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 all- purpose tool. Given the same interpersonal skills, energy, and 
common sense, the manager with higher cognitive ability has an edge 
in increasing profi tability by 10 percent instead of 5  percent— and 
that, combined with the larger stakes, also made brains worth more 
in the marketplace.

The Enabler: Wealth

Given that backdrop, it is no surprise that the people working in man-
agerial occupations and the professions made a lot more money in 
2010 than they had made in 1960, and that their growing wealth en-
abled the most successful of them, the members of the new upper 
class, to isolate themselves from the rest of America in ways that they 
formerly  couldn’t afford to do. Figure 2.1 shows the median income 
of families at various points on the income distribution, starting with 
those at the 25th centile and going all the way up to the 99th centile. 
The data are based on American families of all races and ages.

Shelves of books and academic articles have been written about the 
material in fi gure 2.1. Narratives can be told for every level. Real 
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FIGURE 2.1.  AMERICAN FAMILY INCOME DISTRIBUTION

Source: Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS). Unit of analysis is the family. The 

initial year is 1959 because the income variables in a decennial census or March Current 

Population Survey (CPS) interview refer to the preceding calendar year.
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1952, the mean SAT verbal score (now known as the Critical Reading 
score) of incoming Harvard freshmen was just 583, above the national 
mean but nothing to write home about.10 Then came the revolution. 
By 1960, the average SAT verbal score among incoming Harvard 
freshmen had jumped to 678. The progenitors of the revolution were 
aware of how momentous the shift had been. William J. Bender, Har-
vard’s dean of admissions, summed up the preceding eight years. 
“The fi gures,” he wrote, “report the greatest change in Harvard ad-
missions, and thus in the Harvard student body, in a short  time— two 
college  generations— in our recorded history.”11 The average Harvard 
freshman in 1952 would have placed in the bottom 10 percent of the 
incoming class by 1960.

The same thing happened throughout the college system, as shown 
in fi gure 2.2. The colleges are representative of the ones clustered at 
various SAT verbal scores. The backdrop is the distribution of SAT 
scores in 1960 if all  eighteen- year- olds had taken the test.

Georgia Southern is representative of a school in the second tier of 
a state university system, while North Carolina State is typical of a 
large  fi rst- tier university as of 1960. Then come successively more 
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FIGURE 2.2.  COGNITIVE STRATIFICATION AMONG COLLEGES AS OF 1960

Sources: Siebel, 1962; College Entrance Examination Board, 1961. Adapted from Herrnstein 

and Murray, 1994.
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selective private schools. But even among them, the differences in the 
mean verbal score of the incoming freshmen were substantial, with 
Harvard anchoring the high end.

The stratifi cation became still more extreme during the 1960s. In 
1961, 25 percent of Yale’s entering class still had SAT verbal scores 
under 600. Just fi ve years later, that fi gure had dwindled to 9 percent, 
while the proportion of incoming students with SAT verbal scores 
from 700 to 800 had increased from 29 to 52 percent.12

The situation at the end of the twentieth century may be conveyed 
through the work of Roger Geiger, who studied how the students in 
the top fi ve centiles of test scores (1400- plus on the SAT or 30- plus 
on the ACT) were distributed among the nation’s universities. Using 
data for 1997, he calculated the approximate numbers of such stu-
dents who attended the top 35 public universities, the top 35 private 
universities, and 35 highly selective small colleges in 1997. Figure 2.3 
shows the cumulative percentage of students with these high scores 
who were soaked up by just 105 colleges. I have extended the hori-
zontal axis to 100 percent to give a visual sense of the concentration 
of such students relative to the entire student population of  four- year 
institutions.
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FIGURE 2.3.  CONCENTRATION OF TOP HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS IN 105 

SELECT COLLEGES

Source: Geiger, 2002, tables 3.2, 3.3, 3.4.
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The result is that each level of educational  attainment— high 
school diploma, AA, BA, MA, and professional degree or  PhD—
 implies a mean IQ for people attaining that level that has been re-
markably stable among whites at least since the beginning of the 
1980s. I must limit the numbers to whites as I present these data, 
because aggressive affi rmative action has produced means for Afri-
can Americans and Latinos at each level of educational attainment 
that are substantially lower and more variable than the white 
means.30 But since we are talking about the new upper class, there 
are good reasons to think in terms of the white  means— partly be-
cause African Americans and Latinos who enter the new upper class 
have passed a number of career tests signifying that they approxi-
mate the white means on cognitive ability for each level of educa-
tional attainment, and partly because the new upper class is still 
overwhelmingly white.31

Table 2.1 shows the evidence for these stable means. The data for 
persons reaching adulthood in the 1980s and 2000s come from the 
1979 and 1997 cohorts of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 
(NLSY), which are used to establish national norms for the Armed 
Forces Qualifi cation Test (AFQT), which measures the same cogni-
tive abilities that IQ tests measure.32

TABLE 2.1.  MEAN WHITE IQ FOR LEVELS OF DEGREE ATTAINMENT IN THE 

NLSY- 79 AND NLSY- 97

Years when subjects reached age 25

1982–89 2005–9

Mean IQ for persons 
completing no more than . . . 

No degree 88 87

High school diploma/GED 99 99

Associate’s degree 105 104

Bachelor’s degree 113 113

Master’s degree 117 117

PhD, LLD, MD, DDS 126 124

Source: NLSY- 79, NLSY- 97. Sample limited to whites.
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TABLE 3.1.  ELITE PLACES TO LIVE IN 1960 AND WHAT HAPPENED 

TO THEM BY 2000

 Median percentage  Median income
 of adults with  (000s of
 college degrees 2010 dollars)

 1960 2000 1959 1999

New York 

The Upper East Sidea 23 75 $55 $183

Lower Westchester Countyb 25 58 $87 $155

The Connecticut Corridorc 27 65 $90 $191

Boston

Brookline 21 77 $69 $124

The Western Suburbsd 27 70 $75 $157

Philadelphia

The Main Linee 25 64 $83 $140

Washington, DC

Northwest Washingtonf 35 79 $88 $172

Lower Montgomery Countyg 42 77 $94 $176

McLean/Great Falls 26 74 $74 $180

Chicago

The North Shoreh 32 68 $95 $152

Los Angeles

Beverly Hillsi 19 56 $115 $158

San Francisco

Lower Marin Countyj 26 69 $64 $158

Burlingame/Hillsborough 21 54 $89 $144

The Palo Alto Areak 28 65 $72 $157

Total 26 67 $84 $163

Sources: Bogue fi le of 1960 Census Tracts and 2000 Census zip code data from American 

FactFinder on the Census Bureau website.

a. From Central Park to the East River between  Fifty- Ninth Street and  Ninety- Sixth Street.

b. Eastchester, Greenburgh area, Harrison, Mamaroneck, Pelham, Rye (town and city), 

Scarsdale.

c. Darien, Greenwich, New Canaan, North Stamford, Westport.

d. Concord, Lexington, Needham, Newton, Newton Centre, Newton Highlands, Newton 

Lower Falls, Newton Upper Falls, Newtonville, Sudbury, Wayland, Wellesley, Wellesley Hills, 

Weston.

e. Ardmore, Bala Cynwyd, Berwyn, Bryn Mawr, Devon, Gladwyne, Haverford, Malvern, 

Merion, Narberth, Paoli, Villanova, Wayne, Wynnewood.

f. The neighborhoods west of Rock Creek Park.

g. Potomac and the Maryland portions of Bethesda and Chevy Chase.

h. Evanston, Glencoe, Kenilworth, Wilmette, Winnetka.

i. Except for Beverly Hills, census tracts where the wealthy lived in Los Angeles have 

changed enough that reconstructing comparable neighborhoods for 1960 and 2000 was 

not possible.

j. Mill Valley, Sausalito, Tiburon.

k. Atherton, Los Altos, Menlo Park, Palo Alto, Portola Valley, Stanford.
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were almost all in their fi fties and at the peak of their careers. The 
547 graduates living in the United States whose zip codes could be 
determined included 51 CEOs, 107 presidents, 15 board chairs, and 
96 others who were directors, partners, or owners of their busi-
nesses.20 In addition, there were 115 who were CFOs, COOs, execu-
tive vice presidents, or managing directors. I will consider those 384 
to represent people who are extremely likely to fi t my operational 
defi nition of the broad elite. Figure 3.1 shows where they lived.

Sixty- one percent of them lived in SuperZips. Most of the ones 
who  didn’t live in the SuperZips lived in other places nearly as far out 
on the  right- hand tail of the distribution.  Eighty- three percent of the 
sample lived in zip codes with centiles of 80 or higher.

I chose alumni of the Harvard Business School class with positions 
that put them among the broad elite as a way of clarifying the discus-
sion. But I needn’t have bothered. The profi le for their classmates 
who were merely borderline members of the new upper class was 
quite similar.  Fifty- three percent of the rest of the class lived in Super-
Zips and 80 percent lived in zip codes with centiles of 80 or higher.

We can combine the Harvard Business School subsamples to throw 
more light on the phenomenon I noted anecdotally for Washington: 
The SuperZips are not equal. Figure 3.2 shows the distribution within 
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FIGURE 3.1.  CENTILES OF ZIP CODES WHERE THE HARVARD BUSINESS 

SCHOOL  UPPER- CLASS SAMPLE LIVE

Source: Class of 1979  twenty- fi fth reunion profi le.
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the top fi ve centiles of the 61 percent of the Harvard Business School 
sample who lived in SuperZips.

Remember that the highly successful families buying homes in 
these elite zip codes  didn’t have a key matching neighborhoods with 
centiles that they could  consult— it’s not like rich people who can go 
into a wine store with the latest issue of Wine Advocate and buy only 
wines that Robert Parker scored 99 or 100. Rather, they were looking 
for something that was consistently satisfi ed by something that the 
centile score taps into. It was something other than the simple wealth 
of the zip code. Multivariate analysis reveals that the percentage of 
adults with BAs played at least as important a role as median income 
in discriminating between zip codes where the new upper class live 
and where they don’t. That “something” was people like them— 
affl uent, highly educated, and highly successful. They want to live in 
the very, very best neighborhoods. The evidence from both Washing-
ton’s elite and the Harvard Business School sample reveals how clearly 
the new upper class can agree upon what the very, very best neigh-
borhoods are.

FIGURE 3.2.  DISTRIBUTION OF CENTILES WITHIN THE SUPERZIPS

Source: Class of 1979  twenty- fi fth reunion profi le.
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obtained as of 1996, when almost all of them ranged in age from 38 
to 47. The sources of the data are alumni directories and class anni-
versary volumes borrowed from graduates of those schools.

As mature adults, fully a quarter of the HPY graduates were living 
in New York City or its surrounding suburbs. Another quarter lived 
in just three additional metropolitan areas: Boston (10 percent), 
Washington (8 percent), and San Francisco (7 percent). Relative to 
the size of their populations, the Los Angeles and Chicago areas got 
few HPY  graduates— just 5 percent and 3 percent, respectively. Ex-
cept for the Philadelphia and Seattle areas, no other metropolitan 
area got more than 1 percent.

Even though I  didn’t screen the sample for achieved success— 
just graduating from Harvard, Princeton, or Yale was enough— these 
alumni lived in zip codes nearly as exclusive as those of the Harvard 
Business School sample. Figure 3.3 replicates the graph I showed in 
fi gure 3.1, using the same scale for the vertical axis, but this time using 
the entire HPY sample.

The zip codes for all HPY graduates are not quite as exaggerated as 
those of the  upper- class sample of the Harvard Business School, but 
almost.  Forty- four percent of them lived in SuperZips; 74 percent of 
them lived in zip codes at the 80th centile or higher.
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FIGURE 3.3.  CENTILES OF ZIP CODES WHERE GRADUATES OF HARVARD, 

PRINCETON, AND YALE LIVE

Sources: Various class directories.
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 A New Kind of Segregation 87

The data from the HPY sample are even more startling than those 
from the Harvard Business School sample. Everyone in fi gure 3.1 was a 
CEO, a CFO, or held some similarly elevated position that meant with-
out doubt that they had enough money to live wherever they chose. 
But not everyone who enters Harvard, Princeton, or Yale at age 18 ends 
up a fi nancial success. Many fail to accomplish much in life, and others 
choose to go into  low- paying professions. Figure 3.3 includes all of 
them. That it is possible to select a sample exclusively on the basis of 
whether they were admitted to Harvard, Princeton, or Yale as a teen-
ager, knowing nothing else whatsoever about what became of them, 
and produce the extreme concentration of those people in SuperZips 
when they were in their forties is remarkable on many counts.

If we were talking about only these three universities, these fi nd-
ings would be trivial. But there is no reason to think that the results 
are going to be much different for the other schools at the summit, 
such as Columbia, Stanford, or Duke. This brings us to the sample of 
Wesleyan graduates. In the most recent U.S. News college rankings, 
Wesleyan was ranked number 12 among liberal arts  colleges— defi nitely 
elite, but, adding in the top national universities (a separate list from 
the liberal arts colleges), it is fair to say that Wesleyan is not at the 
summit. But look at fi gure 3.4, the third replication of the graph pre-
viously shown for the Harvard Business School  upper- class sample 
and the HPY graduates, this time based on the Wesleyan graduates.
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FIGURE 3.4.  CENTILES OF ZIP CODES WHERE GRADUATES OF 

WESLEYAN LIVE

Source: Wesleyan University Alumni/ae Directory 1996.
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 A New Kind of Segregation 89

outsider zip codes that border Potomac have scores of 96, 96, 97, plus 
two other zip codes, both rural areas with centiles of merely 91 and 
89, the far northwest nub of Potomac’s zip code 20854, several miles 
after leaving Potomac’s residential areas behind.

The map in fi gure 3.5 shows the zip codes in and surrounding the 
District of Columbia. The zip codes in black are SuperZips, in the top 
fi ve centiles. Dark gray indicates zip codes that just barely missed 
qualifying as SuperZips, at the 90th–94th centiles. Light gray is for 
zip codes that may not be elite by the rarefi ed standard I am using, 
but are far above average for the nation as a whole, at the 80th–89th 
centile. Unshaded zip codes are somewhere below the 80th centile.

FIGURE 3.5.  SUPERZIP CLUSTERS AROUND WASHINGTON, DC

Black: SuperZips. Dark gray: zip codes in the 90th–94th centiles. Light gray: zip codes in the 

80th–89th centiles. Unshaded: below the 80th centile.
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FIGURE 3.8.  ADA VOTING RECORDS OF PEOPLE REPRESENTING THE 

SUPERZIPS THAT ARE NOT NEAR THE BIG FOUR

Sources: Annual ADA reports. Percentages refer to the aggregate population of the 

SuperZips.

scores of the representatives are weighted by the adult population in 
the zip codes they represented.
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12%
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FIGURE 3.7.  ADA VOTING RECORDS OF PEOPLE REPRESENTING ZIP CODES 

THAT ARE NOT SUPERZIPS

Source: Annual ADA reports and the zip code data base. Percentages are weighted by zip 

code population.

Outside the SuperZips, the nation was almost evenly split, with 
only a small edge for doctrinaire liberals.

The same balance between liberals and conservatives applies to 
most of the SuperZips. Figure 3.8 shows the representation for people 
who live in  SuperZips— with one little caveat: It includes all the 
Super Zips except the ones surrounding the Big  Four— New York, 
Washington, Los Angeles, and San Francisco.
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The representatives of the SuperZips outside the Big Four are 
slightly more polarized than the entire House of Representatives, 
with 60 percent of the inhabitants being represented by doctrinaire 
liberals or conservatives. But the doctrinaire representation is equally 
balanced.

In fi gure 3.9 we look at who represents the people in the SuperZips 
surrounding the Big Four.

Doctrinaire
liberal, 64%

Liberal, 3%

Mixed,
14%

Conservative,
9%

Doctrinaire
conservative,

10%

FIGURE 3.9.  ADA VOTING RECORDS OF PEOPLE REPRESENTING THE 

SUPERZIPS SURROUNDING THE BIG FOUR

Sources: Annual ADA reports. Percentages refer to the aggregate population of the 

SuperZips.

Sixty- four percent of the people living in the SuperZips surround-
ing the Big Four are represented by doctrinaire liberals, compared to 
19 percent who are represented by a conservative of any stripe. The 
reason fi gure 3.9 is signifi cant is, of course, that the SuperZips sur-
rounding New York, Washington, Los Angeles, and San Francisco are 
the home of almost all of the narrow elite whose decisions directly 
affect the economy, politics, and culture of the nation. These are also 
the SuperZips that are aggregated into the largest and most heavily 
buffered  SuperZip clusters in the nation. The representatives they 
elect refl ect a component of the new upper class that is just as liberal 
as its reputation.
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The Questions

Life History

 1. Have you ever lived for at least a year in an American neighbor-
hood in which the majority of your fi fty nearest neighbors prob-
ably did not have college degrees?

 2. Did you grow up in a family in which the chief breadwinner was 
not in a managerial job or a  high- prestige profession (defi ned as 
attorney, physician, dentist, architect, engineer, scientist, or col-
lege professor)?

 3. Have you ever lived for at least a year in an American community 
under 50,000 population that is not part of a metropolitan area 
and is not where you went to college?

 4. Have you ever lived for at least a year in the United States at a 
family income that was close to or below the poverty line? You 
may answer “yes” if your family income then was below $30,000 
in 2010 dollars. Graduate school  doesn’t count. Living unem-
ployed with your family after college  doesn’t count.

Take your best guess. For estimating your family’s past income, 
you should multiply what you or your parents used to make by the 
infl ator appropriate to that time. For example, if your dad made 
$7,000 a year when you were growing up in 1970, you should mul-
tiply that by 5.61. He made about $39,270 in 2010 dollars. You 
may estimate the infl ator for any particular year from these: 1940, 
15.66; 1950, 9.12; 1960, 7.41; 1970, 5.61; 1980, 2.64; 1990, 1.67; 
2000, 1.26.

 5. Have you ever walked on a factory fl oor?
 6. Have you ever held a job that caused something to hurt at the end 

of the day?

People Who Have Been Part of Your Life

 7. Have you ever had a close friend who was an evangelical 
Christian?
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104 Coming Apart

 8. Do you now have a close friend with whom you have strong and 
 wide- ranging political disagreements?

 9. Have you ever had a close friend who could seldom get better 
than Cs in high school even if he or she tried hard?

 10. During the last month, have you voluntarily hung out with peo-
ple who were smoking cigarettes?

 11. What military ranks do these fi ve insignia represent?

Sports, Pastimes, and Consumer Preferences

 12. Choose one. Who is Jimmie Johnson? Or: Have you ever pur-
chased Avon products?

 13. Have you or your spouse ever bought a pickup truck?
 14. During the last year, have you ever purchased domestic mass- 

market beer to stock your own fridge?
 15. During the last fi ve years, have you or your spouse gone fi shing?
 16. How many times in the last year have you eaten at one of the fol-

lowing restaurant chains? Applebee’s, Waffl e House, Denny’s, 
IHOP, Chili’s, Outback Steakhouse, Ruby Tuesday, T.G.I. Fri-
day’s, Ponderosa Steakhouse

Some American Institutions

 17. In secondary school, did you letter in anything?
 18. Have you ever attended a meeting of a Kiwanis Club or Rotary 

Club, or a meeting at a union local?
 19. Have you ever participated in a parade not involving global warm-

ing, a war protest, or gay rights?
 20. Since leaving school, have you ever worn a uniform?
 21. Have you ever ridden on a  long- distance bus (e.g., Greyhound, 

Trailways) or hitchhiked for a trip of fi fty miles or more?
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Media and Popular Culture

 22. Which of the following movies have you seen (at a theater or on a 
DVD)? Iron Man 2, Inception, Despicable Me, Tron Legacy, True 
Grit, Clash of the Titans, Grown Ups, Little Fockers, The King’s 
Speech, Shutter Island

 23. During the 2009–10 television season, how many of the follow-
ing series did you watch regularly? American Idol, Undercover 
Boss, The Big Bang Theory, Grey’s Anatomy, Lost, House, Desperate 
Housewives, Two and a Half Men, The Offi ce, Survivor

 24. Have you ever watched an Oprah, Dr. Phil, or Judge Judy show all 
the way through?

 25. What does the word Branson mean to you?

Scoring Your Access to the Rest of America

 1. Have you ever lived for at least a year in an American neighborhood 
in which the majority of your fi fty nearest neighbors did not have col-
lege degrees? Seven points maximum. Score 4 points if you an-
swered “yes” plus a bonus point for every fi ve years you have lived 
in such a place up to fi fteen years.

In the 2000 census, 92 percent of Americans lived in zip codes 
in which the majority of adults ages 25 and older did not have col-
lege degrees.  Seventy- seven percent lived in zip codes where 
fewer than a third of those adults had degrees. You should make 
your judgment with regard to your neighborhood, not your zip 
code. Zero points if you are thinking of a gentrifying neighbor-
hood in which you were one of the gentrifi ers.

 2. Did you grow up in a family in which the chief breadwinner was not 
in a managerial job or a  high- prestige profession (defi ned as attorney, 
physician, dentist, architect, engineer, scientist, or college professor)? 
Seven points maximum. Score 4 points if you answered “yes” and 
3 bonus points if the chief breadwinner for most or all of your 
childhood was in what you consider to be a  blue- collar job.

The percentages of households in which the chief breadwinner 
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was not in a managerial job or a  high- prestige profession ranged 
from 85 percent in 1960 to 75 percent in 2010.3

 3. Have you ever lived for at least a year in an American community 
under 50,000 population that is not part of a metropolitan area and 
is not where you went to college? Seven points maximum. Score 5 
points if you answered “yes,” 6 points if the place was under 
25,000, and 7 points if you lived in a town of fewer than 10,000 
people or in a rural area.

The percentage of Americans fi tting the description in the 
question was 58 percent in the 1960 census and 48 percent in the 
2000 census. You may fi nd it surprising, as I did, that 21 percent 
of Americans still lived in rural areas as of the 2000 census and 
another 10 percent lived in towns of fewer than 10,000  people— in 
total, almost a third of the population. That fi gure is not com-
pletely cleansed of bedroom communities, but it’s close.

 4. Have you ever lived for at least a year in the United States at a family 
income that was close to or below the poverty line? You may answer 
“yes” if your family income then was below $30,000 in 2010 dollars. 
Graduate school  doesn’t count. Living unemployed with your family 
after college  doesn’t count. Seven points maximum. Score 5 points 
if you answered “yes” and two bonus points if you experienced 
poverty both as a child and as an adult.

A majority of Americans in their forties have been below the 
poverty line for a year at least once since their teens—56 percent 
for the 1979 cohort of the NLSY.4

 5. Have you ever walked on a factory fl oor? Six points maximum. 
Score 2 points for “yes,” 4 points if you have ever had a job that 
entailed routine visits to factory fl oors, and 6 points if you have 
worked on a factory fl oor.

I was prompted to use this question because of a personal ex-
perience. In the mid- 1980s, my sponsor for a speech at a local 
college in Wichita was the owner of a factory that made card-
board boxes, and my host took me to see it. It was  fascinating—
the ingenious machines, the noise, the speed, the organization. 
Then it struck me that every product I used was made in such 
a  place—in the aggregate, thousands of them, constituting the 
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world that made my life  possible—and until then I had never seen 
even a glimpse of it except as a small child on a single visit to 
Maytag Company’s assembly line. My visit to the box factory was 
a quarter of a century ago, and I haven’t been on another factory 
fl oor since.

 6. Have you ever held a job that caused something to hurt at the end of 
the day? Six points maximum. Score 3 points if you answered 
“yes,” add 2 bonus points if the job lasted longer than a summer, 
and a bonus point if you’re talking about a job that made you ache 
all over.

The question applies to any part of the body that hurts because 
of physical labor using the large muscles. Headaches don’t count, 
and neither does carpal tunnel syndrome. Sore feet from having 
to stand up for long periods of time does count.

If you answered “no” to this one, your bubble is thick indeed. 
John Kenneth Galbraith, who grew up on a farm, once said that 
after you’ve worked on a farm, nothing else you ever do is work. 
One might also say that if you’ve never had a job where some-
thing hurts at the end of the day, you don’t know what work is. 
You certainly don’t know what work is like for the large propor-
tion of the American population who do hold jobs that cause 
something to hurt at the end of the day.

 7. Have you ever had a close friend who was an evangelical Christian? 
Four points maximum. Score 2 points if you answered “yes,” and 
4 points if you are an evangelical Christian yourself.

The distinguishing characteristics of evangelical Christians are 
belief in the historical accuracy of both the Hebrew Bible and the 
New Testament, including especially the divinity and resurrec-
tion of Christ, and belief in the necessity of personal conversion— 
being “born again”—as a condition for salvation. In the Pew 
Forum’s survey of the U.S. religious landscape in 2004, with a 
sample of more than 35,000, 26.3 percent of the respondents said 
they were affi liated with evangelical Protestant churches, the sin-
gle largest category. Catholics came in second at 23.9 percent, 
mainline Protestant churches third at 18.1 percent, and “unaffi li-
ated” fourth at 16.1 percent.5
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 8. Do you now have a close friend with whom you have strong and 
 wide- ranging political disagreements? Four points maximum. Score 
2 points if you have one such close friend, 4 points if you have 
more than one, but not if they are disagreements within the same 
side of the political spectrum (no points if you are a liberal who 
has an ultraliberal friend or a conservative with an ultraconserva-
tive friend).

The reason for this question is obvious from the discussion of 
red and blue SuperZips in chapter 3. See Bill Bishop’s The Big Sort 
for a comprehensive analysis of this issue.6

 9. Have you ever had a close friend who could seldom get better than Cs 
in high school even if he or she tried hard? Score 4 points for “yes.”

I use this question as a way of getting at the question I would 
like to ask, “Have you ever had a close friend who would have 
scored below the national average on an IQ test?” I can’t ask that 
question, because readers who grew up in an  upper- middle- class 
neighborhood or went to school with the children of the upper-
middle class have no way of knowing what average means. The 
empirical case for that statement is given in detail elsewhere, but 
it may be summarized quickly.7 The typical mean IQ for students 
in schools that the children of the  upper- middle class attend is 
around 115, compared to the national mean of 100. In such a 
school, almost all of the  below- average students, the ones you 
thought of as the school’s dummies, actually were above the na-
tional average. Even if the students were arranged in a normal 
distribution around a mean of 115, only 11 percent of the stu-
dents could be expected to have IQs under 100.8 But they prob-
ably weren’t normally distributed, especially at a private school 
that uses a fl oor of academic ability in its admission decisions. So 
if you went to  upper- middle- class schools and think you had a 
good friend who was below the national IQ mean, and are right, it 
had to have been one of the students who was at the absolute bot-
tom of academic ability.

If you answered “yes” to this question as stated, you need to 
ask yourself if you fudged about the defi nition of “close friend.” 
We hate to think we’re such snobs that we have consorted only 
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with people as smart as we are, and the temptation is strong to 
defi ne as a “close friend” a classmate in K–12 who  didn’t seem 
very smart but with whom we exchanged friendly greetings in 
the lunchroom.

 10. During the last month have you voluntarily hung out with people who 
were smoking cigarettes? Score 3 points for “yes.”

In the Centers for Disease Control’s Behavioral Risk Factor 
Surveillance System for 2009, 35 percent of the respondents said 
that they smoked some days or every day.9 Rates of smoking have 
a strong socioeconomic gradient, but the wording of the question 
is designed to get at something else. Open smoking in the world 
of the new upper class has become so rare that it is nearly invisi-
ble. Cigars and pipes appear occasionally, but it is possible to go 
for weeks in the  new- upper- class milieu without smelling a whiff 
of cigarette smoke anywhere except on a public street. Elsewhere 
in America, there are still lots of homes, bars, and work sites 
where smoking goes on openly, and nonsmokers in those settings 
accept it as a fact of life. The question asks to what extent you 
have any voluntary participation in that part of America.

 11. What military ranks are denoted by these fi ve insignia? From left to 
right, the fi ve stand for colonel (or navy captain), major general 
(or navy rear admiral, upper half), corporal, master sergeant, and 
captain (or navy lieutenant). Five points maximum. Score 1 point 
if you got at least one correct, 3 points if you identifi ed all of 
them, and 5 points if you ever served in the armed forces.

In 2007, 1.4 million Americans were on active duty in the 
armed forces, another 1.3 million were in the reserve, and 
805,000 civilians worked directly for the Department of Defense. 
People who live in counties where a large military base is located 
account for another 8.4 million.10 In the 2000 census, 26.4 mil-
lion Americans were veterans of the armed forces. In mainstream 
America, just about every neighborhood is peppered with numer-
ous veterans, and the local chapter of the VFW or American Le-
gion is still a signifi cant civic force in much of America.

 12. Option 1: Who is Jimmie Johnson? Three points maximum. Score 
3 points if you identifi ed Jimmie Johnson as the NASCAR driver. 
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Score 1 point (consolation prize) if you identifi ed him as the for-
mer coach of the Dallas Cowboys (the coach spells it Jimmy, not 
Jimmie).

For tens of millions of Americans, Jimmie Johnson is the most 
important fi gure in sports. He was the NASCAR Sprint Cup Se-
ries champion for fi ve consecutive years from 2006 to 2010, a feat 
as unlikely as pulling off the Grand Slam in golf or tennis. NAS-
CAR itself rivals the NFL, NBA, and Major League Baseball by 
several measures of attendance, economic clout, and size of fan 
base.

Option 2: Have you ever purchased Avon products? Score 3 
points for “yes.”

Avon is one of the largest companies selling cosmetics and per-
fume  door- to- door, with sales of $9.9 billion in 2007.

 13. Have you or your spouse ever bought a pickup truck? Score 2 points 
for “yes.”

In 2010, Americans bought about 1.6 million new pickup 
trucks.11 Occasionally members of the new upper class buy one 
for fun or because they need one at their summer place in Mon-
tana. But it remains true that people who have a need for the 
things that a pickup truck can do are usually engaged in activities 
that people in the new upper class often don’t do at all, or things 
that the new upper class hires other people to do for them.

 14. During the last year, have you ever purchased domestic  mass- market 
beer to stock your own fridge? Score 2 points for “yes.”

The leading qualifying beers are Budweiser, Coors, Miller, or 
Busch, light or regular. The disdain of the new upper class for 
domestic  mass- market beer is nearly as intense as its disdain for 
people who smoke cigarettes.

 15. During the last fi ve years, have you or your spouse gone fi shing? Two 
points maximum. Score 1 point for “yes” and 2 points if you or 
your spouse go fi shing more than once a year.

Fishing is a regular pastime for about 40 million Americans, 
and at the center of the annual vacation for millions more who 
don’t fi sh regularly.12 It is so popular that it supports not just one 
but two professional bass-fi shing tournament circuits, the Bass-

Murr_9780307453426_3p_01_r4.r.indd   110Murr_9780307453426_3p_01_r4.r.indd   110 12/6/11   1:44 PM12/6/11   1:44 PM



 How Thick Is Your Bubble? 111

master Tournament Trail and the Walmart FLW Tour, plus several 
regional tours. Top prize for the Bassmaster Classic is $500,000. 
Win the Forrest Wood Cup, and you get $1 million. Both major 
tours are nationally televised.

 16. How many times in the last year have you eaten at one of the follow-
ing restaurant chains? Applebee’s, Waffl e House, Denny’s, IHOP, 
Chili’s, Outback Steakhouse, Ruby Tuesday, T.G.I. Friday’s, Pon-
derosa Steakhouse. Four points maximum. Score a point for each 
time you ate at one of them up to 4.

However much they disapprove of fast food in theory and re-
strict their visits, almost all members of the new upper class at 
least know what the inside of a McDonald’s looks like. But how 
about the chains of  sit- down restaurants that form such an inte-
gral part of life in most of America? The nine I listed are the ones 
with the most outlets in the United States.13 I could not get statis-
tics on meals served by them, but given that these nine chains had 
revenues of more than $12 billion in 2009 (probably much more), 
and all of that comes from dinner checks that ran around $5 to 
$25 per person, the aggregate number of meals served by just the 
top nine chains has to be in the high hundreds of millions, at 
least.14 Why a list of nine chains instead of the more natural top 
ten? Because one of the top ten is Chipotle Mexican Grill, which 
is to the  casual- dining genre of restaurants as Whole Foods is to 
grocery stores.

 17. In secondary school, did you letter in anything? Two points maxi-
mum. Score 2 points if you got any high school varsity letter ex-
cept for the debating team or chess club. Score 2 points if you 
were a cheerleader or in the marching band.

The stereotype of the overeducated elitest snob as a teenager is 
someone who either went to a private school where team sports 
were not a big deal or went to a public school where he held him-
self aloof from the team sports and collateral activities that are 
such an important part of the culture of public high schools. Does 
the stereotype fi t you?

 18. Have you ever attended a meeting of a Kiwanis Club or Rotary Club, 
or a meeting at a union local? Score 2 points for “yes.”
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Kiwanis and Rotary Clubs have for several decades been a 
primary networking organization for local businessmen. They 
are more infl uential in small cities than in large ones, but their 
reach extends everywhere. They are a signifi cant source of secu-
lar social capital as well, playing an active role in a variety of 
civic activities. Unions usually do not play a large role in gener-
ating social capital for the community at large, but they are 
often centrally important to the work life of members of the 
union.

 19. Have you ever participated in a parade not involving global warming, 
a war protest, or gay rights? Score 2 points for “yes.”

Celebratory parades, as opposed to parades on behalf of causes, 
occur everywhere in America, from small towns to ethnic neigh-
borhoods in the largest cities, but not so often in the enclaves of 
the new upper class. This question asks if you have ever been part 
of one. Helping to decorate a fl oat counts even if you  didn’t get to 
ride on it.

 20. Since leaving school, have you ever worn a uniform? Three points 
maximum. Score 1 for “yes,” a bonus point if you did so as part of 
your job, and a third point if it was while you served in the armed 
forces.

A uniform can consist of as little as a shirt with your employ-
er’s logo that you are required to wear on the job. It gives you a 
chance to score a point or two if you are a member of a social club 
that occasionally has rituals involving uniforms, if you are a Civil 
War reenactor, or if you participate in an adult athletic league. 
Wearing a uniform in a dramatic production or on Halloween 
does not count.

 21. Have you ever ridden on a  long- distance bus (e.g., Greyhound, 
Trailways) or hitchhiked for a trip of fi fty miles or more? Two points 
maximum. Score 1 point for having used each form of transpor-
tation.

About 25 million people rode on a Greyhound Bus in 2008 
alone. There are no statistics on hitchhiking.

 22. Which of the following movies have you seen (at a theater or on a 
DVD)? Iron Man 2, Inception, Despicable Me, Tron Legacy, True 
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Grit, Clash of the Titans, Grown Ups, Little Fockers, The King’s 
Speech, Shutter Island. Four points maximum. Score a point for 
each movie seen up to 4.

These represent the ten  top- grossing fi lms of 2010 that were 
not principally directed at children or teens.15

 23. During the 2009–10 television season, how many of the following 
series did you watch regularly? American Idol, Undercover Boss, The 
Big Bang Theory, Grey’s Anatomy, Lost, House, Desperate House-
wives, Two and a Half Men, The Offi ce, Survivor. Four points max-
imum. Score a point for each series up to 4.

These were the ten television series (omitting a sports series, 
NBC Sunday Night Football) with the highest Nielsen ratings for 
the 2009–10 television season. Number 1, American Idol, had a 
rating of 9.1 and an audience share of 24 percent. Number 10, 
Survivor (the “Heroes and Villains” sequence), had a rating of 4.5 
and an audience share of 13 percent.16

 24. Have you ever watched an Oprah, Dr. Phil, or Judge Judy show all 
the way through? Four points maximum. Score 1 point for each of 
the three for which you have watched an entire episode and a 
bonus point if you watch any of them regularly.

The Oprah Winfrey Show is, of course, the  highest- rated talk 
show in American history, in its  twenty- fi fth and last year as I 
write. Dr. Phil is in its ninth year, and is rated second only to 
Oprah. Judge Judy is now in its fi fteenth year and is said to be 
watched by about 10 million people on a typical day. References 
to them have become a common part of the popular culture.

 25. What does the word Branson mean to you? Four points maximum. 
Score 2 points if you knew that Branson is a big entertainment 
center in the Midwest, and 4 points if you’ve gone to Branson 
yourself. No points for thinking of Richard Branson.

Branson, Missouri, is one of the leading tourist destinations in 
America. With a permanent population of only 6,050 in the 2000 
census, it has more than fi fty different theaters offering daily live 
performances, almost all of them devoted to country music and 
its derivatives. In 2009, during the worst year of the recession, it 
still attracted more than 7 million visitors.17
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Interpreting Your Score

Here are the scores that you could expect to get if you fi t the follow-
ing descriptions.

• A lifelong resident of a  working- class neighborhood with average televi-
sion and moviegoing habits. Range: 48–99. Typical: 77.

• A  fi rst- generation  middle- class person with  working- class parents and 
average television and moviegoing habits. Range: 42–100. Typical: 66.

• A  fi rst- generation  upper- middle- class person with  middle- class par-
ents. Range: 11–80. Typical: 33.

• A  second- generation (or more)  upper- middle- class person who has 
made a point of getting out a lot. Range: 0–43. Typical: 9.

• A  second- generation (or more)  upper- middle- class person with the tele-
vision and moviegoing habits of the upper-middle class. Range: 0–20. 
Typical: 2.

The scoring of the archetypes refl ects a few realities about socio-
economic background and the bubble.

If you grew up in a  working- class neighborhood, you are going to 
have a high score even if you are now an investment banker living on 
Park Avenue. Your present life may be completely encased in the bub-
ble, but you brought a lot of experience into the bubble that will al-
ways be part of your understanding of America.

Growing up in a  middle- class neighborhood also scores points for 
you on several questions, and this, too, is refl ected in the  real- world 
experiences that people bring to their adult lives in the new upper 
class. But middle class covers a wide variety of environments, and the 
degree to which people who grew up in the middle class seal them-
selves off from that world after they reach the new upper class also 
varies widely, which is refl ected in the wide range of possible scores.

Having grown up in an  upper- middle- class neighborhood inevita-
bly means some restriction to your exposure to average American 
life. If you grew up in an exclusive part of town such as Chicago’s 
North Shore or Northwest Washington, you or your parents had to 
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have been, but if 96 percent of wives in the 1962 Gallup survey 
thought women were generally happier with a family than with a ca-
reer, we have to assume that the “agree” responses for the GSS item 
would have been at least somewhere above 90 in the early 1960s. Ap-
pendix D describes how I reached my estimate of 95 percent, desig-
nated by the unattached X you see in fi gure 8.1. It represents an 
estimate for the fi rst half of the 1960s, not the entire decade.

The main effect applied across all classes, and comes as no sur-
prise: The traditional conception of marital roles took a big hit from 
the 1960s through the 1980s. A substantial class difference remained, 
however. As of the 2000s, almost 40 percent of Fishtown still took a 
traditional view of the woman’s role, compared to less than 20 per-
cent of Belmont.

About the Graphs

Almost all of the graphs in part 2 go from 1960 through 2010 on 

the horizontal axis, even when data for the end points are not avail-

able, and show percentages on the vertical axis. This raises a pe-

rennial problem in presenting such data: How big a range should 

the vertical axis show? If the range goes all the way from zero to 

100 percent, the shape and importance of trends can be obscured. 
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FIGURE 8.1.  THE WOMAN’S ROLE IN MARRIAGE

Source: GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. Data smoothed using locally estimated 

regression (LOESS). See appendix A for a description of LOESS.
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on collateral evidence such as the Gallup survey of American 
women, we have to assume that in the early 1960s Belmont was 
about as strict in its attitudes as Fishtown. Within just a few years, 
white  college- educated men and women became enthusiastic re-
cruits to the sexual revolution. It is one of the most dramatic and 
rapid examples of divergence of elite norm and mainstream norms. 
It is also clearly concentrated among the college educated— note the 
difference between acceptance of extramarital sex among the col-
lege educated people of Belmont compared to the people in the top 
20 percent, who in the 1970s still included many who were not col-
lege educated.

During the 1980s, the percentage of Belmonters who said that ex-
tramarital sex was always wrong began to rise and continued to do so. 
By the 2000s, Belmont still was not quite as strict on this point as 
Fishtown, but  college- educated professionals had clearly returned to a 
more traditional attitude than they had held in the 1970s. While class 
differences remained in attitudes  toward marriage, many of these dif-
ferences were smaller in 2010 than they had been in the 1970s. And 
yet actual behavior regarding marriage diverged sharply. It is time to 
tell that story.

FIGURE 8.2.  IS EXTRAMARITAL SEX WRONG?

Source: GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. Data smoothed using locally estimated 

regression (LOESS).

Murr_9780307453426_3p_02_r4.r.indd   153Murr_9780307453426_3p_02_r4.r.indd   153 12/6/11   1:44 PM12/6/11   1:44 PM



154 Coming Apart

What Whites Did About Marriage

The Decline of Marriage

Starting around 1970, marriage took a nosedive that lasted for nearly 
twenty years. Among all whites ages 30–49, only 13 percent were not 
living with spouses as of 1970. Twenty years later, that proportion 
had more than doubled, to 27  percent— a change in a core social in-
stitution that has few precedents for magnitude and speed. Figure 8.3 
uses the 1960 decennial census and the Current Population Survey 
for 1968–2010 (hereafter referred to as the CPS database) to show 
how the prevalence of marriage changed among the people of Bel-
mont and Fishtown.

In 1960, the proportions of married couples in Belmont and Fish-
town were separated by about 10 percentage points, but both were 
high—94 percent in Belmont and 84 percent in Fishtown. Nothing 
much changed in the 1960s. A sexual revolution may have been under 
way among the  twentysomethings, but the proportions of whites in 
their thirties and forties who were married in 1970 were within a 
percentage point of their 1960 levels. Then, beginning during the last 
half of the 1970s, the neighborhoods started to diverge. By the  mid- 
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FIGURE 8.3.  MARRIAGE

Source: IPUMS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. “Married” refers to persons married 

and not separated.
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1980s, the decline had stopped in Belmont, and the trendline re-
mained fl at thereafter. Marriage in Fishtown kept falling.

The net result: The two neighborhoods, which had been only 11 
percentage points apart as late as 1978, were separated by 35 percent-
age points as of 2010, when only 48 percent of  prime- age whites in 
Fishtown were married, compared to 84 percent in 1960. Further-
more, the slope of the decline in Fishtown after the early 1990s had 
yet to fl atten.

The Rise of the  Never- Marrieds

People ages 30–49 are unmarried for two main reasons: They are di-
vorced or they never got married in the fi rst place (widowhood at that 
age is rare). I begin with the  never- marrieds.

The percentage of whites ages 30–49 who had not yet married 
started going up in the early 1970s, doubling from 1977 to 1991. Fig-
ure 8.4 shows how differently those increases played out in Belmont 
and Fishtown.

The stereotypes of the 1970s and 1980s, of yuppies and feminists 
remaining single into their thirties or forties, had some basis in fact— 
the percentage of  never- married whites in Belmont doubled from 
1970 to 1984. But after 1984, that percentage barely rose at all, from 
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FIGURE 8.4.  REMAINING SINGLE

Source: IPUMS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49.
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9 percent to 11 percent. The big news is the relentless increase in Fish-
town of people who had never married. It showed no signs of decreas-
ing through 2010, when more than one out of four Fishtown whites 
ages 30–49 had not yet married. That increase was  driven mostly by 
the retreat of men from the marriage market. As of 2010, almost one 
out of three Fishtown males ages 30–49 had not yet married.

The Rise of Divorce

Divorce played about an equal role with the  never- marrieds in ex-
plaining the overall class divergence in marriage. The story is shown 
in fi gure 8.5 for people who have ever married (excluding those who 
are widowed).

It is a predictable story, given what we have already seen about the 
decline in  marriage— similarity between the two neighborhoods for a 
while, then divergence. In the case of divorce, the trends were similar 
into the early 1980s. The trendline in Belmont fl attened in the early 
1980s. In Fishtown, the trendline continued steeply upward, with the 
slope shallowing only a little in the 2000s. As of 2010,  one- third of 
Fishtown whites ages 30–49 had been divorced.
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FIGURE 8.5.  DIVORCE

Source: IPUMS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49 who have married and are not wid-

owed.
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Happy and Not So Happy Marriages

One other divergence among the classes with regard to marriage 
needs to be mentioned before moving on. Not only did marriage be-
come much rarer in Fishtown over the half century ending in 2010, 
the quality of marriages that did exist apparently deteriorated. Since 
1973, the GSS has asked, “Taking all things together, how would you 
describe your marriage?” and given the respondent the choice of an-
swering “very happy,” “pretty happy,” or “not too happy.” The results 
by decade are shown in fi gure 8.6. Based on the 1962 Gallup survey 
for the Saturday Evening Post, I put the estimate of people say-
ing they had very happy marriages in the fi rst half of the 1960s at 
63 percent.

If the estimate for the fi rst half of the 1960s is correct, the implica-
tion is that the proportion of happy marriages increased during the 
late 1960s and early 1970s. It may well be  true— the introduction of 
 no- fault divorce in the late 1960s and the surge in divorces that fol-
lowed ended a lot of unhappy marriages. But perhaps the wording of 
the 1962 Gallup question, which asked if people were extremely 

FIGURE 8.6.   SELF- REPORTED “VERY HAPPY” MARRIAGES AMONG THOSE 

MARRIED AND NOT SEPARATED

Source: GSS. Sample limited to married whites ages 30–49. Data smoothed using locally 

estimated regression (LOESS).4
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Children Living with a Single Divorced or Separated Parent

Figure 8.7 shows the trends for children living in  single- parent homes 
consisting of a divorced or separated parent.15

The trends roughly correspond to the trends in divorce shown ear-
lier. The divergence between Belmont and Fishtown is substantial, 
with 22 percent of Fishtown children living with a lone divorced or 
separated parent as of 2010, compared to just 3 percent of Belmont 
children. Divorce isn’t the biggest problem that the children of Fish-
town face, however. The problem is  never- married mothers.

Nonmarital Births

From the founding until well into the twentieth century, it was un-
questioned that children should be born only within marriage and 
that failure to maintain that state of affairs would produce cata-
strophic consequences for society. That universal understanding ex-
plains why children born out of marriage were called by an invidious 
name, bastards; had diminished legal standing; and were so relent-
lessly stigmatized that even children of unmarried women who rose 
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to eminence (Alexander Hamilton, for example) felt the sting of that 
stigma all their lives.

In the twentieth century, illegitimate supplanted bastard as the fa-
vored label for children born out of wedlock, helped along by the im-
primatur of one of the fi rst great anthropologists, Bronisław Malinowski. 
In his 1930 book, Sex, Culture, and Myth, Malinowski concluded that 
the “principle of legitimacy” amounted to a “universal sociological law.” 
Every culture, he concluded, had a norm that “no child should be 
brought into the world without a  man— and one man at  that— assuming 
the role of sociological father, that is, guardian and protector, the male 
link between the child and the rest of the community.” Without that 
man, Malinowski wrote, “the group consisting of a woman and her off-
spring is sociologically incomplete and illegitimate.”16

The last half of the twentieth century saw the creation of cultures 
that broke Malinowski’s universal sociological law. For the fi rst time 
in human history, we now have societies in which a group consisting 
of a lone woman and her offspring is not considered to be sociologi-
cally  incomplete— not considered to be  illegitimate— and so I will 
adapt and call them nonmarital births.

In America, white nonmarital births have grown phenomenally 
over the period 1960–2010. To understand just how aberrational 
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1960–2010 was, you have to see it in the context of the last century, 
shown in fi gure 8.8.

The shaded area contains the decades we are studying, 1960–2010, 
when the percentage of nonmarital births rose steeply throughout. 
But before that, hardly anything had changed since the fi rst numbers 
were collected in 1917. Studies of the white family in earlier eras indi-
cate that the line hugging the bottom of the graph from 1917 to 1960 
would have been fl at all the way back to the Revolution.17 White chil-
dren were conceived outside marriage at varying rates in different so-
cial classes, but hardly ever born outside marriage in any class.

To see which white women were having those babies, I turn to the 
national birth records assembled by the National Center for Health 
Statistics (NCHS). Since 1970, the NCHS has included information 
on the mother’s years of education at the time of birth. The break-
down of nonmarital births by education is shown in fi gure 8.9.

That information reveals an extraordinarily strong relationship be-
tween the mother’s education and the likelihood that she gives birth 
as an unmarried woman. If she has a college education, she almost 
never does. Whether she has a graduate degree makes no  difference— 
the trendlines for women with bachelor’s degrees and graduate degrees 
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are indistinguishable. Even in the most recent data from 2008, fewer 
than 5 percent of babies born to women with sixteen or more years of 
education were nonmarital. But anywhere below sixteen years of edu-
cation, the increase in the likelihood of a nonmarital birth was substan-
tial. For women who did not fi nish high school, the percentage was 
closing in on levels in excess of 60 percent of live births that previously 
have been associated with the black underclass.

There is no way to translate these data into precise breakdowns for 
Belmont and Fishtown, partly because we lack any occupational data 
and partly because of a major interpretive problem. Women with 
high school educations can be assigned to Belmont because they are 
married to men with college educations and a Belmont occupation. It 
seems highly unlikely that this population of women has the same 
probability of having experienced a nonmarital birth as women with 
high school educations who remain unmarried or who marry a man 
with a high school education and a Fishtown occupation.

Despite this interpretive problem, we know that the shape of the 
trends in fi gure 8.9, which are based on educational attainment at 
the time of birth,  wouldn’t look much different if they were based on 
the woman’s ultimate educational attainment. Occasionally women 
have babies and later go back to school, but not enough of them to 
make fi gure 8.9 look much different.

Our Rosetta stone for knowing such things is the experience of 
the women in the 1979 cohort of the National Longitudinal Survey 
of Youth (NLSY- 79), who were in their prime childbearing years 

TABLE 8.1.    NONMARITAL BIRTH RATIO BY MOTHER’S EDUCATION

 Nonmarital birth ratio based on . . .

 Mother’s years of  
 education at the Mother’s years of 
Highest grade completed child’s birth education by age 40

16 years and more 2.9% 3.5%

13–15 years 5.9% 9.1%

12 years 12.1% 12.8%

Fewer than 12 years 21.2% 18.8%

Source: NLSY- 79. Sample limited to children of white mothers.
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ages of happy and unhappy people, think about the role of marriage as 
the bedrock institution around which communities are organized and, 
writ large, around which the nation is organized. A neighborhood in 
which that function is being performed will be characterized by a 
large core of happy marriages.

When we get our fi rst look at the situation by social class in the 
1970s, over half of both neighborhoods consisted of people in happy 
marriages. In the 2000s, such people still constituted almost 60 per-
cent of the  prime- age whites of Belmont. But the percentage in Fish-
town had been halved, from 52 percent in the GSS surveys of the 
1970s to 26 percent in the surveys of the 2000s.  Twenty- six percent 
is arguably no longer a large enough group to set norms or to serve as 
a core around which the community functions. Fishtown in 2010 was 
rudderless in a way that it had not been in the 1970s and earlier.

My second summary measure is the percentage of all children who 
are raised with both biological parents. We cannot obtain that mea-
sure from CPS data because the CPS does not discriminate between 
families consisting of married and remarried couples. Instead, I turn to 
three National Longitudinal Surveys to reconstruct the trendline for 
children living with both biological parents: the Mature Women 
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Survey, whose subjects turned age 40 from 1964 to 1977, the Young 
Women Survey, whose subjects turned 40 from 1982 to 1993, and the 
1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, whose subjects turned 
40 from 1997 to 2004. Figure 8.11 shows the trendlines for Belmont 
and Fishtown.

Fishtown’s higher divorce rate and much higher nonmarital-birth 
ratio combined to produce wide divergence from Belmont; this diver-
gence continued to widen at the end of these observations. For the 
NLSY- 79 cohort, whose mothers turned age 40 between 1997 and 
2004, the percentage of children living with both biological parents 
when the mother was 40 was sinking below the 30 percent level, 
compared to 90 percent of Belmont children who were still living 
with both biological parents. The divergence is so large that it puts 
the women of Belmont and Fishtown into different family cultures. 
The absolute level in Fishtown is so low that it calls into question the 
viability of white  working- class communities as a place for socializing 
the next generation.
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5.3 percent in 2010. Figure 9.1 shows the trendline in proportional 
terms, using 1960 as the baseline.

This rising trendline is not produced by changes in the legal defi ni-
tion of physical disability or the pool of people who qualify for bene-
fi ts. Both have been tweaked but not substantially changed since 
1960. Increases in substance abuse don’t explain it (substance abuse 
is not a qualifying disability). Maybe some of the growth in the 1960s 
can be explained by disabled people fi rst learning about the program. 
But the rest of the trendline refl ects in part an increase in the number 
of people seeking to get benefi ts who aren’t really unable to  work— an 
increase in Americans for whom the founding virtue of industrious-
ness is not a big deal anymore.

Labor Force Participation

More evidence for the weakening of the work ethic among males 
comes from the data on labor force  participation— the economist’s 
term for being available for work if anyone offers you a job. When the 
average labor force participation rate in 1960–64 is compared with 
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the rate from 2004 through 2008 (before the recession began), as 
shown in fi gure 9.2, white male labor-force participation fell across 
the entire age range.1

The differences weren’t large for men in their early twenties, and 
even those small differences are largely explained by increases in post–
high school education that delay entry into the labor force. The differ-
ences were much larger for white males in their late fi fties, but that’s 
not necessarily worrisome either. More men had pensions or savings 
that enabled them to take early retirement in the 2000s than in the 
early 1960s.

Why the Trendlines in This Chapter Stop in 2008

In the fall of 2008, the American economy went into a tailspin. Un-

employment at the close of 2010 remained close to double digits. 

This has produced a spike in some of the indicators I discuss in 

this chapter, widening the gaps between Belmont and Fishtown. To 

simplify the interpretation of  long- term trends, the trendlines are 

based only on data from 1960 through the March 2008 CPS data 

(collected before the downturn later in the year). I show the raw 
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percentages for 2009 and 2010 so you can see the magnitude of 

the spike, if any, since 2008.

But what’s going on with the men at the center of our interest, 
white males ages 30–49? They’re supposed to be working. Most of 
them  were— only 8 percent of them were out of the labor force in 
2004–8. But that’s still more than three times the percentage of 
 prime- age men who were out of the labor force in 1960–64.

If you believe in the importance of industriousness among  prime- age 
males, there’s no benign explanation for the gap. I have already pointed 
out that disability and illness should have made the line go the other 
way. Nor can we blame increased unemployment that created discour-
aged  workers— the average white unemployment rate in 2004–8 was 
actually a bit lower (4.5 percent) than it had been in 1960–64 (5.1 
percent). A substantial number of  prime- age white  working- age men 
dropped out of the labor force for no obvious reason.

Whatever that reason may have been, it affected men with low 
education much more than men with high education. We cannot di-
vide white males by combinations of occupation and education in this 
instance, because almost all of the people not in the labor force gave 
no occupation to the CPS interviewer. But we can divide males by the 
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jobs, low cognitive ability carries a big disadvantage at all times, ex-
tending deep into the unskilled occupations.

Unemployment

Now we’re talking about men who are in the labor force but who re-
port that they cannot fi nd work. Mathematically, trends in unemploy-
ment are unrelated to trends in labor force participation.

Underlying trends in unemployment are obscured by  year- to- year 
changes in the state of the economy. Figure 9.4 takes the state of the 
economy into account by expressing the unemployment rate for white 
males ages 30–49 in Belmont and Fishtown in any given year as a per-
centage of the national unemployment rate that year.5

To interpret the graph, think of 100 percent as the success rate of 
the average person, of any age, race, or sex, who was looking for work 
in a given year. Anything below 100 on the graph indicates better 
than average success in fi nding work, while anything over 100 indi-
cates worse than average success. Through the 1960s and into the 
1970s, Fishtown men did a little better than the average person who 
was looking for work. That changed in the 1980s. For the most recent 
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two decades, Fishtown men have done worse than the average person 
looking for work, and the overall trend has been up. Multivariate 
analysis yields results consistent with the portrait in the graph.6

Note that the unemployment ratio for the bottom 30 percent was 
far above that of Fishtown in 1960, but by 1968 was almost identical 
with Fishtown. Thereafter, the rise for the bottom 30 percent paral-
leled the rise in Fishtown as a whole.

Hours of Work

The virtue called industriousness means working hard as well as hold-
ing a job. “Hours worked per week” is our available quantitative indi-
cator of working hard.

As a group,  prime- age white males continued to work long hours 
throughout the half century, averaging around  forty- fi ve hours per 
week throughout.7 But a growing minority of them weren’t working a 
 forty- hour week, as shown in fi gure 9.5.

The increase in  less- than- full- time work in Fishtown is notable, 
doubling from 10 percent in 1960 to 20 percent in 2008. Since the 
rise continued throughout the hottest boom years of the 1990s, it is 
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diffi cult to attribute the rise to an ailing economy in which men 
 couldn’t fi nd as many hours of work as they wanted.

A very different picture emerges for men who worked unusually 
long hours, as shown in fi gure 9.6.

In 1960, about a third of Belmont men reported working more 
than  forty- eight hours in the week before the interviewer talked to 
them. But 23 percent of Fishtown men also worked long hours.

This is one of the rare measures on which nothing much changed 
in Fishtown over the next half century. Note the contrast between 
the stories for labor force participation, unemployment, and  less- than- 
full- time work, all of which showed marked deterioration in  Fishtown. 
Recall further that we are talking only about  prime- age men who 
were employed and at work in the week preceding the  interview— 
these trends are independent of the trends in labor force participation 
and unemployment. Despite the other indications of decay, the pro-
portion of Fishtown men who worked long hours was still 23 percent 
in 2008, exactly what it had been in 1960, and 5 percentage points 
higher than the proportion of men in the bottom quartile who had 
worked more than  forty- eight hours in 1960. Alongside diminished 
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for an offi ce building opens up, why would a bad labor market for 
 blue- collar jobs keep you from taking it? As of 2009, a very bad year 
economically, the median hourly wage for drivers of delivery trucks 
was $13.84; for carpenter’s helpers, $12.63; for building cleaners, 
$13.37.9 That means $505 to $554 for a  forty- hour week, or $25,260 
to $27,680 for a  fi fty- week year. Those are not great incomes, but 
they are enough to be able to live a decent  existence— almost twice 
the poverty level even if you are married and your wife  doesn’t work. 
So why would you not work if a job opening landed in your lap? Why 
would you not work a full forty hours if the hours were available? 
Why not work more than forty hours?

“There weren’t any jobs.” So far, I have put the scenario in terms of 
2009 wages. What about all the previous years when dropout from 
the labor force was rising in Fishtown but jobs were plentiful? The 
last  twenty- six years we are examining coincided with one of the lon-
gest employment booms in American history, as shown in fi gure 9.7.

From 1960 through the early 1980s, changes in Fishtown male 
dropout from the labor force moved roughly in tandem with the na-
tional unemployment rate. But after the mid-1980s, the argument 
that “there weren’t any jobs” loses force. Unemployment went down, 
but dropout from the labor force among white males with a Fishtown 
education continued to increase. During the fourteen years from 
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Who Joined the Revolution and When?

The revolution occurred similarly for many different kinds of women. 
Once again, I must divide whites ages 30–49 by educational level in-
stead of dividing the sample into Belmont and Fishtown, for the same 
reason that applied to males out of the labor force. I begin with mar-
ried women, shown in fi gure 9.8.

The short story is that married women in Belmont and Fishtown 
behaved similarly, starting out within 6 percentage points of each 
other in 1960 and ending up within 7 percentage points of each other 
in 2008. Married women in both neighborhoods roughly doubled 
their labor force participation. It was a revolution indeed, transform-
ing the labor force participation of married women. Creaming had a 
trivial effect.

Now turn to single women, who exhibit the different pattern 
shown in fi gure 9.9.

The gap between Belmont and Fishtown unmarried women was 
already wide in 1960, and the feminist revolution made little dif-
ference subsequently. This is not surprising in the case of college- 
educated unmarried women, more than 90 percent of whom were 

In the 
labor force

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

16+ years of 

education

<13 years of 

education

Top 20%

Bottom 30%

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

FIGURE 9.8.  LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION AMONG MARRIED WOMEN BY 

EDUCATION

Source: IPUMS. Sample limited to married white women ages 30–49.
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already in the labor force in 1960. For unmarried women with no 
more than a high school education, labor force participation never 
got higher than 83 percent. After its peak in 1986, the rate in Fish-
town declined, dropping to 74 percent in 2008, slightly lower than it 
was in 1960.

Whereas there was little creaming effect among married Fishtown 
women, there was a big one for unmarried  ones— that is, the bottom 
30 percent of unmarried women were much less likely to be in the 
labor force in 1960 than unmarried Fishtown women as a whole. 
Why the difference? Part of the explanation lies in the very different 
expectations that married and unmarried women had to meet. In 
1960, a married Fishtown woman  wasn’t expected to work outside 
the home if she  didn’t have to, and  two- thirds of them weren’t trying 
to do so. Married Fishtown women with no more than eight years of 
education could be in the labor force at about the same rate as their 
 better- educated married neighbors and still have a low rate of labor 
force participation. The labor force participation rate of unmarried 
women in the bottom 30 percent was 62 percent, much higher than 
the 31 percent rate for married women in the bottom 30 percent. It 
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Source: Author’s analysis of IPUMS CPS.21 Sample limited to unmarried white women ages 

30–49.
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just  didn’t look good in comparison with  better- educated unmarried 
Fishtown women.

Another part of the explanation probably lies in the way that 
women ended up being single. In an age when marriage was a para-
mount social norm and unmarried women were still called old maids 
after a certain age, almost all Fishtown women wanted to get married 
and almost all of them succeeded. The reasons that some women 
failed were likely to be correlated with personal qualities besides low 
cognitive ability that hindered them in the labor market.

Women Working Full Time

Women with jobs have never worked as many hours as men.22 The 
demands of child care are a major reason for the lower  hours— women 
with children under age 5 worked an average of  thirty- three hours. 
But they don’t explain everything. Even women with no children of 
any age worked an average of forty hours in the week preceding the 
CPS interview, compared to the male average of  forty- fi ve.

The trends in hours worked showed clear differences and diver-
gences among classes. For women working more than  forty- eight 
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Source: Author’s analysis of IPUMS CPS. Sample limited to women with jobs who worked in 

the week preceding the interview.
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In effect, the graph adds up the separate divergences among both 
men and women on labor force participation, unemployment, and 
hours worked. It portrays a divergence between Belmont and Fishtown 
nearly as great in aggregate as the change in marriage. In 1960, 81 per-
cent of Fishtown households had someone working at least forty hours 
a week, with Belmont at 90 percent. By 2008, Belmont had barely 
changed at all, at 87 percent, while Fishtown had dropped to 60 per-
cent. And that was before the 2008 recession began. As of March 2010, 
Belmont was still at 87 percent. Fishtown was down to 53 percent.
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FIGURE 9.11.  FAMILIES IN WHICH THE HEAD OF HOUSEHOLD OR SPOUSE 

WORKED 40 OR MORE HOURS IN THE PRECEDING WEEK

Source: IPUMS. Sample limited to unmarried persons designated as the head of household 

and married couples, and to whites ages 30–49. In the case of married couples, the house-

hold was scored as “yes” if either the husband or wife worked 40 or more hours in the pre-

ceding week.
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understate than overstate the proportion of serious crimes commit-
ted by people from Fishtown.

Neighborhood Trends Over Time

Imprisoned Neighbors

Figure 10.2 shows the ratio of white prisoners of any age to white 
adults ages 18–65 in Belmont and Fishtown from the fi rst inmate sur-
vey in 1974 through 2004.

The inhabitants of Fishtown were battered by three national trends. 
The fi rst was the increase in crime from the  mid- 1960s to the early 
1990s, the second was the increase in imprisonment from the early 
1970s through 2009, and the third was the outmigration from Fish-
town. The net result: Most of the national growth in white crime and 
imprisonment was concentrated into a shrinking part of the white 
population, the working class of Fishtown. For every 100,000 Fish-
towners ages 18–65 in 1974, 213 were imprisoned. By the time of the 
2004 survey, that number was up to 957. And those numbers are 
based on just state and federal prisoners. They don’t count people in 
jails, who amounted to around 100,000 whites in 1974 and 317,000 
whites in 2004.
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Sources: Federal surveys of state and federal inmate populations. Sample limited to white 

males ages 20–49.1
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Interpreting the Ratios

There is no natural denominator for computing ratios of crime in-

dicators to population. I use whites ages 18–65 as a way to think 

about the numbers relative to the  working- age population.

In contrast, the environment in Belmont changed hardly at all. The 
parallel numbers for Belmont were 13 in the 1974 survey and 27 in 
the 2004 survey. It is statistically unlikely that someone living in Bel-
mont knew of a family with one of its men in prison even in 2004. 
Someone living in Fishtown was likely to know of at least one such 
family, and perhaps several.

Neighbors on Probation and Parole

While imprisonment is likely to be a misfortune for the prisoners’ 
families, at least it has one positive effect on neighborhood life: It 
locks up people who otherwise would still be making trouble. The 
same cannot be said for persons on probation or parole. Some of them 
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FIGURE 10.2.  WHITE PRISONERS

Sources: IPUMS and the six federal inmate surveys (appendix A).

*The numerator is based on white male state and federal prisoners of all ages. The denomi-

nator is based on whites ages 18–65.
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The Neighborhood Crime Rate

Optimistic readers may be thinking about a glimmer of better news. 
America’s increase in persons under correctional supervision in the 
last quarter century is well known, but so is the reduction in crime 
that began in the early 1990s and continued into the 2000s. These 
reductions were substantial. As of 2009, the FBI’s overall crime index 

Sources: IPUMS, the FBI Uniform Crime Reports, the Bureau of Justice Statistics annual 

prison reports, and the six inmate surveys.

*The numerator is based on white prisoners of all ages. The denominator is based on whites 

ages 18–65. The top 20 percent and bottom 30 percent are shown for 1974 and 2004 because 

they depend on information about inmates not available earlier or later than those years.

FIGURE 10.3.  WHITE ARRESTS FOR INDEX CRIMES
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assets (the states have varying requirements) to pay off as much of 
their debt as possible, and are legally free to ignore the unpaid re-
mainder. Figure 10.4 shows the overall trend in individual fi lings for 
bankruptcy from 1960 to 2008.

From 1960 to 1978, bankruptcies increased on a shallow slope. 
Then in 1978, the bankruptcy law was changed in several ways that 
made bankruptcy more attractive.6 The big jump in bankruptcies in 
1979–80 looks suspiciously like a result of the law, but bankruptcies 
leveled off again through the  mid- 1980s.7 In 1984, modifi cations to 
the Bankruptcy Code even weakened some of the prodebtor provi-
sions of the 1978 act. But in 1986, bankruptcies began a sustained, 
steep increase that lasted until 2005, when the rate reached 7.2 times 
its 1978 level.

Then the rate plunged from 2006 to 2007, and from an easily iden-
tifi ed cause. Another major reform of the Bankruptcy Code was 
passed in 2005, making it much more diffi cult for people with good 
incomes to declare bankruptcy under Chapter 7, forcing them instead 
to use Chapter 13—in effect, requiring them to establish a repayment 
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FIGURE 10.4.  FILINGS FOR CHAPTER 7 PERSONAL BANKRUPTCIES

Source: Statistical Abstract of the United States 2010, table 752, and comparable tables in 

earlier editions.5 Nonbusiness fi lings under Chapter 11 are not shown because they repre-

sented less than a percentage point of all nonbusiness fi lings throughout.
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through the 1980s. Then the trendline shot upward, and by 2010 
stood at 21 percent of all whites ages 30–49. That fi gure represents a 
quintupling of the  hard- core secular white population since 1972 and 
a doubling since the early 1990s. Figure 11.1 shows how the  hard- core 
secularization broke out by neighborhood.

Figure 11.1 shows a rare instance of convergence between Fishtown 
and Belmont. But the main message of the graph is not the difference 
between the two neighborhoods; it is the steep rise in the percentage 
of whites in both neighborhoods who said they had no religion. The 
increase was especially pronounced from the mid- 1980s onward.

Secularization Version 2: De Facto Seculars

Many Americans still feel that they are supposed to be religious, and 
so they tend to tell interviewers that they profess a religion even if 
they haven’t attended a worship service for years. They also tend to 
tell interviewers that they attend worship services more often than 
they actually do.14 In the GSS, about a third of all whites who say 
they profess a religion also acknowledge that they attend no more 
than once a year. It seems reasonable to assume that, for practical 
purposes, these people are as little involved in religious activity as 
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FIGURE 11.1.   NONBELIEVERS

Source: GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. Data smoothed using locally estimated 

regression (LOESS).
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those who profess no religion. Let us look at the trends using a broader 
defi nition of secular, adding everyone who professes a religion but at-
tends worship services no more than once a year to those who say 
they profess no religion. Figure 11.2 shows how the neighborhoods 
break out under the broader defi nition.

Changing the defi nition transforms the picture. If we think in 
terms of disengagement from religion, Fishtown led the way, and the 
divergence was signifi cant. In the fi rst half of the 1970s, about 10 per-
centage points separated Belmont from Fishtown. Over the next 
three decades, disengagement increased in Belmont to 41 percent in 
the last half of the 2000s. In Fishtown, the religiously disengaged be-
came a majority amounting to 59 percent.

Before leaving the topic of secularization, I should point out that, 
even after the decline, the percentage of white Americans who are 
actively religious is still higher in both neighborhoods than in other 
advanced countries. In an international survey of religious atten-
dance conducted in 1998–99, the percentages attending church 
regularly in Scandinavia, Germany, the Netherlands, France, and 
Great Britain ranged from 2 percent in Denmark to 14 percent in 
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FIGURE 11.2.   THE DE FACTO SECULARS

Source: GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. Data smoothed using locally estimated 

regression (LOESS).
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Great Britain, compared to 32 percent for the United States.15 
America is still exceptional in this regard; it is just less religious 
than it used to be.

Religious Involvement Among Believers

Among whites who do profess a religion, how strong is their religious 
affi liation? How observant are they? Now I am limiting the sample to 
those who profess a religion and attend a worship service more than 
once a year—believers is the label I will use for this group.

Little changed from the 1970s to the 2000s in strength of affi lia-
tion. About half of the believers in the GSS said their affi liation was 
strong throughout the surveys, and Belmont and Fishtown were 
within a few percentage points of each other throughout. But obser-
vance did change. Figure 11.3 shows the percentages who said they 
attended a worship service nearly every week, every week, or more 
than once a week.
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Source: Author’s analysis of the GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49 who profess a 

religion and attend worship services more than once a year. “Attends church regularly” in-

cludes all who respond “Nearly every week” or more. Data smoothed using locally esti-

mated regression (LOESS).
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What is the critical mass for generating the social capital that reli-
gion has historically contributed to American communities? On the 
face of it, having 25 to 30 percent of the entire population actively 
engaged in their church or synagogue plus most of the rest of the 
community paying lip service—the situation that existed in the fi rst 
half of the 1970s—would seem to be plenty. I cannot judge whether 
the reduction in Belmont to 23 percent in the last half of the 2000s 
made a big difference. But Fishtown’s reduction from 22 percent in 
the fi rst half of the 1970s to 12 percent in the last half of the 2000s 
does seem signifi cant from any perspective. Such a small fi gure leaves 
the religious core not as a substantial minority that is still large enough 
to be a major force in the community, but as a  one- out- of- eight group 
of people who are increasingly seen as oddballs.
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FIGURE 11.4.   THE RELIGIOUS CORE

Source: GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. Data smoothed using locally estimated 

regression (LOESS).

Murr_9780307453426_3p_02_r4.r.indd   208Murr_9780307453426_3p_02_r4.r.indd   208 12/6/11   1:44 PM12/6/11   1:44 PM



 The Size of the New Lower Class  227

wage is seldom relevant for men ages 30–49 who have stayed in the 
labor force. Only 6 percent of hourly paid workers have wages that 
low.2 Suppose that in 2010 you held the job that is synonymous with 
low prestige and low pay—janitor. If you made exactly the average 
hourly wage of all janitors, $11.60, and you worked  forty- hour weeks, 
your income in 2010 would have passed my defi nition of making a liv-
ing in the  thirty- fi rst week of the year.3

My point is not that the poverty line is a good measure of poverty. 
Nor am I against women working to help put together an adequate 
family income.4 Rather: Healthy men who aren’t bringing home 
enough income to put themselves and one other adult above the pov-
erty line are failing to pass a low bar. Among this population of men 
are a large proportion who are economically ineffectual.

Figure 13.1 shows the percentage of white males ages 30–49 who 
met that defi nition of making a living from 1959 through 2009. (Recall 
that CPS income fi gures are based on the year preceding the survey.)

Things were getting better for Fishtown men between 1959 and 
1967. Not only that; we can infer that they had been getting better 
since at least 1939. Scholars have retrospectively calculated the pov-
erty rate back as far as the 1940 census, showing that poverty then 
stood at more than 50 percent of the American population.6 For 
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FIGURE 13.1.   MEN NOT MAKING A LIVING

Source: IPUMS. Sample limited to white males ages 30–49.5
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Fishtown men, the percentage who weren’t making a living started to 
increase in 1974 and continued to increase through good times and 
bad except for a dip in the late 1990s. In 2007, when unemployment 
was still low, that percentage had hit 27 percent, more than triple the 
proportion in 1973.

Single Women with Children

Being a single mother is tough, and it is appropriate to sympathize 
with women who are in that situation, but that  doesn’t make single 
parenthood any less problematic for the functioning of America’s civic 
culture. In fi gure 13.2, I include all  prime- age women with minor 
children living in the household. I ignore the white families with 
minor children headed by a parent and stepparent (whose children’s 
outcomes are about the same as those of divorced parents who have 
not remarried), because the CPS does not break out this category.

The trends in the graph are not surprising given the similar infor-
mation about  single- parent households you have already seen in chap-
ter 8. As of 2010, the percentage of  prime- age white women in 
Fishtown who were single and raising minor children had quadru-
pled since 1960. Once again, the changing composition of Fishtown 
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FIGURE 13.2.   SINGLE WOMEN RAISING MINOR CHILDREN

Source: IPUMS. Sample limited to white women ages 30–49.

Murr_9780307453426_3p_02_r4.r.indd   228Murr_9780307453426_3p_02_r4.r.indd   228 12/6/11   1:44 PM12/6/11   1:44 PM



 The Size of the New Lower Class  229

explains nothing. The proportion of single mothers among the bot-
tom 30 percent in 1960 was almost identical to those among all Fish-
town women.

Isolates

Men who aren’t making a living and single women raising minors do 
not exhaust the problematic populations in Fishtown. Still another 
group consists of men who are making a living and women who are 
not single mothers, but who are disconnected from the matrix of 
community life. You probably recognize the type: They have friends, 
but purely for social purposes—friends good for going out and having 
a good time, not ones who are good for helping out in tough times. 
They live in the neighborhood, but are not of it. They don’t get in-
volved in anything—not so much as a softball league, let alone taking 
an active role in the PTA or chairing a civic fund drive.

The GSS offers a way of estimating the size of this population 
through its data on group memberships. Figure 13.3 shows the per-
centage of  prime- age adults who belong to no organizations whatso-
ever (the GSS asked about fi fteen specifi c categories, plus an “all 
other” category) and attend church no more than once a year.
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FIGURE 13.3.   COMMUNITY ISOLATES

Source: GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49.
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Limitations on the GSS’s income data and sample sizes prevent an 
accurate estimate of the overlap between the isolates and the other 
two populations I have discussed. But clearly the isolates add new 
people to the new lower class. As of the most recent GSS survey that 
asked these questions, in 2004, 24 percent of Fishtown women who 
were not single mothers were community isolates as I have defi ned 
them, compared to just 3 percent of such Belmont women.  Twenty- 
seven percent of Fishtown men whose total income put them above 
the poverty threshold for two adults were community isolates, com-
pared to 3 percent of such Belmont men.7

Adding Up the Categories

Figure 13.4 combines  prime- age white males who weren’t making a 
living and single mothers raising minor children, and assumes that a 
quarter of the isolates in Fishtown were not part of either of those 
populations.8

The percentage of Fishtown residents who are problematic in one 
way or another rose from 10 percent at its low throughout the 1960s 
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Source: GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49.
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75 percent.18 I cannot be more precise, but it looks as if voting in 
presidential elections in Fishtown dropped by about a third from 
1960 to 2008, while voting in Belmont remained extremely high.

Collapse of the Possibility of Community

The scariest message from the GSS does not consist of declines in 
specifi c activities that make up social capital, but this: The raw mate-
rial that makes community even possible has diminished so much in 
Fishtown that the situation may be beyond retrieval.

That raw material is social trust—not trust in a particular neighbor 
who happens to be your friend, but a generalized expectation that the 
people around you will do the right thing. As Francis Fukuyama doc-
umented in Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity, the 
existence of social trust is a core explanation of why some cultures 
create wealth and other cultures are mired in poverty.19 At the com-
munity level, it is hard to think of any form of social capital that 
would exist without trust. Robert Putnam puts it in terms of reci-
procity: “The touchstone of social capital is the principle of general-
ized reciprocity—I’ll do this for you now, without expecting anything 
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Source: GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. Data smoothed using locally estimated 

regression (LOESS).
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immediately in return and perhaps without even knowing you, confi -
dent that down the road you or someone else will return the favor.”20

When social trust breaks down, social capital breaks down across 
the board. With that in mind, consider this set of three questions that 
the GSS has asked in almost every survey since 1972:

• Would you say that most of the time people try to be helpful, or 
that they are mostly just looking out for themselves?

• Do you think most people would try to take advantage of you if 
they got a chance, or would they try to be fair?

• Generally speaking, would you say that people can be trusted or 
that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people?

The trends in the answers to these questions are alarming. Fig-
ure 14.2 begins the story with the results for the question on trust.

Putnam’s data indicate that social trust had declined prior to 1972, 
though we cannot know how or whether that decline affected Bel-
mont and Fishtown differently.21 In the GSS’s surveys in the fi rst half 
of the 1970s, around 75 percent of those in Belmont were still trust-
ing. In the last half of the 2000s, that fi gure had dropped to about 60 
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FIGURE 14.2.  WHITES’ ESTIMATION OF THE TRUSTWORTHINESS OF 

OTHERS

Source: Author’s analysis of the GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. Data smoothed 

using locally estimated regression (LOESS).
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percent. Fishtown in the 1970s was already much more distrustful 
than Belmont, with fewer than half of the respondents saying that 
most people can be trusted. Their pessimism only got worse. In the 
GSS surveys conducted from 2006 through 2010, only 20 percent of 
Fishtown respondents said that other people can generally be trusted.

Figure 14.3 shows the results for the fairness question.

In this case, we are back to the familiar picture of divergence be-
tween Belmont and Fishtown as well as overall decline. A gap be-
tween Belmont and Fishtown already existed when the fi rst GSS 
surveys occurred in the early 1970s, but the gap grew substantially 
between the 1970s and the 2000s. Not much changed in Belmont, 
where almost 80 percent of people still believe in the fairness of oth-
ers. As in the case of trust, the belief in the fairness of others in Fish-
town has declined to a minority of people.

The results for both trust and fairness make sense in light of the 
other changes in life in Fishtown. If in recent decades you lived in a 
neighborhood that has become much more densely populated with 
people who will cheat, rob, assault, and perhaps even murder you, 
you would be a fool not to have become more untrusting and less 
likely to assume that other people will treat you fairly. Correspond-
ingly, the people of Belmont live in a world where neighbors are pretty 
much as they always were, and it makes sense that their optimism 
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FIGURE 14.3.   WHITES’ ESTIMATION OF THE FAIRNESS OF OTHERS

Source: Author’s analysis of the GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. Data smoothed 

using locally estimated regression (LOESS).
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about their fellow human beings has not fallen as much. But they also 
live in a society in which, once they leave the confi nes of Belmont, 
they have to watch their backs more carefully than they once did, so 
their trust in their fellow countrymen in general has dropped as well.

Figure 14.4 shows the situation for the assumption of helpfulness.

The assumption of helpfulness was fairly stable in both neighbor-
hoods during the 1970s, and then began a steep decline during the 
1980s that continued until around 2000 for Belmont. The neighbor-
hoods were about as far apart in the last half of the 1980s as they had 
been in the fi rst half of the 1970s. Two troubling signs: In Fishtown, a 
substantial majority already agreed with “people are mostly just look-
ing out for themselves” by the 2000s. And the belief in helpfulness 
continued to decline more shallowly through the 2000s, while it had 
stabilized at a much higher level in Belmont.

The decline in social trust in Belmont is not trivial. On the other 
hand, the declines on all three indicators have leveled out in Belmont, 
and it is possible to imagine a revival of community given the right 
circumstances. The big question is whether the remaining levels of 
social trust in Fishtown are enough to sustain anything approaching 
the traditional expectations of American neighborliness and local 
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FIGURE 14.4.   WHITES’ ESTIMATION OF THE HELPFULNESS OF OTHERS

Source: GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. Data smoothed using locally estimated 

regression (LOESS).
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parent qualifi es. Being part of a good marriage qualifi es. Having done 
your job well qualifi es. Having been a faithful adherent of one of the 
great religions qualifi es. Having been a good neighbor and good 
friend to those whose lives intersected with yours qualifi es. But what 
else?

Let me put it formally: If we ask what are the domains through 
which human beings achieve deep satisfactions in life—achieve 
 happiness—the answer is that there are just four: family, vocation, 
community, and faith, with these provisos: Community can embrace 
people who are scattered geographically. Vocation can include avoca-
tions or causes.

It is not necessary for any individual to make use of all four do-
mains, nor do I array them in a hierarchy. I merely assert that these 
four are all there are. The stuff of life occurs within those four 
domains.

The Four Domains and  Self- Reported Happiness

The simplest way of making the point that the four domains are in 
fact related to happiness is to use the social scientists’ measure of 
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FIGURE 15.1.   “HOW HAPPY ARE YOU?”

Source: Author’s analysis of the GSS surveys from 1990–2008. Sample limited to whites 

ages 30–49.
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 prime- age whites who were legally married said they were very happy, 
compared to 29 percent of those who were cohabiting with a partner 
and 22 percent of those who had a partner and were not cohabiting. 
Even the 29 percent has an artifact in it. It is a lot easier to end an un-
happy cohabitation than to end an unhappy marriage. In effect, the 
pool of cohabitating people is drained of unhappy potential respon-
dents much more quickly than is the pool of married people.

Do children make people happy? As any parent can testify, that’s a 
complicated question. Infants are a source of joy, but they are a lot of 
work, especially for the mother, and they disrupt pleasant patterns of 
life that prevailed before the birth. Teenagers are notoriously a source 
of anxiety and unhappiness for the parents. And yet it is also true 
that most parents see their children as a defi ning aspect of their lives, 
often the defi ning aspect. When the children turn out well, they are 
also the source of perhaps the deepest of all human satisfactions. 
These many complications account for the fact that married whites in 
their thirties and forties report that they are about equally happy 
whether or not they have children. Among unmarried people (com-
bining those who are separated, divorced, widowed, and never mar-
ried), those with children are notably less happy than those without 
children—a fi nding that refl ects the many economic and emotional 
diffi culties of being a single parent.
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Never married
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22%
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FIGURE 15.2.    SELF- REPORTED HAPPINESS AND MARITAL STATUS

Source: GSS surveys from 1990 to 2010. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49.
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Before leaving the topic, I must emphasize that the statistical rela-
tionship between marriage and happiness is not completely causal. To 
some degree, happy people  self- select into marriage and unhappy 
people  self- select out of it.3 However, the causal role that marriage 
plays in producing happiness is also indisputable. If you don’t know 
that from your own life, just ask people who are happily married. 
They will seldom have any hesitation in identifying their marriages as 
a primary cause of their lasting and justifi ed satisfaction with life as a 
whole.

Vocation

Direct evidence for the relationship of vocation to happiness comes 
via a GSS question that asks, “On the whole, how satisfi ed are you 
with the work you do?” The relationship of the answers to that ques-
tion and  self- reported happiness is unambiguous and strong, as shown 
in fi gure 15.3.

The results support using the concept of vocation instead of job 
when thinking about what makes people happy. The highest propor-
tion of people with high work satisfaction who also reported that they 
were very happy consisted of women whom the GSS called house-
wives. I have substituted the  old- fashioned term homemakers in the 
fi gure, refl ecting my assumption that the source of their satisfaction 
had a lot more to do with making a home than with keeping house.

Whether the satisfaction came from making a home or working at 
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FIGURE 15.3.   SATISFACTION WITH WORK AND HAPPINESS

Source: GSS surveys from 1990 to 2010. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49.
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paid employment, the percentages of very happy people halved for 
those who were only moderately satisfi ed with their work, and halved 
again for those who were dissatisfi ed with their work.

Faith

Figure 15.4 sums up the bemusing situation facing social scientists, 
who as a group are predominantly secular. It shows the GSS data re-
garding religious attendance and  self- reported happiness.

Social scientists rarely fi nd such an orderly relationship over so 
many categories. At the top, 49 percent of those who attend worship 
services more than once a week report they are very happy. At the 
bottom, only 23 percent of the white adults who never attend wor-
ship services report they are very happy.

It is hard for me to fi nd an artifact that might explain this result. It 
does not seem plausible (by any logic I can think of) that people who 
are already happy are more likely to attend worship services than un-
happy people. If anything, any artifact in the data would seem to 
work the other way—people who are unhappy go to church in search 
of solace.

Is it the act of going to worship services or the content of the reli-
gious faith that is associated with the happiness? The answer appears 
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FIGURE 15.4.   ATTENDANCE AT RELIGIOUS SERVICES AND HAPPINESS

Source: GSS surveys from 1990 to 2010. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49.
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High levels of community involvement were consistently associ-
ated with much higher levels of “very happy” people than low levels 
of community involvement. Furthermore, each of the different types 
of involvement seemed to be about equally related to happiness, with 
“giving and volunteering” having a modest edge.7

The Social Capital Benchmark Survey also created an index of so-
cial trust combining responses to questions about trusting neighbors, 
coworkers, congregants, store workers, local police, and others in gen-
eral. The relationship of  self- reported happiness to their level of so-
cial trust was unusually high, as shown in fi gure 15.5.

TABLE 15.1.   PERCENTAGE OF WHITES AGES 30–49 WHO REPORT THAT 

THEY ARE VERY HAPPY

 Index category

Social capital index Very low Very high

Group involvement 32% 47%

Organized group interactions 29% 49%

Giving and volunteering 32% 57%

Informal social interactions 29% 48%

Electoral politics 29% 48%

Source: Social Capital Benchmark Survey. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49.
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FIGURE 15.5.   RELATIONSHIP OF SOCIAL TRUST TO HAPPINESS

Source: Social Capital Benchmark Survey. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49.
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If people in the Social Capital Benchmark Survey were very high 
in social trust, 62 percent of them reported being very happy. If they 
were very low in social trust, only 21 percent of them reported being 
very happy.

Putting the Pieces Together

Each of the four domains—family, vocation, faith, and community—
has a direct and strong relationship to  self- reported happiness. But 
which is the most important? Multivariate analysis can help answer 
that question. Appendix G gives the details, but essentially we are 
asking what the role of each is after controlling for the others and also 
asking about how they interact with one another.8

Figure 15.6 shows some of the results when the effects of the 
“high” level of each measure (a very happy marriage, high work satis-
faction, strong religious involvement, and high social trust) are added 
to the probability that people say they are very happy.

At baseline—unmarried, dissatisfi ed with one’s work, professing 
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FIGURE 15.6.   THINGS THAT INCREASE THE LIKELIHOOD THAT SOMEONE 

REPORTS BEING VERY HAPPY, IN ORDER OF THEIR 

IMPORTANCE

Source: GSS surveys from 1990–2010. Sample limited to white adults ages 30–49. Results of 

a logit analysis, fi tted for a person age 40.
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FIGURE 15.7.   DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES IN THE ACHIEVEMENT OF 

HAPPINESS IN BELMONT AND FISHTOWN

Source: GSS surveys from 1990–2010. Sample limited to white adults ages 30–49. Results of 

a logit analysis, fi tted for a person age 40.

“very happy,” and strong religion actually lowers the probability— 
statistically at least (it is appropriate to accept counterintuitive results 
of complex quantitative analyses provisionally). For the people of Fish-
town, the effects of the four domains are more evenly spread, with the 
addition of a happy marriage, high social trust, and strong religion 
each adding a roughly equal increment to the probability of reporting 
being “very happy.”

In the end, people who are high on all four measures have a re-
markably similar probability of reporting they are very happy, regard-
less of whether they belong to Belmont or Fishtown. This is worth 
pondering. There is no inherent barrier to happiness for a person with 
a low level of education holding a  low- skill job. The domains for 
achieving happiness can work as well for the people of Fishtown as for 
the people of Belmont. But they haven’t been working as well over 
the course of the last half century, which leads to a predictable result 
when we examine the trendline of happiness in fi gure 15.8.
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When the GSS surveys began in the fi rst half of the 1970s, the 
percentages of people in Belmont and Fishtown who reported they 
were very happy already showed a substantial gap of about 15 per-
centage points. There is no way of knowing what the proportions 
were in 1960.

In Belmont, the pattern is familiar from the trendlines in part 2: 
deterioration during the 1970s, stabilization thereafter. In Fishtown, 
 self- reported happiness dropped from about 33 percent in the 1970s 
to an average of 22 percent in the 2000s. It is not a surprising fi nding, 
given the trendlines for Fishtown presented in part 2 and the testi-
mony of the people of the real Fishtown in chapter 12, but it is an 
important fi nding. The trendlines for the founding virtues were not 
merely showing changes in social institutions and norms. They were 
saying things about the deterioration of life in Fishtown at the level of 
human happiness.
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FIGURE 15.8.   SELF- REPORTED HAPPINESS OVER TIME IN BELMONT AND 

FISHTOWN

Source: GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. Data smoothed using locally estimated 

regression (LOESS).
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Marriage

Figure 16.1 shows what happens to the marriage numbers when 
blacks, Latinos, and everyone else are added to Belmont and Fishtown 
according to the same assignment rules that governed the assignment 
of whites. The lines in the graphs labeled “All Fishtown” thus refer to 
the entire American working class (and below), and “All Belmont” 
refers to the entire American  upper- middle class (and above). As be-
fore, I focus on adults ages 30–49.

It is no surprise that the lines for All Belmont and White Belmont 
are so close together—as of 2010, whites constituted 76 percent of 
the population of All Belmont, and another 10 percent were East 
Asians, Southeast Asians, and South Asians, whose demographic 
characteristics among the  college- educated are similar to those of 
whites.

But All Fishtown was only 63 percent white in 2010. Yet the per-
centage of married people in All Fishtown in 2010 was the same as in 
White Fishtown—about 48 percent. How is this possible, when only 
42 percent of  prime- age Fishtown blacks were married in 2010? The 
answer for marriage applies to other indicators as well. The racial 
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FIGURE 16.1.  MARRIAGE FOR ALL  PRIME- AGE ADULTS

Source: IPUMS CPS. Samples limited to persons ages 30–49.
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composition of All Fishtown in 2010 was 63 percent white, 12 per-
cent black, 16 percent Latino, and 9 percent “other.” Fishtown blacks 
had a somewhat lower marriage rate than whites, but 50 percent of 
Fishtown Latinos were married and 56 percent of the “Others” were 
married. Both percentages were higher than the 48 percent among 
Fishtown whites. Net result: a marriage rate for All Fishtown that was 
about the same as the marriage rate for White Fishtown.

The same picture emerges for the other indicators in the chapter 
on marriage. All Fishtown and White Fishtown were not identical as 
of 2010 on trends in divorce and the  never- married population, but 
they were only a few percentage points apart. Even when we turn to 
the most notorious of the family problems in the African American 
community, children being raised by mothers without the father 
present, All Fishtown and White Fishtown are quite similar, as shown 
in fi gure 16.2.

As of 2005, 37 percent of children in White Fishtown were still 
living with both biological parents when the mother was age 40, com-
pared to 30 percent of children in All Fishtown—a minor difference. 
The main story line is that the baseline fi gures in 1960 were 95 per-
cent and 95 percent, respectively, and that the disaster has struck 
Fishtown no matter which racial aggregation is used—and that the 
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Source: NLS Mature Women, NLS Young Women, NLSY- 79.
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intact family remained strong in Belmont, no matter which racial ag-
gregation is used.

Industriousness

Figure 16.3 shows the story for labor force participation among males 
ages 30–49.

As you may recall from chapter 9, the  Belmont- Fishtown break-
down for analyzing labor force participation isn’t feasible because so 
many people who are out of the labor force have no occupation. Fig-
ure 16.3 therefore compares men with no more than twelve years of 
education with those who have at least sixteen years of education. 
Once again, the percentage for whites as of 2010 was virtually identi-
cal with the percentage for the whole population, and for the same 
reason that the marriage rates were so close: Blacks have a much 
higher proportion of  low- education males out of the labor force than 
whites, but the growing proportion of Latinos, who have higher labor 
force participation than whites, made up the difference.

In the chapter on industriousness, the summary indicator was the 
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FIGURE 16.3.   MALE LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION BY EDUCATION FOR 
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Source: IPUMS CPS. Samples limited to persons ages 30–49.
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percentage of households in which the head of household or the 
spouse worked at least forty hours in the preceding week. Figure 16.4 
shows how that indicator looks when we expand the population to 
include everybody.

In this case, a noticeable gap opened up between White Fishtown 
and All Fishtown in the 1980s and 1990s, but it closed to nearly zero 
in the 2000s.

Honesty

At last, we have an indicator that looks considerably worse when we 
include everybody than when the analysis is limited to whites: im-
prisonment, as shown in fi gure 16.5.

As of the 2004 inmate survey (the most recent one), the imprison-
ment rate was 63 percent higher for all males than for white males. 
But when we turn from imprisonment to arrest rates, we’re back to a 
picture of minor differences between white Fishtown and multiracial 
Fishtown in the most recent data. Figure 16.6 shows the trends for 
violent crime.
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Source: IPUMS CPS. Samples limited to persons ages 30–49.

Murr_9780307453426_3p_03_r4.r.indd   273Murr_9780307453426_3p_03_r4.r.indd   273 12/6/11   1:45 PM12/6/11   1:45 PM



274 Coming Apart

A major gap between White Fishtown and All Fishtown developed 
during the 1970s and 1980s, but by 2009 it had diminished substan-
tially for violent crime and had nearly disappeared for property crime. 
The juxtaposition of the racial discrepancy in imprisonment and the 
closing of the racial gap in arrests lends itself to two narratives. One 
argues that we are currently overimprisoning blacks and Latinos, 
given the similarity of current arrest rates in Fishtown. The other 
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FIGURE 16.6.  ARREST RATES WHEN THE SAMPLES ARE EXPANDED TO 

INCLUDE ALL  PRIME- AGE ADULTS

Source: FBI Uniform Crime Reports.
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narrative argues that the reason we have seen arrests drop more 
among Fishtown blacks and Latinos than among Fishtown whites is 
because they were imprisoned at higher rates. I will leave it to others 
to debate the merits of the alternative narratives.

Religiosity

In chapter 11, I summarized the difference between Belmont and 
Fishtown by defi ning the religious core of a community as the per-
centage of people who both attended worship services regularly and 
said they had a strong religious affi liation. The result when other eth-
nic groups are added to Fishtown is shown in fi gure 16.7.

Not only is the religious core as large in All Belmont as it is in White 
Belmont, it is larger in All Fishtown than it is in White Fishtown. Un-
fortunately, the difference is not great—14 percent of All Fishtown 
consisted of people with a strong religious affi liation who also at-
tended church regularly, compared to 11 percent of White Fishtown, 
and both proportions are quite small.
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FIGURE 16.7.   THE RELIGIOUS CORE FOR ALL  PRIME- AGE ADULTS

Source: GSS. Samples limited to persons ages 30–49.
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Happiness

Finally, what about the numbers of Americans who consider them-
selves to be “very happy”? Once again, being white has little to do 
with it, as shown in fi gure 16.8.

For both Belmont and Fishtown, the differences in the percentages 
of white Americans and all Americans who reported they were very 
happy were trivial throughout the time that the GSS has been asking 
the question.

I N  T H E P R O LO G U E ,  I said that I would describe the state of white 
America from 1960 through 2010. That purpose is even proclaimed 
in the subtitle of the book. No matter how I explained my reasons for 
doing so, there had to remain some sense among many of you that 
this was an odd thing to do, and perhaps disturbing, when the United 
States is moving from a  white- dominated culture to one in which 
whites are just the most numerous of many different races and eth-
nicities. Now, as we turn to the fi nal chapter and a consideration of 
where the nation might go from here, it can be said:

We are one nation, indivisible, in terms of whites and people of 
color. Differences in the fortunes of different ethnic groups persist, 
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FIGURE 16.8.   HAPPINESS FOR ALL  PRIME- AGE ADULTS

Source: GSS. Samples limited to persons ages 30–49.

Murr_9780307453426_3p_03_r4.r.indd   276Murr_9780307453426_3p_03_r4.r.indd   276 12/6/11   1:45 PM12/6/11   1:45 PM



292 Coming Apart

by 1987? That it doubled again to $4 million by 1992? That it dou-
bled again to $8 million by 1998? That it doubled again to $16 mil-
lion by 2006?

I am not asking whether the increases were economically rational. 
The technical literature hotly debates this issue, but it does not reach 
the question I am asking. To clarify that question, it may help if I 
stipulate for purposes of argument that these increases were economi-
cally rational. I will further stipulate that the dynamics producing 
those increases promoted economic growth and, ultimately, a better 
life for people all the way down the line. Now return to the question: 
Is there anything unseemly about the story told in fi gure 17.1?

At the individual level, accepting a big compensation package is 
seldom unseemly. You’re the CEO; you’ve worked hard to get where 
you are; you think that your contribution is valuable to the company; 
you know that your compensation package is in line with what CEOs 
of comparable companies are getting. It is hard to see any ethical ob-
ligation to negotiate a smaller deal for yourself than the board of di-
rectors is willing to give you.17

But what about all those boards of directors, themselves composed 
of many people who are or have been CEOs themselves? They have a 
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FIGURE 17.1.   TOTAL COMPENSATION OF CEOS OF THE LARGEST 500 S&P 

CORPORATIONS

Source: Murphy, 1999, fi g. 1. Forbes Annual Executive Compensation Reports.16

Murr_9780307453426_3p_03_r4.r.indd   292Murr_9780307453426_3p_03_r4.r.indd   292 12/6/11   1:45 PM12/6/11   1:45 PM



 Appendix B 319

Harvard class (1965) and volumes provided by friends and colleagues, 
I recorded the zip codes of the home addresses for alumni from Har-
vard, Princeton, Yale, and Wesleyan in the following classes and years 
to which the home zip codes apply:

Harvard/Radcliffe. Classes/zip code years: 1965/1990, 1968/1993, 
1990/2010

Princeton. Classes: 1980, 1981, 1982, 1985, 1987, 1989, 1990, 1991; 
zip code year: 2009

Yale. Classes/zip code years: 1964/1989, 1970/2000, 1979/2004
Wesleyan. Classes: randomly selected graduates from 1970 to 1979; 

zip code year: 1996

For persons who were at a typical age for college graduation, 22, 
the zip codes apply to their home residence at the ages of 40–52 for 
the HPY sample and 39–48 for the Wesleyan sample.

Table B.1 shows the sample sizes, and centile means and standard 
deviations by school.

The mean centile scores of the zip codes for the three iconic schools 
were remarkably close, and Wesleyan  wasn’t far behind. The overall 
percentage of HPY graduates living in SuperZips was 43.6, with Yale 
having a slightly lower percentage of 40.9 compared to 43.9 percent 
for Harvard and 44.4 percent for Princeton. The higher percentages 
for Harvard and Princeton are plausibly attributable to a hometown 
effect—the Boston area was more attractive to Harvard graduates, 

TABLE B.1.  BASIC STATISTICS FOR THE ALUMNI ZIP CODE SAMPLES

 Centile scores
School N Mean Standard deviation

Harvard 3,499 84.0 21.2

Princeton 8,049 84.7 20.9

Yale 2,769 82.8 21.3

Wesleyan 1,588 79.9 22.4

Total 15,905 83.7 21.2

Murr_9780307453426_3p_bm1_r4.r.indd   319Murr_9780307453426_3p_bm1_r4.r.indd   319 12/6/11   1:45 PM12/6/11   1:45 PM



The same thing happened with occupations. Figure C.2 illustrates 
this through two basic job categories: managerial jobs and skilled 
 blue- collar jobs (categories 5 and 6 combined).

In 1960, 47 percent of  prime- age white American workers were 
working at  blue- collar jobs. By 2010, that proportion had been halved 
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FIGURE C.2.   CHANGES IN THE PREVALENCE OF TWO BASIC JOB 

CATEGORIES

Source: IPUMS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49 in the labor force.
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Source: IPUMS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49.
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to 23 percent. Meanwhile, managerial jobs went from only 9 percent 
of the workforce to 18 percent.

The result is that the distribution of  prime- age whites into the two 
neighborhoods also changed drastically from 1960 through 2010, as 
shown in fi gure C.3:

In 1960, 64 percent of  prime- age white Americans qualifi ed for 
Fishtown, a number that had fallen to 30 percent by 2009. In 1960, 
only 6 percent of  prime- age white Americans qualifi ed for Belmont, a 
number that had risen to 21 percent by 2010.

This raises a question: Isn’t it possible that Fishtown  didn’t  really 
deteriorate at all? The hypothesis is that behavior in Fishtown changed 
from 1960 through 2010 because the composition of the neighbor-
hood changed. In effect, more than half of the people in Fishtown in 
1960 had moved out by 2010. Which people left Fishtown? Presum-
ably those with the most ability to move up in the world. The cream 
was skimmed from Fishtown. A similar artifact might be working in 
Belmont, which more than tripled as a proportion of the population 
between 1960 and 2010. Perhaps changes in Belmont merely refl ect a 
dilution of the quality of its population, as people who formerly 
 wouldn’t have completed college or entered the professions moved in.
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FIGURE C.3.   THE CHANGING BALANCE OF THE TWO NEIGHBORHOODS

Source: IPUMS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49.
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was that in 2010 they had a piece of paper saying they had been 
awarded a college degree. In terms of ability, the pool of people in 
Belmont was not necessarily diluted.

Similarly, Fishtown surely suffered some loss of talent as it went 
from 64 percent of the  prime- age population to 30 percent, but that 
loss  wasn’t necessarily huge. The NLSY- 79, with its large nationally 
representative sample of whites with a good measure of IQ, helps 
make that point. The occupational data for the following numbers 
refer to the early 2000s, when all the members of the sample were in 
their late thirties through mid-forties.

If we look at mean IQ by occupational category, the relationship is 
as we would expect, as shown in table C.1.

The ordering of the  g- loadings is about what one would expect, 
with the  high- status professions on top, the  low- skill service and 
 blue- collar jobs at the bottom, and others spaced with modest differ-
ences. The similarity of the requirements for the mid-level  white- collar 
jobs,  high- skill technical jobs, and the  blue- collar professions also 
makes sense. Intuitively, there is no reason to think that you need to 
be smarter to be a paramedic than to be an electrician, nor that there 

TABLE C.1.    g-  LOADINGS OF JOBS AND THE MEAN IQ OF THE PEOPLE WHO 

HOLD THEM

 Mean  g-  loading Mean IQ of
 of the the job 
Occupational category occupations holders

High- status professions 120 117

Managerial positions 116 107

Mid-level  white- collar occupations 111 107

High- skill technical occupations 107 109

The  blue- collar professions 109 100

Low- level  white- collar occupations 92 103

Other skilled  blue- collar occupations 89 98

Low- skill service and  blue- collar occupations 83 94

Source: NLSY- 79. Sample limited to whites.
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Sample Sizes in the GSS

The Current Population Survey sample is so large that restricting 
the analyses to whites ages 30–49 poses no problems with sample 
sizes, but the same cannot be said of the General Social Survey. The 
Belmont samples for individual survey years had a median of only 
81, and dipped as low as 48. For Fishtown, the comparable fi gures 
were 216 and 143. I therefore originally conducted the GSS analyses 
with a broader age group that included everyone from ages 25 to 64. 
This had the effect of expanding the Belmont and Fishtown samples 
for individual survey years to medians of 122 and 373, respectively, 
but I discovered that the results were virtually identical to analyses 

TABLE C.2.   GSS RESULTS FOR BELMONT USING AGES 30–49 COMPARED TO 

AGES 25–64

 Survey Age range 
Indicator years  30–49 n 25–64 n Difference

“Extramarital sex is always  1972–76 51.7% 174 51.1% 282 0.6
wrong” 2006–10 70.6% 221 69.9% 408 0.7

“Very happily married”  1972–76 73.0% 215 74.9% 338 –1.9
(% of married respondents) 2006–10 73.0% 259 71.7% 474 1.3

No religion 1972–76 9.0% 278 10.6% 470 –1.6
 2006–10 21.2% 397 22.1% 725 –0.9

De facto secular 1972–76 27.0% 278 31.1% 470 –4.1
 2006–10 41.8% 397 41.4% 724 0.4

Regular attendance among 1972–76 62.6% 203 60.8% 324 1.8
believers 2006–10 53.4% 232 54.5% 426 –1.1

The religious core 1972–76 31.5% 168 28.1% 270 3.4
 2006–10 22.5% 387 24.6% 704 –2.1

Voted in presidential 1972–76 92.8% 276 91.5% 461 1.3
election 2006–10 92.2% 385 93.7% 700 –1.5

“People can generally 1972–76 74.8% 218 70.5% 376 4.3
be trusted” 2006–10 55.9% 315 57.3% 572 –1.4

“People generally try 1972–76 79.6% 216 76.7% 374 2.9
to be fair” 2006–10 75.0% 236 75.5% 429 –0.5

“People are generally 1972–76 69.9% 216 65.9% 375 4.0
helpful” 2006–10 59.3% 236 62.1% 430 –2.8

“Very happy” 1972–76 48.2% 278 45.3% 468 2.9
 2006–10 40.1% 339 40.2% 625 –0.1
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people in prison have a much higher mean number of arrests than do 
members of an entire birth cohort, but the pattern is the same. Figure 
E.1 shows the story graphically.

That seemingly perfect mathematical function represented in fi g-
ure E.1 is not a fi tted line. It was drawn from the raw data. In the 
2004 inmate survey, more than half of all prior arrests of white male 
prisoners ages 20–49 were accumulated by just 13 percent of them. 
More than  three- quarters of all their prior arrests were accumulated 
by just 31 percent of them.

Prisoners from the different neighborhoods had different arrest 
histories. Those from Belmont averaged 4.0 arrests prior to the one 
that landed them in prison and those from Fishtown had 6.3. The dif-
ferences are actually even greater than that, because age is strongly 
related to number of prior arrests (as one would expect), and the av-
erage ages of prisoners from Belmont and Fishtown were 38.0 and 
33.6, respectively. After controlling for those differences in age, the 
number of prior arrests for a typical prisoner age 30 from Fishtown 
was 2.4 times that of a typical prisoner age 30 from Belmont.2 These 
differences alone would make the proportion of crimes coming out of 
Fishtown much larger than it appears from counting prisoners.

FIGURE E.1.   CONCENTRATION OF ARRESTS AMONG A MINORITY OF 

PRISONERS

Source: 2004 survey of state and federal inmates. Sample limited to white males ages 

20–49.
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There is good reason to think that changes in white arrest rates tell 
us a lot about changes in white criminal activity.

Using the socioeconomic profi le of prisoners as the basis for estimating 
the neighborhood distribution of whites arrested for index crimes. The 
next question is what percentage of whites who are arrested for index 
crimes comes from Belmont and what percentage comes from Fish-
town. We know what the profi le of white prisoners looks like and that 
the profi le did not change appreciably from 1974 to 2004. Is it reason-
able to assume that the educational and occupational profi le of per-
sons arrested for index crimes is similar to the educational and 
occupational profi le of prisoners? The answer is not only yes, it is once 
again quite possible that the educational and occupational profi les of 

occupational background of the offender. But we do have arrests re-
ported by race, and we do have the neighborhood breakdown of 
prison inmates; using those resources, we can establish a plausible 
estimate of the white crime rate by neighborhood.

We begin with the fact that reported offenses and arrests of whites 
are highly correlated. From 1960 to 2008, the correlation between 
the overall violent crime rate and white arrests for violent crime was 
+0.92. For property crime, the correlation was +0.91.6 Figure E.2 
shows how the proportional changes look for violent crime, using 
1960 as the baseline equal to 1.

FIGURE E.2.   WHITE ARREST RATE FOR VIOLENT CRIME AND THE OVERALL 

VIOLENT CRIME RATE

Source: UCR crime data.
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owed the federal government. Figure E.3 shows the trends for 
corporations.

For corporations, the picture since the mid- 1980s has been one of 
steady decline in both the rate of delinquencies and failures to pay.

Other Ways of Identifying 

Corporate Malfeasance

Scholars have tested other indicators of corporate malfeasance with 
varying degrees of success, but all of the reliable ones use fi nancial mea-
sures that must be extracted from the detailed fi nancial statements 
fi led by corporations, not ones that are reported in aggregate data about 
U.S. corporations. See Cecchini et al., 2010, for a description of one of 
the most recent ideas and a literature review of other attempts. The 
simplest measure, applied in Prechel and Morris, 2010, is to use a re-
statement of corporate fi nances given to the SEC within a given year 
(for reasons other than a change in accounting standards) as suggestive 
of malfeasance. Apart from the merits and shortcomings of that mea-
sure, I was unable to fi nd a way of assembling a longitudinal database 
using that measure with anything short of a major research project.

FIGURE E.3.  TRENDS IN DELINQUENCY AND FAILURE TO PAY FEDERAL 

INCOME TAXES: CORPORATIONS

Source: 2009 IRS Data Book, table 17, and comparable tables from earlier editions.
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From 1984 to 2000, the rate of tax fraud dropped steeply, leveling 
off thereafter. Perhaps this refl ects reductions in IRS investigative re-
sources or other administrative artifacts but, at the least, there is cer-
tainly no evidence of increased dishonesty.

For the much lesser but also more common offenses of delinquency 
and failure to pay, the trends go in the opposite direction. The trends 
since 1978 are shown in fi gure E.5.

Integrity in Personal Finances

In addition to the evidence on bankruptcy presented in chapter 10, I 
looked at IRS data for individuals, but ran into the same problems of 
interpretability that IRS data have for corporations. For individuals, 
unlike corporations, the annual cases of tax fraud run into the thou-
sands, so it is at least worth looking at the trendline. It is shown in 
fi gure E.4.

FIGURE E.4.  TAX FRAUD: INDIVIDUALS

Source: 2009 IRS Data Book, table 17, and comparable tables from earlier editions.
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In contrast to the corporate trends, both delinquency and failure to 
pay rose over the period. The problem is that delinquencies and fail-
ure to pay on the part of individuals coping with a notoriously com-
plex American tax code can refl ect carelessness, procrastination, or 
an honest mistake, with no implications for integrity. They can also 
refl ect a decline in integrity. There is no way to untangle which causes 
play what role.

FIGURE E.5.  TRENDS IN DELINQUENCY AND FAILURE TO PAY FEDERAL 

INCOME TAXES: INDIVIDUALS

Source: 2009 IRS Data Book, table 17, and comparable tables from earlier editions.
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disengagement in the 2000s. If we take the data at face value, Fish-
town has been far more socially disengaged than Belmont at least 
since the 1970s, and that gap has widened even more. In the 2004 
survey, 36 percent of those in Belmont were socially disengaged com-
pared to 75 percent of those in Fishtown.

Civic Disengagement

The second composite index measures membership in civic organiza-
tions. It asks if someone is a member of a service group (e.g., Ki-
wanis), a youth group (e.g., coaches Little League), school service 
group (e.g., PTA), or a political club. Belonging to none of those 
groups is scored as an indicator of civic disengagement. Note that I do 
not include church groups, which would  double- count for religiosity, 
covered in chapter 11. Once again we have a frustrating shortage of 
data after 1994, with the one survey in 2004 that asked the right 
questions. Figure F.2 shows the results.

Once again, divergence between Belmont and Fishtown was al-
ready high when we pick up the trendlines in the 1970s. Civic disen-

FIGURE F.1.   SOCIAL DISENGAGEMENT

Source: Author’s analysis of the GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. Data for 1972 

through 1994 smoothed using locally estimated regression (LOESS). Data for 2004 repre-

sent percentages for that survey.
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gagement increased in Belmont through the early 1990s and then 
showed a decrease in the lone 2004 survey. In Fishtown, civic disen-
gagement rose throughout the period. The combination of trends 
meant a wide gap between Belmont and Fishtown in the 2004 sur-
vey—45 percent in Belmont versus 85 percent in Fishtown.

FIGURE F.2.   CIVIC DISENGAGEMENT

Source: Author’s analysis of the GSS. Sample limited to whites ages 30–49. Data for 1972 

through 1994 smoothed using locally estimated regression (LOESS). Data for 2004 repre-

sent percentages for that survey.
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