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During a period when the Negro, after years of national apathy and indifference, has pressed for and in large 
measure gained swift and comprehensive legal and political advancement, his economic condition shows signs of 
retrogression. Recent income and employment studies reveal that the White-Negro economic gap has widened over 
the past dozen years and, recently, the Negro's earning and employment status has shown an absolute decline. 

How is the Negro's economic condition to be accounted for and what are its implications? 

F poverty is determined upon some 
absolute income scale, the Ameri

can Negro is by any world standard 
highly favoured. As a US Senator 
from a southern state observed in 
opposing the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
"the per capita income of American 
Negroes is $1,100, and they've got 
more cars, TVs, and radios than any
one in Russia." Poverty, however, is 
properly a function which varies with 
time and place, and to 19 million 
American Negroes, despite their well-
being by most world standards, poverty 
is real enough when their economic-
condition is compared with that of 
fellow white citizens. Their jobs are 
poorer and with less security. Their 
average earnings are only slightly more 
than half the white income average. 
As the most casual or indifferent ob
server of northern and southern cities 
and southern rural areas must admit, 
separate economic worlds exist for 
black and white America, 

Two Societies 
This economic division is not new. 

but at the present it poses a cruel and 
perplexing paradox for America. During 
a period when the Negro, after years 
of national apathy and indifference, 
has pressed for and in large measure 
gained swift and comprehensive legal 
and political advancement, his econo
mic condition shows signs of retro
gression. Discounting the arguments of 
apologists who point to important gains 
since World War I I , such as the 
approximate doubling of Negro's in
come, recent income and employment 
studies reveal that the comparative 
white and Negro economic gap has 
widened over the past dozen years, 
and- recently, the Negro's earning and 
employment status has shown an ab
solute decline. 

In 1962, Negro average earnings 
were $3,023 compared to $5,467 for 
white Americans. Such averages, how
ever, tend to obscure rather than ex
plain the Negroes' plight. A more ade
quate indication of the relative degra
dation is obtained from a 1962 study 
of income distribution in the United 
States by the Conference for Economic 
Progress, Basing its analysis on a De

partment of Labor survey of family 
budgets, the CEP classified American 
incomes into five types—"Poverty", 
"Deprivation", "Deprivation-Comfort", 
"Comfort-Affluence" and "Affluence". 
With $6,000 determined as a "modest 
but adequate" (Deprivation-Comfort 
Level) family income, the study defin
ed "poverty" as earnings of less than 
$4,000 per family, $2,000 for unattach
ed individuals. "Deprivation" was de
termined as earnings between $4,000 
and $6,000 for family units and $2,000 
and $3,000 for individuals. Using these 
categories, the CEP concluded that 38 
million Americans lived in Poverty and 
39 million in Deprivation, each group 
accounting for about about 20 per cent 
of the national population (see Table 1). 

While 65 per cent of all Negroes 
were below an "adequate" income 
level, very large numbers were clus
tered at the bottom of the income 
scale, Among multiple person families. 
32 per cent of Negro households had 
incomes of less than $2,000, half what 
the CEP defined as the upper limits 
of "poverty". Only 11 per cent of 
white families were in a similar eco
nomic category. Almost 14 per cent 
of Negro families earned less than 
$1.000, compared to only 4 per cent 
of whites. Stating all this somewhat 
differently, Negroes, comprising about 
10 per cent of the national population, 
provided almost 25 per cent of the 
American poor. 

Looking at comparative white and 
Negro income data in time series, the 
disparities may be seen widening, In 
1948, capping a phenomenal 10 year 
rise in earnings, average Nsgro wage 
income stood at 60 per cent of the 
white's. The increase was mostly ac-
eounted for by the Negro quitting 

southern agriculture in large numbers 
for the rising wages of war-propelled 
northern industries. Facing a rising 
labour demand, particularly in the un
skilled jobs, Negroes often enjoyed 
greater relative gains than whites. To 
the incautious and the optimistic, the 
historical economic cleavage between 
Negroes and whites seemed about to 
vanish in post-war prosperity, Average 
Negro income after 1948, however, 
failed to achieve this promise and 
during the prosperous fifties it never 
climbed higher than 62 per cent of 
white earnings. By I960 it still held 
at 60 per cent but in 1961 and 1962 
the proportion fell to 57 per cent, then 
55 per cent, Between 1960 and 1962, 
average Negro earnings actually de
clined by $50 while white income in
creased S350 (see Table 2). 

"American Dilemma" 

Gunnar Myrdal observed in 1944, in 
his classic study of the Negro, "The 
American Dilemma", that: Negroes for 
the most part held unskilled and low-
paid laboring jobs in service, farm and 
manufacturing industries. As the com
parative income data suggests, only 
modest modifications of the occupa
tional structure and distribution of the 
Negro work force have occurred in the 
past twenty years. US Department of 
Labour classifications (see Tables 3 and 
4) illustrate that Negroes have made 
some gains in the So-called "white 
collar" and semi-skilled occupations, 
but, as in 1940, they are usually de
pendent upon unskilled employment. 
Those observers awed by the rate of 
increase of Negro participation in bet
ter occupations have failed to note 
that the gains lose their meaning when 
compared to white gains and absolute 
white advantage. 
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The clustering of Negroes in margi
nal jobs has perpetuated the old gene
ralization that the Negro is the first 
laid off in slack times and first to be 
replaced by technological innovations. 
Studies of the unemployment structure 
further reveal that Negro unemploy
ment is of a longer duration, indicat
ing the Negro is the last to be hired 
when economic conditions improve. 
The susceptibility of black Americans 
to cyclical downturns is apparent in 
that during all five major business de
clines since 1947, Negroes incurred 
greater unemployment rates than the 
national average. In four of the five 
recessions, average Negro income 
showed absolute declines, ranging from 
14 to 3 per cent. Cyclical change had 
less effect upon white workers. Only 
in 1953 did white average earnings 
fall, then only a fraction of a per cent. 

Automation and the Negro 
Automation's effect upon the Negro 

is clear if more difficult to accurately 
calculate. The unskilled and labouring 
occupations, accounting for about 
three-quarters of the Negro work 
force have been most affected by tech
nological change. While industrial pro
duction has increased 60 per cent since 
1950, industrial labourers have de
creased 9.6 per cent, farm labourers 
declined 40.2 per cent, and semi
skilled operatives increased only 6.4 
per cent. The Negroes' transition to 
other employment has been difficult. 
Older workers have limited skills. For 
younger Negroes as well as younger 
whites, a new job is hard to find. Bet
ween 1958 and 1961. the civilian lab
our force grew by more than 3 million 
but less than 2.5 million new jobs were 
obtained. For the Negro less than 
100,000 new private sector jobs were 
added and Negro unemployment shows 
the effect. While national averages 
have hovered between 4.8 and 6 per 
cent, Negro unemployment increased 
from 10 per cent in 1959 to 13 per 
cent in 1962. In some northern indus
trial cities where the Negroes found 
well-paying labouring jobs in the for
ties, rather inadequate unemployment 
data shows rates to be at least as high 
as 30 per cent. 

Even if real occupational gains were 
made by a few, Negroes earned much 
less than whites in similar occupa
tional skills. Among men. only private 
household workers, numbering 27,000 
in the United States, received more 
income than their white counterparts. 
Among professional workers, Negroes 
earned about 65 per cent of white ave
rage incomes, semi-skilled averaged 58 

per cent, and service workers about 60 
per cent. The occupational wage struc
ture is, of course, partially a function 
of historical racial bias. Yet, creation 
of wage parity for the Negro, in vacuo, 
may bring no net improvement. Much 
evidence suggests that wage hikes 
could only induce unemployment 
trade-offs in certain jobs—particularly 
in not yet automated industries. 

The occupational wage differentials 
also reflect the lack of union organiza
tion among Negroes. To a large degree 
American unions have practised racial 
exclusion, but Negroes until recently 
showed little inclination to oppose 
this policy. Because of skill deficien
cies and the relatively good pay of 
non-unionized industries or non-
unionized occupations in which jobs 
were available to the flood of southern 
Negroes moving northward, labour or
ganizations of the thirties and forties 
passed by the Negro. Labour's gains. 
however, were sometimes felt adversely 
by the Negro as wage increases were 
charged off against rigid or reduced 
non-union labour wages or induced in
creased automation. 

The biggest, and about the only, 
boon to the Negro employment situa
tion in recent years has been govern
ment. Since 1956, local, state, and 
federal agencies have nearly doubled 
the number of non-whites on govern
ment payrolls. By 1962, one of every 
seven employed Negroes worked for 
a governmental agency. But the pros
pect for a black civil service is not 
likely. In federal civil service, Negroes 
are more nearly clustered in the low
er pay levels than they appear to be 
in the private sector. 

How is the Negro's economic condi

tion to be accounted for and what are 
its implications? 

Not Racial Prejudice Alone 
The first part of this question evokes 

an almost common response. To Ame
ricans and non-Americans, with atten
tion focussed for half a decade upon 
the racial problems of the United 
States, the cause of this economic de
generacy is clearly racial prejudice. 
Years of discrimination have produced 
inadequate Negro educational facili
ties and, when education was equal, 
still have maintained occupational ex
clusion or wage differentials adverse to 
Negroes. However, to account for 
Negro poverty solely or overwhelming
ly as a function of racial bias is a 
conventional wisdom that, true in the 
past, may only obscure analysis of the 
economic future of American Negroes. 
A closer examination of evidence of 
Negro impoverishment raises questions 
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about accounting for more recent Ne
gro economic losses as primarily out
growths of racial prejudice. Since 1940, 
the percentage of Negroes aged 7 to 
24 years attending schools has increas
ed from 55.3 to 72.8 per cent. This 
compares favourably with a white ave
rage of 75.1 per cent, although quali
tative differentials must be admitted. 
Among Negro youth, unemployment 
remains high, 18 per cent of those 
under 24 years of age seeking jobs can 
find none. But associating this solely 
with racial inequalities in skills or 
hiring fails to explain a similar white 
unemployment rate of 13-14 per cent. 
Even before passage of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, most northern industrial 
states, where Negro economic losses 
have been particularly perplexing, had 
passed and enforced "fair employment" 
laws which at least eliminated the most 
vicious discriminatory hiring practices. 
There is no need to deny the ugly 
history of economic discrimination by 
race, its continued existence, and its 
residual effects upon the Negro; but a 
far more potent force, in part affecting 
the Negro's present well-being and 
certainly shaping his economic future, 
is the subtle and insidious stagnation 
of the American economy. 

At the Roots: A Stagnant 
Economy 

Analysis of stagnation except in 
general terms lies outside the frame
work of this paper, but the answer to 
questions of why the Negro is econo
mically regressing can only be found 
in examining the shadowy outlines of 
an economy that at least since 1958 
has exhibited a disappointing perfor
mance. This lagging economy, which 
has not attained a growth rate of 3,5 
per cent during the five year period 
to 1963, has been marked, as the CEP 
study indicated, by an increasing mal
distribution of income and by persis
tent high levels of unemployment and 
disguised unemployment. Even the un
likely boom of 1964, spurred by a tax 
cut and enormous business optimism 
has effected no significant changes in 
employment and income trends, des
pite GNP growth promising to exceed 
4 per cent. Economists looking at this 
employment and income data have 
tended to explain stagnation either as 
a result of lagging aggregate demand 
or as the function of structural shifts 
in the intensity and distribution of 
labour demand and supply. Even a few 
have charged the problem to funda
mental bankruptcy of traditional con
cepts of production and reward. 

Of the explanations offered concern
ing American economic stagnation, two 

observations seem important First, 
American public policy approach to 
problems of growth has remained un
changed. In his Yale University speech 
of 1961, President Kennedy called for 
the development of ''unorthodox" eco
nomic thinking, but public policy has 
followed familiar conservative paths. 
Certainly the tax cut of 1964 was less 
qualitatively and quantitatively than 
"demand" proponents called for and 
the Johnson Administration's embarka
tion upon a one billion dollar "war on 
poverty" was inadequate for dealing 
with structural and technological em
ployment dislocation. 

Second, and of considerable impor
tance, few of the examinations of eco
nomic stagnation, despite a plethora of 
statistical and journalistic studies, have 
dealt specifically with the Negroes' loss 
from economic stagnation. The Negro 
usually has been viewed in the same 
terms as other identifiable, impover
ished groups such as the aged, the un
skilled, the marginal farmer, etc. When 
he has been identified as a racial eco
nomic group, his economic condition 
has been dismissed logically over the 
long run when the now legally dead 
hand of discrimination gives up its 
hold. Quite properly, it has been 
pointed out that as the most recent 
arrival in the labour market, however 
long his residence, and as the newest 
aspirant to the affluent society, the 
perplexing problems of aggregate de
mand and structural change would 
haunt him whatever his colour. This, 
however, does not explain away pre
sent and short run trends with the 
Negro at the very bottom of the eco
nomic ladder. Despite the ebbing of 
formal and institutionalized economic 
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and social discrimination and with im
proving skills, the Negro finds his 
immediate economic future little 
brighter than his past. To the Negro 
who knows he is poor there is little 
consolation in the argument that the 
"economy" and not his white neigh
bour is the cause of his poverty. 

Explosive Potential 
Economists, in ignoring the prospect 

of a racial economic class, have not 
halted the Negro's growing apprecia
tion of the racial content of American 
poverty. Spurred by promised and real 
political gains, black America often 
demonstrates the now familiar restive-
ness of "rising economic expectations." 
The recent riots and disorders in nor
thern cities, whatever their immediate 
causes, gave off vague rumblings about 
better living conditions and better 
jobs and they evinced a growing 
Negro consciousness of economic class. 

Solutions to the Negroes' economic 
problem are obvious enough. Whatever 
else is demanded in terms of legal and 
political equality, economic improve
ment requires the adoption of public 
policy measures which will deal with 
such dilemmas as automation, lagging 
economic growth, and the structure of 
income distribution. However, resting 
the analysis on the obvious and the 
logical and waiting for some change 
in public attitudes to the widely un
popular policy alternatives is dange
rous going. Such a posture fails to re
cognize that while attitudes are chang
ing there is a great possibility of the 
Negro broadly perceiving himself as a 
militant economic caste or class, ex
cluded from the economic system. 

To the impoverished Negro, the logic 
of his poverty is irrelevant. While his 
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