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Thoughts and Details on Poverty*
THOMAS SOWELL

When the public is concerned about the alleviation of poverty,
they are anxious that children should not go to bed hungry, that
families should not live in leaky, rat-infested homes . They are
saying that there is some minimum standard of material living
which should be enjoyed by all members of the society. The precise level of that standard can be and is debated , but the general
goal is quite clear.
The term income distribution , on the other hand, is reall y a
misnomer. Most income -in Communist, capitalist, or any other
kind of society- is earned, not distributed . It represents payment
for services rendered personally or by one's property in the case of
private property societies. By contrast , newspapers are distributed. They are produced at one place and distributed to points of
sale . But income from the production of newspapers is earned ,
and those earnings are proportional to the value placed on the
output by the purchasers .
As a practical matter it is poverty, not the distribution of income, which concerns the public . Adequate food, clothing and
shelter- however defined- is the goal. The public does not care
whether plumbers earn more income than dentists or dentists
more than plumbers. They do not care whether the middle 20
percent of income earners receive more or less than 20 percent of
the national income. Even the poor are unconcerned about redistribution to equalize income. Polls among blacks, for example,
find that, by a four-to-one margin, blacks believe that income
should vary according to individual productivity.
Problems arise because some individuals (typically intellectuals, politicians, and journalists) are concerned with eliminating
what they call "disparities" or "inequities" in the d istribution of income, wealth, or economic power. Politically, this grou p of redistributionists promotes its goals by playing on the public's concern
over poverty and its alleviation. Most of the schemes which in•This article is adapted from a chapter in the forthcomin g The Limits of Gauem·
rnnat Rtgulation, edited b y J a mes F. Gatti (Academic Press , 1981 ), with the au·
thor's and ~ditor's permission.
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valve transfer payments to redistribute income have been sold to
the public as a solution to concrete deprivation. Many of these
programs began in the Great Depression, when such deprivations
were general throughout society. In later periods the poverty of
specific groups- "minorities," the aged, and residents of depressed
regions- served as the rationale for various schemes of general
redistribution .
General redistribution has also been promoted by attacking the
justification for the existing panern of income payments. However, one must recognize that income distribution is simply a set
of retrospective statistics. As such, it represents earlier interactions among individual capabilities, ownership of physical capital,
prelen:nces for occupations, and the demand for various outputs
of goods and services. Payments which have been made for these
outputs have been justified by the individual purchasers . The
grand totals have not been justified by anyone . It is not at all clear
that some third party exists who has the omniscience needed to
pass judgment on that pattern .

Statua vs Behavior
If the prevailing distribution is to be replaced, one must offer
some basis for rewards other than the demand for one's output.
There is a tendency among redistributionists to attempt to base
rewards- indeed to base decisions in general- upon status, rather
than behavior. In the specific case of income distribution, it is argued that the recipients of these various transfers have a status, an
equal status, which should determine their income. That is, they
have an equal status as citizens, or as human beings, which requires their income to be established at either a so-called "decent
minimum• or some equal share of national income. The specific
level depends upon the advocate's place on the political spectrum.
This line of argument puts great emphasis on an equal status.
The more fundamental question is whether decisions ought to be
based upon any status. That is, the question is not whether there
shall be equalit y of status, but whether any status-based decision
should supersede decisions based upon behavior. If decisions are
based upon status (and it does not matter for this purpose, whether
that status is equality, superiority, or inferiority), then some small
group of people must decide what that status is and then confer
that status upon or deny it to millions of other human beings. This
involves the concentration of substantial political power.
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The concentration of power occurs regardless of public support
for the particular status relationship . For instance, consider a society in which racism is very widespread, such as the Republic of
South Africa today or the South in nineteenth century America.
In these societies there is (was) a solid consensus that race should
play a major role in all decisions- salary, criminal punishment,
ability to travel, voting, occupation, etc . Yet even with this consensus , the white population enjoyed markedly less pe rsonal freedom than their contemporaries in less racist societies . It is not
coincidental that the whites in the Republic of South Africa today
are less free than the white population in most of the countries of
Western Europe. It is impossible to carry out status-based decisions without superseding the judgments of the individual, thus
reducing the individual's freedom .
One could write a very large book on all the mechanisms required in the Old South to maintain the racial system , even under
slavery . There were generally accepted notions about how slaves
ought to be treated . Yet because various individuals were profit
maximizers, and sometimes found these notions in conflict with
their best interests, they continually violated the rules . As a result,
the government continually passed laws, particularly in the cities ,
which prescribed the proper treatment of slaves- usually condemning the leniency of some profit-maximizing slave owners .
One of the fascinating things about the laws in the antebellum
Southern cities is how often the same law got passed again and
again in the same city . This suggests that the original law was violated so pervasively that people weren't even aware that it was on
the books.
Given the diversity of human beings and the diversity of their
performances, and given the diversity of other human beings' perceptions of performance, there is no status which can be universally
and voluntarily accepted in any form of society . To say that you
favor status-based decisions is to say that you favor forcibly imposing a given status.
Even when we turn to decisions based on behavior, contlicts
can arise. Behavior can be assessed either by results or by some
estimate of effort . Very often, one hears the argument that this
group or that group is losing out, that they deserve better. For example, the argument has been made recently that the Chrysler
Corporation is now in deep financial trouble through no fault of
its own . Of course people who are heartless, like economists,
would argue "who carts whether it was any fault of their own?"
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If you are going to judge fault and merit, then you risk freezing
the existing set of conditions, whatever they may be . If you are
going to reallocate resources as the society's tastes change, or as
new methods of organization become possible, then at some stage
you are going to have to move people into new places where they
are more productive. That is done by paying less to people who do
the exact same amouflt of work, take the same risks, and have the
same diligence. If you are going to reward them for merit, you will
give them absolutely no incentive to move out of obsolete industries
and into industries producing new products in response to higher
demand.
Even individual output is not an unambiguous measure of
"worth ." The number of home runs hit by Babe Ruth was not
purely a matter of his individual performance. If you look at his
record, you will find that in some years before he hit the 60 home
runs, he had higher batting averages, higher slugging averages,
and hit home runs with greater frequency than he did in 1927 .
Why then did he hit the 60 home runs in 1927 ? Because batting
after him in 1927 was a young man named Lou Gehrig, who batted
.373 with 47 home runs and 175 runs batted in . The situation facing the pitcher was either to pitch to Ruth with x number of men
on base or to Gehrig with x + 1 men on base . Many pitchers decided they would just as soon pitch to Ruth . In fact, when you
find sluggers who nin up very high totals of home runs- Ruth,
Aaron , Maris- they always did so batting ahead of someone else
who was just about equally dangerous as a hitter. Aaron batted
ahead of Eddie Mathews (who once hit 47 home runs, for those
for whom Eddie Mathews is ancient history). Roger Maris received very few bases on balls the year he hit 61 home runs. He
was batting ahead of Mickey Mantle, who hit home runs with
greater frequency, but who just did not have as many times at
bat. There was absolutely nothing to be gained by walking Maris
to pitch to Mantle .
Thus even in things that are individual in nature, performances
are conditioned by a whole set of circumstances over which the individual has no control. It is sad that both the political Left and
the political Right have seized upon the notion of merit either as
justifying income or as what ought to justify income . On the
Right there are people like john Bates Clark, who developed marginal productivity theory, arguing that because people were paid
their marginal product, therefore they were being rewarded for
their merit. But of course, their marginal products depended
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upon all the other cooperating factors with which they were working. It depended upon the way they themselves were raised , upon
the whole capital of the country in which they happen to have been
born. Had you been born 100 years earlier or in some other pan
of the world, your income could be a half or a tenth of what it is
right now, independently of your personal merit. On the Left of
course you have the utopian " ... to each according to his needs ."
The state of Soviet agriculture is mute testimony to the bankruptcy
of that approach.
Poverty: Its Meaning and Measurement
None of this, of course, is to assert that poverty does not exist as
a problem with which society should be co ncerned. Poverty and
the distribution of income are distinct concepts. However, there
are problems with the different meanings of poverty . A basic conception of poverty is the existence of people who remain below
some given living standard over some substantial period of time .
One might argue whether the standard should be cash income
only, or whether in-kind transfers should be included . One might
also modify this by raising the question as to whether poverty
should be looked at retrospectively or prospec tively . Retrospectively , we can consider how much income someone earned over a
given period . And yet, people may have very good prospects and
choose not to exercise them. One can be a beach bum with a graduate degree, as is in fact not all that uncommon in California .
Shall we say that the beach bum is poor because -looking back
over some period of time-his income was low? His income might
be lower than that of, say, an unskilled factory worker . W a uld we
say that he is poorer than the factory worker in any meaningful
sense of the word, when at any given time he may exercise his options and earn a greater income?
The question is to find the right and proper definition of poverty.
The more fundamental point is this : whatever meaning we give to
poverty, that meaning is frozen into statistics; it is also frozen into
our laws governing the benefits due the poor. Once we have committed ourselves to a legal definition, this is what poverty means,
regardless of how ludicrous the results may be. We should distinguish the poor, as we conceive of them, from the poor as they appear in our statistics and in our laws. With a sufficiently narrow
definition of income, the statistical "poor" might include, for example, a Kennedy or a Rockefeller who happened not to be work-
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ing this year. (One of the advantages of having wealth is that you
do not have to work, or work as hard, or seek out jobs that pay
you the highest income.) Students who graduate by the millions
each June only earn half as much that year as they would normally
earn . Therefore, their income may fall into the poverty level, even
though they are not poor in any meaningful sense.
A more fundamental problem is that people typically, over
their lifetimes, earn different amounts of income at different
stages. When they start out they usually earn very little, because
they have very little to offer an employer. As they acquire more
skills and experience, as employers know more about them, and
workers know more about how to look for and perform on a job,
then of course their incomes tend to rise. Statistical "income distribution" data freeze all these people at diflt:rent phases of their lifecycle at one moment.
Age bracket differences are very substantial. They are greater
than black/white differences in income. Families headed by people in their mid-forties to mid-fifties earn income greater than the
income of the family he::aded by som e::one:: 25 and under- by a
greater amount than white incomes exceed black income::s. Twothirds of all the top wealth holders of the nation are over 50 years
of age . We conceive of this top one percent or live percent of wealth
holders as the Gettys, Hunts , and Rockddlers . They are much
more likdy to be elderly home owners who have finally paid off
their mortgages. (Outright ownership of the average home would
be suflicient to put you in the top one or two percent of wealth
holders in the United States. The Hunts and Rockeldlers are indeed in there, but they are an insignificant part of the total.) The
very same people, of course, can be in different quartiles of the income distribution in different parts of their lives . The person who
pays off his mort_gage when he is over 50 may be in the top quarter
of income earners then, even though he was in the bottom quarter
when he was 20.
It is very different tv be concerned about the fact that there are
people who are poor throughout their lifetime than to be concerned
over the fact that young people do not yet earn as much as their
parents or their grandparents . If you are thinking about setting up
programs to help the poor as defined by the bottom x percent of
the income distribution, think again. You really don't need a federal program to help young people become parents and grandparents. They have been doing it for quite some time, without any
help from Washington .
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The Source of Poverty
The fact that gross statistical measures of poverty overstate the
problem does not, of course, mean that the problem is not worthy
of our attention . Yet it is difficult to make sense of the notion of
the "causes" of poverty. Poverty is simply the absence of wealth .
Poverty has been prevalent through most of the world's history .
Even countries that are now rich were once poor, typically not too
far back in history. Yet the discussion goes on as if there were some
predestined prosperity, which is somehow thwarted by some
intervening factors which we must discover and correct.
At this point it is useful to distinguish between moral explanations and causal explanations. There is no a priori reason why
something that is a very important moral factor need be a n important casual factor, or vice versa. Nevertheless, this is a recurrent
presumption in many studies and conclusions . There are many
morally very important factors- slavery or discrimination , for example- which many people presume are important causall y in
explaining poverty and various other kinds of intergroup differences today . Conversely, there are many other important ca usal
factors which have no moral content, and which are thus ignored .
As noted previously , age is a major factor in explaining intergroup
differences in wealth, yet most people are unaware of the degree
to which groups differ in age . The average age of J ews in th e
United States is 46, of Polish-Americans 40, Irish-Americans 36,
japanese-Americans 32, Chinese 28, Blacks 22, Mexican-Americans 18, Puerto Ricans 18. These are not negligible differences.
In the area of race , there are many heavily moral factors which
are assumed to be important causal explanations of poverty. Ami
yet, very little effo rt has been made actually to test whether that is
so or not. For instance, in the United States there are not only native black Americans , but also black Americans of West Indian .
ancestry who (certainly after a generation or so) cannot be distinguished by most whites or, for the matter, by must blacks. But
although blacks in general have an income that is only 62 percent
of that of whites, West Indian blacks living in the United States
have an income that is 94 percent of that of whites .
Some people have argued that this discrepancy is due to dilference in treatment. We can test that by examining second-generation
W es t Indians. If white employers, for example, are distinguishing
between two groups of blacks by accent , by b irthplace, or by
where they went to school, then we want to consider only those
West Indians who were born here , who went to school here, and
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who have either no accent or less of an accent. If in fact it has become more difficult in the second generation to tell the two groups
apart, one should not find the second generation exhibiting the
same kind of success as the first. In reality, the second generation
of West Indians have higher incomes than Anglo Saxons, and a
higher percentage of people in the professions. If it is argued that
a moral factor such as past slavery causes current black/white different ials in performance, then the differential should be even
greater in the case of West Indians , whose experience under slavery was even worse than that of blacks in the United States.
In the area of sex differences, there is also a whole moral vision
with which most readers are probably already familiar. It holds
that male/female differences are the result of discrimination ; that
in recent times this has been fought and to some extent has been
overcome. History is completely counter to that argument. The
proportions of female Ph .D's, M .D.'s, lawyers, chemists, or economists, was much higher decades ago than it was in 1960. In 1905,
the proportion of females in Who ~ Who was higher than it was in
1950. None of this fits the assumed pattern of discrimination. It is
hard to believe that there has been increasing discrimination over
those decades, which led to the situation in 1960.
The factors that are very highly correlated with the change in
male/female differences are demographic shifts. The age at marriage of college-educated women was constantly declining between 1905 and 1960. The number of children born per white
woman was increasing during that same period. The decline in
the representation of women in the high level occupations seems
to have occurred across a broad front, unaffected by male employers . It happened at women's colleges, run by women deans, women
department chairmen, and women presidents . (There was one
noteworthy anguished letter in a Mount Holyoke alumni magazine, by a woman who came back for her 25th reunion. She recalled
that when she was a student all the full professors and department
chairmen were women. Now she finds that they are all men, even
though the president of the college is still a woman . How can this
be?) It occurred simply because the supply of women in those occupations declined relative to the supply of men, and that was
true no matter whether the employer was male or female.
There are other, better indices. For example, in the case of
women, the really crucial variable is whether or not they were
ever married. If you were to look at female Ph.D's who received
their degree in the 1930s and 40s, and calculate the percentage of
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them who became full professors by the 1950s, you would find
that women who never married became full professors more regularly than men over the same span of time. It is the women who
married who met disaster. In most of the data, the real difference
is not between men and women; it is between married women
and all other persons . The married women tend to perform much
less well than single women, particularly in high level occupations
which require continuous work and a great number of hours- occupations where you cannot go home and take care of your family
very readily. With men, the situation is just the opposite. It is the
married man who outperforms the single man . There is nothing
terribly mysterious or sinister about it, particularly for anyone
who has ever been married.
The issue of male/female employment patterns is a classic problem which exists in the mind of intellectuals- more so than in the
real world. What is described as the married man's income is in
fact the income of two people; it is made possible by the joint activities of two people, a nd all the studies indicate that it is jointly
spent, somewhat more than half by women . The problem has
been resolved in the real world. It is in the world of th eory that it
has not been resolved , because it is the man whose name appears
on the check, and the statistics recognize only him .

Usual Solutions to the Problem of Poverty
Along with the "causes" of poverty there are many cures which,
again, reflect the moral emphasis- and some self-interest as well .
One finds education offered as a panacea- by educators. When
the Campbell Soup Company tells us how great it is to have soup
for lunch, we tend to take that with a grain of salt. Yet when edu cators tell us the very same thing about their product, we seem to
think that they are public-spirited citizens trying nobly to solve
our social problems.
Thus a whole legend has grown up around the history of the
Jewish immigrants who came here poor and rose to affluence,
supposedly through education. Now of course high income groups
do tend to have high levels of education. They also tend to engage
in high levels of travel and entertainment, and own large homes.
Yet no one would argue that travel, entertainment, or housin g is
the path o ne takes from poverty to affluence. A detailed study of
the occupations ofjewish immigrants showed that they rose to at~
fluen ce JirJt, and then were able to afford to send their children to
college . This is even more clear in the case of the japanese immi-
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grants on the west coast. Most of the Japanese were farmers as
late as 1940, and most of them spoke very little English. But they
were prosperous nonetheless. They owned many businesses, in
California and the state of Washington. With this prosperity, they
were able to send their children on to college, and then their children became better educated. The education was not the cause of
the rise.
Another cure for poverty is political reform . If you read many
histories and hear many discussions of social issues, you get the
idea that people are no longer in rags or hungry today because
various noble reformers refused to accept such conditions and
worked to alleviate them. Meanwhile, it was merely coi ncidental
that the gross national product rose by 5 or 6 times over that same
span. But if you really want to know why it is that the poor of the
nineteenth century were in rags and those of the twentieth century
typically are not, it is because a man named Singer perfected the
sewing machine, putting factory-made clothing within the reach
of great masses of people for the first time in history. Prior to that
time, either homemade or secondhand clothing was the standard
dress for most working class people. (In addition to clothing the
working class, secondhand garments also spread diseases throughout the whole society as they were passed around.) Most workingclass people in the nineteenth century could not afford the luxury
of having shoes that were made differently for the right too t than
for the left foot, until Singer made that economically feasible. In
most parts of the world outside of the United States, working people could not afford shoes at all. In addition to Singer, there was
something called tht: sweat shop on the lower East Side of New
York that made that possible.
The fallacy of political reform as a solution to perceived social
ills is that it ignores__process and focuses only on results. The most
fundamental problem in political decision-making is that we cannot vote for a result; we can only vote for a process . We can hope
for the result from that process. Some 50 to 60 years ago, prohibitionists felt that they were voting for a process which, they hoped,
would eliminate the drinking of alcoholic beverages . They discovered the hard way, of course, that no such thing was possible. All
sorts of other consequences resulted, including a tremendous increase in organized crime, under whose influence we are still suffering . You cannot make political processes and market processes
parallel by saying, "We vote with our dollars for this; why can't we
vote with our ballots for that?" When we vote with our dollars, we
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vote for results. We go into a showroom, and we look at the
Chevy or Plymouth and decide whether we want to have it. We
do not vote for the process by which it was produced, because we
do not know, and we are not required to know, what that process
was. When we vote in politics we vote tor a process, with hope that
the end result of that process will be the things we want to have. If
the market mechanism has failed to produce the "optimal" result,
it is by no means clear that political processes will succeed in its
stead. Unfortunately it is usually a very short step from saying
that the economic process will not decide an issue correctly to saying that the political process will. But, of course, the fact that you
have proven that a fish cannot fly does not prove that a rhinoceros
can.
What Can Be Done
In coping with poverty today , the most productive thing the
government could do to help would be to stop making things
worse. Unfortunately, such things as the dramatic increases in the
minimum wage in the post-World War IJ era are steps in the
wrong direction. Black teenage unemployment in the 1970s is at
least five times what it was as of around 1950. The argumem is
often made (again, the preference for the moralistic argument)
that this increase is purely the result of racism. But it is hard to
believe that th ere was only one-fifth as much racism in 1950 as
there was in 1970. If you look at the unemployment rate among
blacks by age bracket, you lind a very steep decline from the
teenage years to about the mid to late 20's. These young people do
not change color as they get older; they merely acquire more experience, and that brings down the unemployment rate. Blacks
aged 25 to 45 have historically always had lower unemploymen t
rates than whites under 25.
Improving the lot of the poor means enabling them to move up
the ladder, but they have to get on the ladder before they can
move up. The minimum wage law prevents that. The law says
that if a person is valuable enough for the employer to pay $3. 10
an hour, then he can be employed. If not, we deny him the right
to work. We simply price him out of the market. There is a whole
line of argument that says that people would only get "dead-end
jobs" if there were no minimum wage legislation . But, of co urse ,
this is a misconception of the whole role of jobs, and particularly
of early jobs in one's career. What the worker learns on those jobs
is how to get along on a job, with employers, with fellow workers
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He learns that he should not come to work with his portable radio
blaring at top volume. But he cannot learn that, if he is prevented
from working at a wage commensurate with his limited produc·
tivity .
Sometimes the argument is made that government should be
the employer of last resort . That poses a major problem. If the
government is going to impose the same standards that the private employer imposes, then the same people who are
unemployed in the private market are going to be unemployable
by the government. But government programs will "succeed," we
may be sure of that. Therefore, there will be people employed in
those programs, and if standards must change, so that people can
be employed, then standards will be changed . Of course, what
young workers will learn then is something completely counterproductive . They will learn that their behavior has much less effect upon their future than in fact it does. This extends into the
job market the same kind of automatic promotion policies that exist in the school system; people are promoted not because of their
performance , but because it is time to promote them. Such a system simply warps the novice worker's perception of the private
labor market, and it certainly does not aid in developing those at·
titudes necessary for success on the job.

Justice and Fairness
Our concern with moral factors, and flirtation with status-based
decisions enforced by government, results from a deep-seated
desire for a just society. Unfortunately, much of the discussion of
justice proceeds as if we were God on judgment day . One of the
small differences between intellectuals and God on judgment day
is that God does not have to worry about what is going to happen
the day ajttr judgment day . We do . Our decisions have to be made
in light of the fact that we must live with their consequences.
Let us imagine someone who has an ill-gotten fortune. We will
assume he has acquired it by some method which was not technically illegal but which was clearly immoral . Some time in the past
his ancestors landed on an island, murdered all the Indians, and
took over. The island , which became a valuable property, has
now come down through the family; it is legally his. We might
talk about confiscating that fortune because of its immoral origin.
But we have to think also what prospective results will come about
from doing this. Oiearly if we're going to step in and confiscate
property- not because of any illegality, but simply because of
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moral judgments on its history- then all property is subjected to
great uncertainty, and declines in value immediately. The present
value of anything includes its future value, and that in turn is affected by the risk that it will be lost, partially or completely. Thus
if you attempt the 'just" solution, you will have confiscated part of
the property of people who have worked for decades to have
homes for their families. More important, you will have created
an incentive for people to keep their wealth in forms that the
government will find hard to get: to keep it in gold and silver and
Swiss bank accounts instead of in factories and mines and other
productive investments . The people most dramatically affected by
all this would be people employed in the factories and the mines.
The damage to them may have an economic value far exceeding
that of the ill-gotten fortune.
Another example might be the existence of monarchy. You
could, for example, ask what has someone done to be king, to
have that kind of wealth and power. He may have done nothing.
He probably has done nothing. But the more fundamental issue is:
what are the costs and benefits of monarchy for the society at
large, as compared to alternatives that are realistic for that society
at the time and place where the decision is being made? That may
be infinitely more important than whether this person who happens by accident of birth to be king gets a huge windfall gain or
not. There are high social costs of trying to eliminate windfall
gams .
Preoccupation with absolute justice often involves ignoring the
future consequences of action on people not considered in the
original concern over justice. Adam Smith and John Rawls each
say that justice is the paramount virtue of society, but they mean
very different things. Adam Smith's argument is that without some
justice in the society, the society cannot survive. There cannot be
a society without some predictability, and that predictability must
be based upon some principle. John Rawls makes the very different argument that every increment of justice is categorically
more important than any increment of any other benefit.
It is very hard to see why one would be concerned about justice
unless there is some value to the objects of that justice. No one is
likely to get worked up over the fact that, when we leave the
beach, we each go home with different numbers of grains of sand
in our hair; because we do not put any value on those grains of
sand . There has to be some prior concern about the things that we
are justly distributing or unjustly distributing. If A and B both
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have value, then it is hard to justify the statement that every increment of B is more valuable than every increment of A . Yet time
after time we take actions aimed at securing a bit more justice,
with virtually no thought to the costs of doing so. Once we admit
that there are costs to justice, it is by no means clear that every increment ofjustice is desirable. Someone must pay those costs, and
that undefined someone is no less important than those we have
explicitly categorized and set at the center of our discussion.
An example of that sort of situation can be found in our experiences with "affirmative action." One of the tragedies about affirmative action is that there is very little empirical evidence of
any benefits to blacks or women out of affirmative action. Further
there is reason to believe that it may be counterproductive. The
equal opportunity laws (which were superseded by affirmative action) simply provided penalties for discrimination . The employer
could avoid all penalties if he did not discriminate, and incur
penalties if he did. It was a very straightforward incentive system .
Affirmative action says something very different. Under affirmative action there are two sets of incentives created with respect to.
hiring and firing minorities.' The first incentive encourages hiring from these groups, because employers will get the government
off their back immediately by doing so. But down the road, they
are buying more trouble , because if the subsequent pay and promotion pattern of people hired from those groups do not meet the
expectations of the government, then employers are incurring a
very large legal cost- regardless of whether they discriminate or
not.
As a case in point , consider the academic world . Here you have
an up-or-out system of promotion . A junior fac ulty member has
to be either promoted or fired after a certain period of time. He
cannot just be continued in that same job. -Under these circ umstances, affirmative action increases the demand for those members of minority groups who have a proven track recm·d, so that
they will not be let go at the end of three or four years . This is particularly true of the large research universities, where it is common for a very large majority of all assistant professors to be let go
I.

Jnc i<.lt:ntall y, tht: phrase:- "111inoritics" is 10 be taken with a considerable
~nun ufsah . All the groups 1hat art: included fur prcferentiallrcatmt: nt under af·
tinnauve action , takt: n togt:thcr, add up 10 two-thirds of the American population . So what allirrnativt: anion means in 1his t·omext is that the govt:rnmt:nt
authorize~ disc-rimination against 1/3 of the pupula 1ion-and if you art: a guvt:rn·
mt:nt contracwr, i1 requires it.
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at the end of their contract, and certainly not kept on for tenure
positions.
Enter affirmative ac tion. Will the university now hire a woman
who is fresh out of graduate school, with a 9 out of 10 chance that
it is going to fire her in 3 years, opening itself for legal liability
which could cost hundreds of thousands of dollars if she chooses to
file a lawsuit? Affirmative action has created an incentive not to
hire from these various groups . In the process , it has provided
some benefits to those minority individuals who have top degrees
and a long list of publications. But they would have been doing all
right anyway . Those who are just coming out of the graduate
school untested (and given the history of minorities, these will be
the great majority of the people in the group), have been made
less attractive risks. "Justice" has had a high cost to the intended
beneficiaries, as well as to the larger society. Perhaps observers
will be psychically benefited, by feeling that they are promoting a
more just world . But is increasing the psychic income of third
parties the real purpose of income redistribution?
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