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:9,_?/' is to consider the percen

PAUL E. PETERSON

tage of the nation’s gross natuonal product used

’ 0 . . . . . .
&2 o fund them. This estimate conteols not only for intlation but also for
;3. any change in the size of the cconomy that occurs as a function of growth
#%.in the size of the labor force or i

e or mmproved economic productivity. By this
X'be. . . .
vd conservative measure che nation doubled its socia] w

A
,@% fifteen years between 1965 and 1980, increasing the share of GNP allo-
i cated to social security, welfare assistance, medical services, and food
i stamps from 5 10 1o percent.* Nor did the conservative climate and fiscal
.!*‘r crises of the 19805 cut deeply into the size and scope of these programs.
en » the Reagan adminisera-
tion's effort to cut back the welfare state was frequently checked by
strong congressional supporters of existing programs. Thus ir might be
said that as a result of its war on poverty, the nation now seems finally
committed to meeting the biblica) requirement that a tenth of income be
set aside for those in need.
- This war on poverty did not fail in any absolute sense. Although the
‘Spoverty rate no longer continued 1o decline, it remained fairly stable at
?Sne level it had reached in the late 1960s. Among whites the official rate
leveled off at about one-eighth of the population, among blacks the pro-
portion poor remained abour one-third.* The poverty rate among older
Americans continued to decline, Whereas one-quarter of those aged

include virtually all workers, benefit levels had been increased and in-
dexed at a new, higher level, and medicare insured against most poverty-
inducing illnesses. For this Broup at least, the effort 10 eradicate poverty
had been a resounding success.

Yet in recent years there has beena Bnawing sense that poverty, instead
of disappearing, has become worse. Not only has the puverty rate for the
population as a whole stabilized at around 13 percent, but the risk of
becoming poor has increased in disconcerting ways. First, the official
poverty rate among Hispanics increased from 28 10 39 percent between
1972 and 1987. It is not clear, however, how much of this apparent

nition of Hispanic during this period, making comparisons ove? time sus-
pect. In addition, it is not clear whether any increases thar have occurred
have been caused by changes that have taken place within the states, Both

4. Petersun and Rom (1988), p. 217,

5. For whites it was -9 PEICEnt in 1970, 10.2 petcent in 1980, and 10.5 percent in
1987; for blacks the percentages were 33.¢, 32.5, and 330,

3 ox 7
UKHAN UNDERCLASS AND THE POVERTY PARAD

3 ine, Selected
tasLi 1. Houscholds with Incomes below the Poverty Line,
Years, 1960-87

PPercent Central city Suburb Nonmetropolitan
Yeur
8.2
1960 13.7 :g 14.8
1970 .8 6.5 2.4
1980 14.0 s 13.8
1987 15.4 .

Savaces: Bureau ol the Census (1972), table 3; (1983), p. 445: 3n sylig), table 17,
iy ! 4 - (1972), I )i li1983), p dJ ( )

igrati of tinos from Mex-
the legal and illegal immigration of many low |nc'o:|call;; nos from Mex
ico, Puerto Rico, the Caribbean, Central America, 1 South America
an’y have contributed to the increased rate. Horvcver, increases o His-
ic 7 ' as large among longer- _
anic poverty before 1980 were . cnis 2
P ong 1 'cnz immigrants.* Whether that remained tl.xc casein thI:“9lt i;
at;\ongtl::'.numbct of immigrants increased sha}rlplyt is not yéc; “c1 ong. s
thus 1 te has increase
certai t extent the poverty ra
thus not certain to wha ent | . creas
panics who are not recent immigrants to the Um;:ld S e ing chance of
l Young families have also experienced a steadily in i chad
beinz poir. Although the poverty rate I:'r')l"‘g t;};::':e:h{l:znd“ oo
6, the probability
ween 1970 and 198 , y o ¢ the age
:?liizﬁttecn would be living in a poor family increased from 15
| i in rural areas
pet’l:';:thcightened risk of poverty has shifted from peoglen :non;uthe preas
to those Iiving‘in central cities, In 19§o about 28 plc‘:' ent of the rural
houscholds were poor, as compared with 14 pcrcc:t n the narios cen-
ral cities and 10 percent in the subultbs. By 1987: c ate in rural Amer.
't~a had fallen to 14 percent, whilc. in the central cit e o) T
I;nr ly from its low of 10 percent in 1970 t0 I§ fpcrcc e ftable 1), ThS
s.h‘anpe it should be stressed, was not the rcsplt o ar;ycmcs e e
i fll, opulation from rural America to .thc central [;al  fac, the
ov::cnt:ge of the nation's nonpoor population living in cen
pe :
i e 1983 e l"ni:?gsi:.fcmalc-hcadcd families more often
i re liv ilies m o
Finally, the poor today a ma s ol
¢ poor wer
25 percent of t .
an ever before. Whereas T g
::hc.::lcd families in 1960, by 1980 about 35 pctccnfl_w:r;,m 4! “);CWhat
ech o percent were. That female-headed families we mewhat
aps were. . -
::f(:re fik:ly to be poor in 1987 than they were in 1970 (an in

6. Nauonal Council of La Raza (1989).
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