high-jobless
neighborhoods have also created racial antago-
nism among some of the high-income groups in
the city. The high joblessness in ghetto neighbor-
hoods has sapped the vitality of local businesses
and other institutions and has led to fewer and
shabbier movie theaters, bowling alleys, restau-
rants, public parks and playgrounds and other
recreational facilities. When residents of inner-
city neighborhoods venture out to other areas of
the city in search of entertainment, they come
into brief contact with citizens of markedly dif-
ferent racial or class backgrounds. Sharp differ-
ences in cultural style often lead to clashes.

Some behavior on the part of residents from so-
cially isolated ghetto neighborhoods—for instance,
the tendency to enjoy a movie in a communal spirit
by carrying on a running conversation with friends
and relatives or reacting in an unrestrained manner
to what they see on the screen—is considered of-
fensive by other groups, particularly black and
white members of the middle class. Expressions
of disapproval, either overt or with subtle hostile
glances, tend to trigger belligerent responses
from the ghetto residents, who then purposely in-
tensify the behavior that is the source of irrita-
tion. The white and even the black middle-class
moviegoers then exercise their option and exit,
expressing resentment and experiencing intensi-
fied feelings of racial or class antagonism as they
depart.

The areas surrendered in such a manner be-
come the domain of the inner-city residents. Up-
scale businesses are replaced by fast-food chains
and other local businesses that cater to the new
clientele. White and black middle-class citizens
complain bitterly about how certain areas of the

of social organization: The two go hand in hand.
High rates of joblessness trigger other neighbor-
hood problems that undermine social organiza-
tion, ranging from crime, gang violence, and drug
trafficking to family breakups. And as these con-
trols weaken, the social processes that regulate
behavior change.

Industrial restructuring has further accelerated
the deterioration of many inner-city neighbor-
hoods. Consider the fate of the West Side black
community of North Lawndale in Chicago: Since
1960, nearly half of its housing stock has disap-
peared; the remaining units are mostly run-down
or dilapidated. Two large factories anchored the
economy of this neighborhood in its good days—
the Hawthorne plant of Western Electric, which
employed more than 43,000 workers, and an In-
ternational Harvester plant with 14,000 workers.
But conditions rapidly changed. Harvester closed
its doors in the late 1960s. Sears moved most of
its offices to the Loop in downtown Chicago in
1973. The Hawthorne plant gradually phased out
its operations and finally shut down in 1984.

“Jobs were plentiful in the past,” attested a
twenty-nine-year-old unemployed black man who
lives in one of the poorest neighborhoods on the
South Side. “You could walk out of the house and
get a job. Maybe not what you want, but you
could get a job. Now, you can’t find anything. A
lot of people in this neighborhood, they want to
work but they can’t get work. A few, but a very few,
they just don’t want to work.”

The more rapid the neighborhood deterioration,
the greater the institutional disinvestment. In the
1960s and 1970s, neighborhoods plagued by heavy
abandonment were frequently redlined (identified
as areas that should not receive or be recommended
for mortgage loans or insurance); this paralyzed the
housing market, lowered property values and en-
couraged landlord abandonment.

As the neighborhood disintegrates, those who
are able to leave depart in increasing numbers;
among these are many working- and middle-class
families. The lower population density in turn cre-
ates additional problems. Abandoned buildings
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I was working and then I had two kids. And I’m strug-
gling. I was making, like, close to $7 an hour. . . . I had
to pay a baby-sitter. Then I had to deal with my kids
when I got home. And I couldn’t even afford medical
insurance. . . . I was so scared, when my kids were sick
or something, because I have been turned away from a
hospital because I did not have a medical card. I don’t
like being on public aid and stuff right now. But what
do I do with my kids when the kids get sick?

Working mothers with comparable incomes
face, in many cases, even greater difficulty. Why?
Simply because many low-wage jobs do not pro-
vide health-care benefits, and most working moth-
ers have to pay for transportation and spend more
for child care. Working mothers also have to spend
more for housing because it is more difficult for
them to qualify for housing subsidies. It is not sur-
prising, therefore, that many welfare-reliant moth-
ers choose not to enter the formal labor market. It
would not be in their best economic interest to do
so. Given the economic realities, it is also not sur-
prising that many who are working in these low-
wage jobs decide to rely on or return to welfare,
even though it’s not a desirable alternative for
many of the black single mothers. As one twenty-
seven-year-old welfare mother of three children
from an impoverished West Side neighborhood put
it: “I want to work. I do not work but I want to
work. I don’t want to just be on public aid.”

As the disappearance of work has become a
characteristic feature of the inner-city ghetto,
so too has the disappearance of the traditional
married-couple family. Only one-quarter of the
black families whose children live with them in
inner-city neighborhoods in Chicago are husband-
wife families today, compared with three-quarters
of the inner-city Mexican families, more than one-
half of the white families and nearly one-half of
the Puerto Rican families. And in census tracts
with poverty rates of at least 40 percent, only
16.5 percent of the black families with children
in the household are husband-wife families.

There are many factors involved in the pre-
cipitous decline in marriage rates and the sharp
rise in single-parent families. The explanation most
often heard in the public debate associates the

central city have changed—and thus become “off
limits”—following the influx of ghetto residents.

The negative consequences are clear: Where
jobs are scarce, many people eventually lose their
feeling of connectedness to work in the formal
economy; they no longer expect work to be a reg-
ular, and regulating, force in their lives. In the
case of young people, they may grow up in an en-
vironment that lacks the idea of work as a central
experience of adult life—they have little or no
labor-force attachment. These circumstances also
increase the likelihood that the residents will rely
on illegitimate sources of income, thereby further
weakening their attachment to the legitimate labor
market.

A twenty-five-year-old West Side father of
two who works two jobs to make ends meet con-
demned the attitude toward work of some inner-
city black males:

They try to find easier routes and had been condi-
tioned over a period of time to just be lazy, so to speak.
Motivation nonexistent, you know, and the society that
they’re affiliated with really don’t advocate hard work
and struggle to meet your goals such as education and
stuff like that. And they see who’s around them and
they follow that same pattern, you know. . . . They
don’t see nobody getting up early in the morning,
going to work or going to school all the time. The guys
they be with don’t do that . . . because that’s the crowd
that you choose—well, that’s been presented to you by
your neighborhood.

Work is not simply a way to make a living and
support one’s family. It also constitutes a frame-
work for daily behavior because it imposes disci-
pline. Regular employment determines where you
are going to be and when you are going to be
there. In the absence of regular employment, life,
including family life, becomes less coherent. Per-
sistent unemployment and irregular employment
hinder rational planning in daily life, the necessary
condition of adaptation to an industrial economy.

It’s a myth that people who don’t work don’t
want to work. One mother in a new poverty neigh-
borhood on the South Side explained her deci-
sion to remain on welfare even though she would
like to get a job:
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relationships between inner-city black men and
women, whether in a marital or nonmarital situa-
tion, are often fractious and antagonistic. Inner-
city black women routinely say that black men
are hopeless as either husbands or fathers and
that more of their time is spent on the streets than
at home.

The men in the inner city generally feel that it
is much better for all parties to remain in a non-
marital relationship until the relationship dis-
solves rather than to get married and then have to
get a divorce. A twenty-five-year-old unmarried
West Side resident, the father of one child, ex-
pressed this view:

Well, most black men feel now, why get married when
you got six to seven women to one guy, really. You
know, because there’s more women out here mostly
than men. Because most dudes around here are killing
each other like fools over drugs or all this other stuff.

The fact that blacks reside in neighborhoods
and are engaged in social networks and house-
holds that are less conducive to employment than
those of other ethnic and racial groups in the inner
city clearly has a negative effect on their search
for work. In the eyes of employers in metropolitan
Chicago, these differences render inner-city blacks
less desirable as workers, and therefore are re-
luctant to hire them. The white chairman of a
car transport company, when asked if there were
differences in the work ethic of whites, blacks
and Hispanics, responded with great certainty:

Definitely! I don’t think, I know: I’ve seen it over a pe-
riod of thirty years. Basically, the Oriental is much
more aggressive and intelligent and studious than the
Hispanic. The Hispanics, except Cubans of course,
they have the work ethnic [sic]. The Hispanics are
mañana, mañana, mañana—tomorrow, tomorrow, to-
morrow. As for native-born blacks, they were deemed
“the laziest of the bunch.”

If some employers view the work ethic of inner-
city poor blacks as problematic, many also express
concerns about their honesty, cultural attitudes and
dependability—traits that are frequently associ-
ated with the neighborhoods in which they live. A
white suburban retail drugstore manager expressed

increase of out-of-wedlock births and single-
parent families with welfare. Indeed, it is widely
assumed among the general public and reflected
in the recent welfare reform that a direct connec-
tion exists between the level of welfare benefits
and the likelihood that a young woman will bear
a child outside marriage.

However, there is little evidence to support the
claim that Aid to Families with Dependent Chil-
dren plays a significant role in promoting out-of-
wedlock births. Research examining the association
between the generosity of welfare benefits and
out-of-wedlock childbearing and teenage preg-
nancy indicates that benefit levels have no signifi-
cant effect on the likelihood that African American
girls and women will have children outside mar-
riage. Likewise, welfare rates have either no sig-
nificant effect or only a small effect on the odds
that whites will have children outside marriage.
The rate of out-of-wedlock teenage childbearing
has nearly doubled since 1975—during years
when the value of A.F.D.C., food stamps, and
Medicaid fell, after adjusting for inflation. And the
smallest increases in the number of out-of-wed-
lock births have not occurred in states that have
had the largest declines in the inflation-adjusted
value of A.F.D.C. benefits. Indeed, while the real
value of cash welfare benefits has plummeted over
the past twenty years, out-of-wedlock childbearing
has increased, and postpartum marriages (mar-
riages following the birth of a couple’s child) have
decreased as well.

It’s instructive to consider the social differences
between inner-city blacks and other groups, espe-
cially Mexicans. Mexicans come to the United
States with a clear conception of a traditional fam-
ily unit that features men as breadwinners. Al-
though extramarital affairs by men are tolerated,
unmarried pregnant women are “a source of op-
probrium, anguish or great concern,” as Richard P.
Taub, a member of one of our research teams, put
it. Pressure is applied by the kin of both parents to
enter into marriage.

The family norms and behavior in inner-city
black neighborhoods stand in sharp contrast. The
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joblessness are on the increase; but individual de-
ficiencies and behavior are not put forward as the
culprits. Furthermore, welfare programs that ben-
efit wide segments of the population like child
care, children’s allowances (an annual benefit per
child), housing subsidies, education, medical care
and unemployment insurance have been firmly in-
stitutionalized in many Western European democ-
racies. Efforts to cut back on these programs in the
face of growing joblessness have met firm resis-
tance from working- and middle-class citizens.

My own belief is that the growing assault on
welfare mothers is part of a larger reaction to the
mounting problems in our nation’s inner cities.
When many people think of welfare they think of
young, unmarried black mothers having babies.
This image persists even though roughly equal
numbers of black and white families received
A.F.D.C. in 1994, and there were also a good
many Hispanics on the welfare rolls. Neverthe-
less, the rise of black A.F.D.C. recipients was said
to be symptomatic of such larger problems as the
decline in family values and the dissolution of the
family. In an article published in Esquire, Pete
Hamill wrote:

The heart of the matter is the continued existence and
expansion of what has come to be called the Under-
class. . . . trapped in cycles of welfare dependency,
drugs, alcohol, crime, illiteracy and disease, living in
anarchic and murderous isolation in some of the rich-
est cities on the earth. As a reporter, I’ve covered their
miseries for more than a quarter of a century. . . . And
in the last decade, I’ve watched this group of American
citizens harden and condense, moving even further
away from the basic requirements of a human life:
work, family, safety, the law.

One has the urge to shout, “Enough is enough!”
What can be done? I believe that steps must be

taken to galvanize Americans from all walks of
life who are concerned about human suffering
and the public policy direction in which we are
now moving. We need to generate a public-pri-
vate partnership to fight social inequality. The
following policy frameworks provide a basis for
further discussion and debate. Given the cur-
rent political climate, these proposals might be

his reluctance to hire someone from a poor inner-
city neighborhood. “You’d be afraid they’re going
to steal from you,” he stated. “They grow up that
way. They grow up dishonest and I guess you’d feel
like, geez, how are they going to be honest here?”

In addition to qualms about the work ethic,
character, family influences, cultural predisposi-
tions and the neighborhood milieu of ghetto resi-
dents, the employers frequently mentioned concerns
about applicants’ language skills and educational
training. They “just don’t have the language skills,”
stated a suburban employer. The president of an
inner-city advertising agency highlighted the prob-
lem of spelling:

I needed a temporary a couple months ago, and they
sent me a black man. And I dictated a letter to him. He
took shorthand, which was good. Something like “Dear
Mr. So-and-So, I am writing to ask about how your
business is doing.” And then he typed the letter, and I
read the letter, and it’s “I am writing to ax about your
business.” Now you hear them speaking a different lan-
guage and all that, and they say “ax” for “ask.” Well, I
don’t care about that, but I didn’t say “ax,” I said “ask.”

Many inner-city residents have a strong sense of
the negative attitudes that employers tend to have
toward them. A thirty-three-year-old employed jan-
itor from a poor South Side neighborhood had this
observation: “I went to a couple jobs where a cou-
ple of the receptionists told me in confidence: ‘You
know what they do with these applications from
blacks as soon as the day is over?’ They say, ‘We
rip them and throw them in the garbage.’ ” In addi-
tion to concerns about being rejected because of
race, the fears that some inner-city residents have
of being denied employment simply because of
their inner-city address or neighborhood are not
unfounded. A welfare mother who lives in a large
public housing project put it this way:

Honestly, I believe they look at the address and the—
your attitudes, your address, your surround—you
know, your environment has a lot to do with your em-
ployment status. The people with the best addresses
have the best chances. I feel so, I feel so.

It is instructive to study the fate of the
disadvantaged in Europe. There, too, poverty and
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Targeting education would be part of a national
effort to raise the performance standards of all
public schools in the United States to a desirable
level, including schools in the inner city. The sup-
port of the private sector should be enlisted in this
national effort. Corporations, local businesses, civic
clubs, community centers and churches should be
encouraged to work with the schools to improve
computer-competency training.

IMPROVE CHILD CARE

The French system of child welfare stands in
sharp contrast to the American system. In France,
children are supported by three interrelated
government programs, as noted by Barbara R.
Bergmann, a professor of economics at Ameri-
can University: child care, income support, and
medical care. The child-care program includes
establishments for infant care, high-quality nurs-
ery schools (écoles maternelles), and paid leave
for parents of newborns. The income-support
program includes child-support enforcement (so
that the absent parent continues to contribute
financially to his or her child’s welfare), chil-
dren’s allowances, and welfare payments for
low-income single mothers. Finally, medical
care is provided through a universal system of
national health care financed by social security,
a preventive-care system for children, and a
group of public-health nurses who specialize in
child welfare.

ESTABLISH CITY–SUBURBAN
PARTNERSHIPS

If the other industrial democracies offer lessons
for a long-term solution to the jobs problem in-
volving relationships between employment, edu-
cation, and family-support systems, they also
offer another lesson: the importance of city–sub-
urban integration and cooperation. None of the
other industrialized democracies have allowed
their city centers to deteriorate as has the United
States.

dismissed as unrealistic. Nor am I suggesting
that we can or should simply import the social
policies of the Japanese, the Germans, or other
Western Europeans. The question is how we
Americans can address the problems of social
inequality, including record levels of joblessness
in the inner city, that threaten the very fabric of
our society.

CREATE STANDARDS FOR SCHOOLS

Ray Marshall, former Secretary of Labor, points
out that Japan and Germany have developed poli-
cies designed to increase the number of workers
with “higher-order thinking skills.” These poli-
cies require young people to meet high perfor-
mance standards before they can graduate from
secondary schools, and they hold each school re-
sponsible for meeting these standards.

Students who meet high standards are not only
prepared for work but they are also ready for
technical training and other kinds of postsec-
ondary education. Currently, there are no manda-
tory academic standards for secondary schools in
the United States. Accordingly, students who are
not in college-preparatory courses have severely
limited options with respect to pursuing work
after high school. A commitment to a system of
performance standards for every public school in
the United States would be an important first step
in addressing the huge gap in educational perfor-
mance between the schools in advantaged and
disadvantaged neighborhoods.

A system of at least local performance stan-
dards should include the kind of support that
would enable schools in disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods to meet the standards that are set. State
governments, with federal support, not only would
have to create equity in local school financing
(through loans and scholarships to attract more
high-quality teachers, increased support for teacher
training and reforms in teacher certification) but
would also have to ensure that highly qualified
teachers are more equitably distributed in local
school districts.
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America because, unlike the system in Europe,
public transportation is weak and expensive. It’s a
particular problem for inner-city blacks because
they have less access to private automobiles and,
unlike Mexicans, do not have a network system
that supports organized car pools. Accordingly,
they depend heavily on public transportation and
therefore have difficulty getting to the suburbs,
where jobs are more plentiful. Until public transit
systems are improved in metropolitan areas, the
creation of privately subsidized carpool and van-
pool networks to carry inner-city residents to the
areas of employment, especially suburban areas,
would be a relatively inexpensive way to increase
work opportunities.

The creation of for-profit information and
placement centers in various parts of the inner city
not only could significantly improve awareness of
the availability of employment in the metropolitan
area but could also serve to refer workers to em-
ployers. These centers would recruit or accept
inner-city workers and try to place them in jobs.
One of their main purposes would be to make per-
sons who have been persistently unemployed or out
of the labor force “job ready.”

REINTRODUCE THE W.P.A.

The final proposal under consideration here was
advanced by the perceptive journalist Mickey
Kaus of The New Republic, who has long been
concerned about the growth in the number of
welfare recipients. Kaus’s proposal is modeled on
the Works Progress Administration (W.P.A.), the
large public-works program initiated in 1935 by
President Franklin D. Roosevelt. The public-
works jobs that Roosevelt had in mind included
highway construction, slum clearance, housing
construction, and rural electrification. As Kaus
points out:

In its eight-year existence, according to official records,
the W.P.A. built or improved 651,000 miles of roads,
953 airports, 124,000 bridges and viaducts, 1,178,000
culverts, 8,000 parks, 18,000 playgrounds and athletic

It will be difficult to address growing racial ten-
sions in American cities unless we tackle the prob-
lems of shrinking revenue and inadequate social
services and the gradual disappearance of work in
certain neighborhoods. The city has become a less
desirable place in which to live, and the economic
and social gap between the cities and suburbs is
growing. The groups left behind compete, often
along racial lines, for declining resources, includ-
ing the remaining decent schools, housing, and
neighborhoods. The rise of the new urban poverty
neighborhoods has worsened these problems.
Their high rates of joblessness and social disorga-
nization have created problems that often spill over
into other parts of the city. All of these factors ag-
gravate race relations and elevate racial tensions.

Ideally, we would restore the federal contribu-
tion to city revenues that existed in 1980 and
sharply increase the employment base. Regardless
of changes in federal urban policy, however, the
fiscal crises in the cities would be significantly
eased if the employment base could be substan-
tially increased. Indeed, the social dislocations
caused by the steady disappearance of work have
led to a wide range of urban social problems, in-
cluding racial tensions. Increased employment
would help stabilize the new poverty neighbor-
hoods, halt the precipitous decline in density, and
ultimately enhance the quality of race relations in
urban areas.

Reforms put forward to achieve the objective
of city–suburban cooperation range from propos-
als to create metropolitan governments to propos-
als for metropolitan tax-base sharing (currently
in effect in Minneapolis-St. Paul), collaborative
metropolitan planning, and the creation of re-
gional authorities to develop solutions to com-
mon problems if communities fail to reach
agreement. Among the problems shared by many
metropolises is a weak public transit system. A
commitment to address this problem through a
form of city–suburban collaboration would bene-
fit residents of both the city and the suburbs.

The mismatch between residence and the lo-
cation of jobs is a problem for some workers in
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transition, and the promotion of city-suburban in-
tegration and cooperation. The short-term solu-
tions, which range from job information and
placement centers to the creation of W.P.A.-style
jobs, are more relevant to low-income people, but
they are the kinds of opportunity-enhancing pro-
grams that Americans of all racial and class back-
grounds tend to support.

Although my policy framework is designed to
appeal to broad segments of the population, I
firmly believe that if adopted, it would alleviate a
good deal of the economic and social distress cur-
rently plaguing the inner cities. The immediate
problem of the disappearance of work in many
inner-city neighborhoods would be confronted.
The employment base in these neighborhoods
would be increased immediately by the newly
created jobs, and income levels would rise be-
cause of the expansion of the earned-income tax
credit. Programs like universal health care and
day care would increase the attractiveness of low-
wage jobs and “make work pay.”

Increasing the employment base would have
an enormous positive impact on the social orga-
nization of ghetto neighborhoods. As more peo-
ple become employed, crime and drug use would
subside; families would be strengthened and wel-
fare receipt would decline significantly; ghetto-
related culture and behavior, no longer sustained
and nourished by persistent joblessness, would
gradually fade. As more people became em-
ployed and gained work experience, they would
have a better chance of finding jobs in the private
sector when they became available. The attitudes
of employers toward inner-city workers would
change, partly because the employers would be
dealing with job applicants who had steady work
experience and would furnish references from
their previous supervisors.

This is not to suggest that all the jobless indi-
viduals from the inner-city ghetto would take ad-
vantage of these employment opportunities. Some
have responded to persistent joblessness by abus-
ing alcohol and drugs, and these handicaps will
affect their overall job performance, including

fields, and 2,000 swimming pools. It constructed
40,000 buildings (including 8,000 schools) and re-
paired 85,000 more. Much of New York City—includ-
ing La Guardia Airport, F.D.R. Drive, plus hundreds of
parks and libraries—was built by the W.P.A.

A neo-W.P.A. program of employment, for
every American citizen over eighteen who wants
it, would provide useful public jobs at wages
slightly below the minimum wage. Like the work
relief under Roosevelt’s W.P.A., it would not carry
the stigma of a cash dole. People would be earn-
ing their money. Although some workers in the
W.P.A.-style jobs “could be promoted to higher-
paying public service positions,” says Kaus, most
of them would advance occupationally by moving
to the private sector. “If you have to work any-
way,” he says, “why do it for $4 an hour?”

Under Kaus’s proposal, after a certain date,
able-bodied recipients on welfare would no longer
receive cash payments. However, unlike the welfare-
reform bill that Clinton [signed], Kaus’s plan would
make public jobs available to those who move off
welfare. Also, Kaus argues that to allow poor
mothers to work, government-financed day care
must be provided for their children if needed. But
this service has to be integrated into the larger sys-
tem of child care for other families in the United
States to avoid creating a “day-care ghetto” for low-
income children.

A W.P.A.-style jobs program will not be cheap.
In the short run, it is considerably cheaper to give
people cash welfare than it is to create public jobs.
Including the costs of supervisors and materials,
each subminimum-wage W.P.A.-style job would
cost an estimated $12,000, more than the public
cost of staying on welfare. That would represent
$12 billion for every 1 million jobs created.

The solutions I have outlined were developed
with the idea of providing a policy framework that
could be easily adopted by a reform coalition. A
broad range of groups would support the long-
term solutions—the development of a system of
national performance standards in public schools,
family policies to reinforce the learning system in
the schools, a national system of school-to-work

324 The Economy and Work

Macich52ff.qxd  3/21/06  8:21 PM  Page 324



economic distress of many Americans, their impact
on jobless ghettos would be profound. Their most
important contribution would be their effect on the
children of the ghetto, who would be able to antici-
pate a future of economic mobility and harbor the
hopes and aspirations that for so many of their fel-
low citizens help define the American way of life.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. According to Wilson, what is the primary cause
of inner-city decline? How does his assessment
differ from common notions about this problem?
2. Why have inner-city areas lost so many jobs
over the last fifty years?
3. What solutions does Wilson offer? Do you
agree with his approach? Why or why not?

showing up for work on time or on a consistent
basis. But such people represent only a small pro-
portion of inner-city workers. Most of them are
ready, willing, able and anxious to hold a steady
job.

The long-term solutions that I have advanced
would reduce the likelihood that a new genera-
tion of jobless workers will be produced from the
youngsters now in school and preschool. We
must break the cycle of joblessness and improve
the youngsters’ preparation for the new labor mar-
ket in the global economy.

My framework for long-term and immediate so-
lutions is based on the notion that the problems of
jobless ghettos cannot be separated from those of
the rest of the nation. Although these solutions have
wide-ranging application and would alleviate the
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