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The Coming of Custodial Democracy 
Charles Murray, Commentary n° 86, September 1988 

It  is  by  now  taken  for  granted  that  the  nation  is  about  to  turn  to  the  Left  in  domestic  policy.  
“Reaganism is finished, bankrupt, used up, over,” wrote Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., in the 
Washington Post this past May. At the time he foresaw a squeaker in the November presidential 
election and then a liberal phase of the political cycle coming “full flood” in the early 1990’s. 

Schlesinger is one of many saying roughly the same thing, although not all liberals share his anti-
Reagan animus in so acute a form. The liberal conventional wisdom, as I read it, goes something 
like  this:  perhaps  it  is  just  as  well  that  Reagan  came  along.  We  needed  a  breather  to  recognize  
some of the mistakes we made by the overzealous prosecution of liberal social policy in the 60’s 
and 70’s. But now something needs to be done about education, drugs, homelessness, children in 
poverty, and so forth, and that “something” must take the form of new federal programs. The 
American people are once again ready for “affirmative government.” And we are wiser now. This 
time, under Democratic leadership, we will get it right. 

Indeed, the urge to try again (albeit with somewhat different nostrums) is as strong among many 
Republicans as it is among Democrats, which means that some sort of son-of-the-Great-Society 
seems very likely even if George Bush wins the presidency. 

In either case, however, what we will be observing is far from a return to the way things were. 
Rather, a kind of simultaneous movement seems to be taking place within the body politic, and 
specifically within the political attitudes of American liberals. It is as if one geological plate, near 
the surface, were moving in one direction, while beneath it another and much larger plate, with 
much greater momentum, is moving in a different direction. I hesitate to use the terms “liberal” 
and “conservative” to describe the two plates: the direction of the upper one is unmistakably to the 
Left, just as Schlesinger says, but the direction of the other is not to the traditional Right. It is 
moving off at another angle altogether. 

The consequences of this divergence can be specified with some precision. Although we may well 
be seeing a traditional liberal cycle in policies that affect middle-class and upper-class interests—
education, the environment, industrial regulation, and the like—policies aimed at the black 
underclass in the inner city are likely to reflect a different, and much more ominous, set of 
dynamics. In my judgment these policies will turn out to be custodial in nature, and their effect will 
be to make the underclass into wards of the state. 

Let me put forward some theses, each of which is based on current or incipient realities, each of 
which seems to me to have a high probability of coming true in the next decade, and all of which 
together support my prediction of the coming of custodial democracy. 

First, the baby-boom generation is moving into its forties. The leading edge of this age cohort 
turned forty last year, and the rest will be doing so through the first half of the 90’s. 

This simple statement of fact has pervasive implications. The baby-boomers, going through 
personal changes that tend to occur universally from the late thirties to the early forties, are 
coming out the other side more acutely aware of their own mortality, more attached to family and 
community, more reconciled to the world as it is and less optimistic about making it better. 

Will this help the Republicans? In the past, the electorate has tended to vote more conservatively 
with age. Although the landslide election of 1984 was something of an exception—voters under 
thirty voted for Reagan in almost the same proportions as those forty-five and older—in 1980, with 
a closer election, the contrast was striking: 44 percent of voters under thirty went for Reagan, 
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compared  with  56  percent  of  those  forty-five  and  older.  In  1976,  in  a  very  close  election,  Gerald  
Ford lost among voters under thirty (48 percent) but won among those forty-five and older (53 
percent). If this pattern holds, the Republicans have some grounds for optimism, since the number 
of voters aged thirty-five and older is rising (from two out of three in the 1980 presidential election 
to about three out of four in the late 1990’s). 

These facts notwithstanding, however, it is unlikely that formerly liberal baby-boomers will rush to 
register as Republicans, or even that they will regard themselves as having grown more 
conservative. As Ben Wattenberg has observed, people tend to be “imprinted” early in their voting 
lives; that being so, baby-boomers who were liberal in their twenties are likely to go on identifying 
themselves with liberalism in their forties and fifties. 

But party politics are in any case not the issue here. Whether they vote Democratic or Republican, 
the passage into middle age will cause the baby-boomers’ liberalism to be filtered through an 
altered sensibility. Indeed, it is precisely because the baby-boomers are likely to continue thinking 
of themselves as liberals that they will, I believe, be led to support custodial policies, confident that 
this is the liberal, “compassionate” thing to do. 

If history is any guide, the nation itself will go through a midlife crisis along with the baby-boomers. 
This age cohort has repeatedly demonstrated a critical-mass effect. Just as, in the 1960’s, the 
radicalism of the baby-boomers, then in their teens and twenties, became the national fashion, and 
just as, in the 1970’s, they made the upwardly-mobile acquisitiveness of their thirties a national 
watchword, so their preoccupation with the novel perspectives of middle age as they reach their 
forties is also likely to become a rage. Indeed, it has already begun to do so, as is seen in the rash of 
recent articles on the decline of yuppieism. The yuppies are simply outgrowing that phase of life, as 
they were bound to do; and as they shift their attention elsewhere, so does and will the nation. 

The aging of the baby-boomers will have its own, “conservatizing” effect on social policy. But it is 
not happening in a vacuum. With regard to policy affecting the inner-city poor, it is coinciding with 
a variety of other trends. 

As I indicated above, there is no doubt that in the next years new social programs will be tried, 
whether enthusiastically by a President Dukakis or doggedly by a President Bush. There can also be 
little question, however, that these programs will fail to affect appreciably the size, or the misery, 
of the underclass. 

Take the new welfare-reform law, recently adopted by Congress amid much fanfare over its 
promise to lead us at last out of the trap of welfare dependency by imposing stricter work 
expectations on recipients of federal aid. In fact, the new law does not do anything more than a 
variety of state-enacted work programs have already tried to do, with only modest and scattered 
success. No one has proposed a jobs program that will sidestep or overcome the problems 
encountered in such previous failures as CETA. No one is proposing programs for delinquents or 
drug addicts or the homeless or any similarly afflicted group that are different from earlier ones. 

The truth about our federal social programs is unpalatable, and the attempts to wiggle away from 
it have been many and resourceful. But here it is, in the words of Peter Rossi, one of our most 
highly respected experts on this subject: 

A review of the history of the last two decades of efforts to evaluate major social programs in the United 
States sustains the proposition that over this period the American establishment of policy-makers, agency 
officials, professionals, and social scientists did not know how to design and implement social programs 
that were minimally effective, let alone spectacularly so. 
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This is not the same thing as saying that nothing works. Local programs, especially if they are run 
by the people who had the idea for them in the first place, do sometimes work. Programs to help 
those who are helping themselves—the displaced worker with a history of employment, the drug-
abuser who is motivated to quit, the dropout who is motivated to study—do sometimes work. 

But two categories of programs have failed conspicuously and consistently: large federal programs 
intended to change behavior (as opposed to dealing out commodities or cash), and any program, 
small or large, local or federal, trying in particular to change the behavior of a clientele that is not 
already socialized into norms of working-class and middle-class society. Federal programs to help 
the underclass fall into both categories. We have spent vast amounts of money on these programs 
over the past decades, but no matter how much we spend, we still do not know how—let me repeat 
and emphasize these words, we do not know how—to change the behavior of significant proportions 
of the urban underclass through social engineering. 

Now we have a new welfare-reform law, and there will undoubtedly be more to come. In another 
five or ten years, the new wave of programs to help the underclass escape its condition will have 
been tried and evaluated in its turn. One can plausibly predict the result: programs aimed at 
welfare mothers will occasionally show small positive effects—so small, however, that the 
aggregate numbers of chronic welfare recipients will not have changed. And as for the most 
important programs, those aimed at the men of the underclass, they will show either no effects at 
all, or negative ones. 

My conclusion is that these results will first be accompanied by a sense of disillusionment and then 
by a search for scapegoats. Liberals will still be unwilling to accept that the social engineering itself 
has expanded the underclass. Increasingly, the scapegoats will be members of the underclass 
themselves: “You just can’t do anything with those people.” 

Among the considerations leading liberals to that position will be the vanishing plausibility of a 
longstanding shibboleth of social reform, namely, the belief that the problem of unemployment 
among the underclass has to do mainly with a lack of jobs. 

According to this argument, chronic unemployment among the members of the underclass is 
predominantly “structural” in nature. That is, there are not enough jobs to begin with, and those 
that exist require qualifications which members of the underclass do not have, or are located in 
places where they do not live, or offer such dispiritingly low wages that they are not worth the 
effort. Therefore, the argument concludes, since the root of the problem is the lack of jobs, the 
provision of jobs is its ultimate solution1. 

A natural test of this hypothesis, which amounts to a conventional wisdom of American liberalism, 
has been under way during the latest economic recovery, the longest peacetime expansion in our 
history. For two, three, and four years now, some major American cities have been experiencing a 
full-employment labor market. There is reason to believe, moreover, that those markets will 
remain tight over the next several years as (because of demographic factors) the number of new 
job entrants drops. 

What are the results of this natural experiment? Although we do not yet have detailed studies of 
the effects of the economic recovery on the urban poor, the aggregate data from the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics tell a two-part story. 

 

                                                
1 For a recent and eloquent statement of this case, see William Julius Wilson, The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the 
Underclass, and Public Policy. 
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From 1982 to 1987, while overall white unemployment was dropping from 8.6 percent to 5.3 
percent,  black  unemployment  fell  from  18.9  percent  to  13.0  percent.  This  was  a  major  
improvement, even though the news is obviously not all good: black rates of unemployment still 
remain very high by white norms, and the black-white ratio of unemployment has continued to rise 
even during the recovery, as it has tended to do now for more than thirty years, in good times and 
bad. But there is no question that blacks looking for jobs have done better during the recovery. In 
the period 1982-87, in all age groups and for both sexes, blacks in the labor market have made 
large gains. 

The catch lies in the phrase, “in the labor market.” For the second part of the story is that during 
the same five-year period when unemployment dropped so dramatically, the percentage of black 
adults not in the labor market changed very little. The only consistent reductions, and they were 
modest ones, occurred among women. Among men, the proportions remained nearly unchanged. 

The labor-market behavior of the men of the underclass is especially crucial, for only by changes in 
their behavior—in work and in marriage—can the size of the underclass be reduced. The reality 
that is going to become harder to evade as time goes by is that a large core of young black men is 
not in the labor market, and the size of that core seems to be extremely resistant to improvements 
in the economy. The only sign of progress in the aggregate statistics is among black male teen-
agers, where the proportion not in the labor market fell from 60 to 56 percent during the years 
1982-87. But this can be considered progress only if one ignores the huge size of the base. In 1982, 
for the critical age period twenty-to-twenty-four, the years when experience and a work record are 
being (or need to be) established, 21 percent of black males were not in the labor market. In 1987, 
after five years of economic expansion and falling unemployment, that figure had risen, to 22 
percent. (The comparable white figures were 14 percent and 13 percent respectively.) 

It must be borne in mind, moreover, that these figures refer to all young black males, including 
middle-class and working-class blacks with high labor-force participation rates and high levels of 
enrollment in school. If we were to factor out those elements, in an attempt to isolate figures for 
black males in the underclass, the results would be still worse. Although we do not know precisely 
what percentage of black males living in the inner city are not in school and are not in ill health, but 
also not in the labor force, the figure appears to be very high and (at the least) holding steady. 

It may be that more detailed data from the cities with tight labor markets will mitigate these 
results—full-employment economies surely draw some young males into the labor market. But the 
figures we already do have from Boston, one of the nation’s most touted labor markets, are not 
encouraging.  Boston  had  reached  nearly  full  employment  for  blacks  by  1987  (the  black  
unemployment rate was a remarkably low 4.1 percent) but, contrary to any reasonable expectation, 
the proportion of blacks not in the labor market increased, from 35 percent in 1982 to 39 percent in 
1987. It has yet to be determined whether the increase occurred among the working class or the 
underclass, among the young or the old, among men or women; but once again, and stating the 
case very conservatively, it is difficult to conclude that anything is happening in Boston to change 
the overall picture. 

The argument that “there just aren’t any jobs,” then, is becoming increasingly hollow, and at the 
same time a large and extremely visible subpopulation of poor black young males is remaining out 
of the labor market. For many years, academics and policy-makers alike have found it convenient 
to dismiss reports of problems in the labor-market behavior of inner-city males as the product of 
racism or “structural” barriers. A different reality has been out there all along, it has been 
resolutely ignored, and it is finally beginning to intrude. Liberals will increasingly be hearing 
themselves saying, “Those people just don’t want to work.” 
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Still another critical factor in the formation of the new liberal consensus has to do with AIDS. There 
is a clear danger that over the course of the next ten years, this disease will come increasingly to be 
identified with the black urban underclass, which will thus increasingly become an object of public 
fear and dislike, including on the part of liberals. 

Now, if AIDS cases are examined in absolute terms, the trendlines for blacks and whites both show 
steep upward curves, with blacks experiencing substantially fewer cases than whites. Thus, from 
September  1982  to  June  1988,  the  number  of  AIDS  cases  among  whites  rose  from  263  to  about  
37,000 and among blacks from 94 to about 16,500. But when AIDS is considered in terms of the 
number of cases per 100,000 population, a very different picture emerges, with whites currently at 
18 per 100,000, blacks at 55. 

In other words, from 1982 to the present, blacks have acquired new cases at an average of three 
times the rate per 100,000 population as whites. This ratio has not been getting smaller; indeed, 
since a change in diagnostic requirements in September 1987, it has been growing, and now stands 
at 3.8 times the white rate. 

Just how much worse the situation is in the inner city than in the population at large is only 
beginning to be measured. A study of 2,000 emergency-room patients at Johns Hopkins University 
hospital in Baltimore, which serves a predominantly inner-city clientele, found that 5 percent were 
infected with the AIDS virus. The highest infection rate was found among young black males aged 
twenty to thirty-four: 11 percent. 

The main reason for the differential rates of increase is thought to be drugs. At present, 78 percent 
of all AIDS cases among whites have been homosexual or bisexual males who do not use 
intravenous drugs. Homosexuals tend to be well-informed, and in many places well-organized, and 
have demonstrated their readiness to change behavior. Among blacks, by contrast, only 38 percent 
of AIDS cases involve homosexual, non-IV-drug-abusing males. Almost all of the rest are 
associated with drug abuse, heterosexual transmission, or transmission from mother to infant. 
Most of these cases occur in populations that are notoriously difficult to reach with educational 
campaigns: not only drug addicts, but the homeless, the chronically unemployed, those living in 
large inner cities. 

It is possible, of course, that a cure for AIDS will be developed soon and thus remove the problem 
altogether. It is also possible that the increase in AIDS in the inner city will produce, within that 
environment itself, a major shift of attitudes and, eventually, behavior, rendering drug dealers, 
drug users, and prostitutes into social pariahs and positively affecting patterns of employment and 
family formation alike. Realistically, however, both of these possibilities are remote. 

If  they  fail  to  occur,  AIDS  in  the  black  inner  city  will  take  on  a  new  relevance  for  the  future  of  
liberalism. So far, the reaction to AIDS victims on the part of the general American population has 
been driven primarily by two considerations. The first has been sympathy, stemming from the 
widespread recognition that individuals infected with the virus before its effects became publicized 
had no way of knowing that the behavior in which they were engaged was exposing them to a fatal 
disease. The second has been empathy: ordinary, non-drug-using heterosexuals, engaging in what 
heretofore had been considered normal levels of sexual activity, had to worry that they too might 
get the disease. 

But envision this scenario five years from now. By 1993, both sources of compassion have shriveled. 
The movement toward a more traditional sexual and marital morality, itself encouraged by the 
presence of AIDS, has continued. A large proportion of the increasingly middle-aged electorate 
now knows that it is safe from AIDS. Empathy is gone. 
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Sympathy has been drastically reduced as well. For what will be the attitude of the increasingly 
monogamous, abstemious, self-righteous, white electorate toward new AIDS victims, who will by 
this time have become a major tax burden? People who get AIDS at that point, after more than a 
decade of being told how the disease is transmitted, will more and more be seen as having brought 
it on themselves—as, indeed, almost all of them will have done. 

Against whom will these reactions be directed? Numerically, the majority of AIDS victims will 
continue to be white, but “numerically” is not the key factor in determining emotional reactions; 
“prevalence” is the key. That is why, for example, illegitimacy has been seen as a predominantly 
black problem in the United States even though historically the majority of illegitimate births have 
been  to  white  women.  And  that  is  why,  five  years  from  now,  AIDS  will  also  be  seen  as  a  
predominantly black problem. No matter how one plays out the projections, the prevalence of AIDS 
among inner-city blacks will dwarf its prevalence among whites. 

We may add another aggravating circumstance: because behavior changes so much more rapidly 
among the homosexual population (the source of most of the white problem) than it does or will 
among IV drug users (the source of most of the black problem), it is even possible that at some 
point in the foreseeable future the absolute number of active cases among whites will begin to 
dwindle while the number of active cases among blacks continues to increase, thereby inviting an 
even starker racial comparison. 

Understanding and patience are going to dwindle across the political spectrum, to be replaced by 
animosity and/or indifference. Perhaps I am underestimating the compassion of liberals, but I do 
not believe that they will form a significant exception. 

The reason they will not be an exception is to be found partly in developments within liberalism 
itself. 

Twenty years ago, American liberals began to cut themselves loose from what seemed to many of 
them at the time an outmoded ideal of political and social equality. Before the mid-1960’s, 
mainstream liberals adhered to a political ideal, grounded in the Constitution itself, according to 
which we were all equal before God and should be equal before the law. This belief was intimately 
linked to a social ethic of individual merit and individual achievement; the goal was a society in 
which each person would be judged, in the famous words of Martin Luther King, Jr., by the content 
of his character and not by the color of his skin. 

But in the course of the 1960’s, equality for liberals came to refer to a much more complex and 
ambitious egalitarian idea. Perhaps, the reasoning went, in some future America the old principles 
could be reinstituted. But at least until then, and maybe forever, social justice required something 
else: economic redistribution, equalization of societal outcomes, government regulation of what 
had hitherto been seen as matters of private association, and laws providing for the redress of 
historical grievances even if that meant treating whole groups of people unequally (i.e., 
preferentially). 

Over the last twenty years, the new liberal vision, implemented by means of the policy of 
preferential treatment and quotas, has led to a number of perfectly disastrous and perfectly 
predictable results—predictable, that is, to anyone willing to think about what it means to 
apportion the goods of society according to the color of one’s skin. Hardly a policy-maker or 
academic anywhere wants to examine these results, and fewer still wish to speak of them, but 
snippets keep slipping out. 
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Thus, for example, in the area of undergraduate education it is revealed that at MIT, the average 
incoming black, although with math scores that put him in the top 10 percent of all college-bound 
students, finds himself in the bottom 10 percent of all MIT-bound students—and that the 
subsequent dropout rate for blacks is 24 percent, compared with 14 percent among whites. In the 
area of job performance, a study of black electricians hired under an affirmative-action court order 
in Seattle finds that blacks quit or are fired 4.1 times as often as whites, take 3.1 times as many days 
to sign up for new jobs at the union hall, turn down jobs 2.7 times as often, and lose 1.7 times as 
many hours leaving the job site early. In the area of professional training, another study reveals 
that of blacks admitted to medical school, the average score on the Medical College Admission Test 
(MCAT) is well below the average of whites who are rejected. 

As I have argued elsewhere, racists given a free hand to promote racism among liberals could not 
have concocted a more efficient scheme than strong affirmative action, otherwise known as 
preferential discrimination2. By demanding that universities and employers have “enough” blacks 
no matter what, this scheme systematically maximizes the likelihood that blacks hired at a given 
job site, or admitted to a given school, will be less capable than the whites beside them. Years of 
mismatching have facilitated, if they have not actually caused, the recent racial incidents at the 
Universities of Massachusetts, Michigan, and elsewhere, and these incidents are just the thin 
leading edge of what we may expect in the coming years. 

This does not mean that liberals, having seen the effects of preferential treatment and racial 
quotas, will openly retreat from them. On the contrary, allegiance to “affirmative action” has 
become, if anything, a litmus test of one’s continuing liberalism among people who know they are 
backsliding on other issues. Besides, too many liberal policies continue to be bound up in the 
premise that social justice requires special treatment for groups, and too many powerful liberal 
constituencies have an interest in seeing those policies continue, whether or not they serve the 
goal of equality that was once their stated purpose. 

So the next decade will witness a dangerous combination: a continuing belief, no longer even 
questioned, that it is legitimate for government to treat people as members of groups, but without 
the moral passion which undergirded that belief twenty years ago and even without any faith that 
the original goal is capable of achievement. In short, liberalism is becoming unmoored: liberals may 
still want to “do good,” but they have long since traded away their only coherent framework for 
deciding what “doing good” means. In the name of doing good, they will in a few years be ready to 
undertake race-based measures of a nature that once would have appalled them. 

Let us draw together the various strands—the aging of the baby-boomers, the failure of the new 
wave of liberal programs, the demise of “structural unemployment,” the racialization of AIDS, the 
unmooring of liberalism itself. 

For years, the black inner city has been the symbol both of America’s past failures and of its 
obligation to admit blacks to full equality—and it has also been an object of fear, anger, and guilt. 
Over the next few years, specific and quite powerful trends will effectively diminish the guilt and 
increase the fear and anger—especially among liberals. By the mid-1990’s, what is now a more or 
less hidden liberal condescension toward blacks in general, and toward the black underclass in 
particular, will have worked its way into a new consensus. 

The particular form the new liberal consensus will take depends on circumstances, but in general 
mainstream liberal intellectuals and policy-makers will have become comfortable believing 
something like this: (1) inner-city blacks are really quite different from you and me, and the rules 
                                                
2 “Affirmative Racism”, New Republic, December 31, 1984. 
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that apply to us cannot be applied to them; (2) it is futile to seek solutions that aim at bringing them 
into participation in American life, because we have seen that it cannot be done; and (3) the 
humane course is therefore to provide generously, supplying medical care, food, housing, and 
other social services—much as we currently do for American Indians who live on reservations. And 
so we will have arrived in the brave new world of custodial democracy, in which a substantial 
portion of our population, neither convicted as criminal nor adjudged to be insane, will in effect be 
treated as wards of the state. 

To be sure, some such set of beliefs is already abroad in the land, discussed, when it is 
discussed, sotto voce. It is one thing, however, to have views whispered on the outer limits of 
respectability, and quite another to have them become an intellectual consensus among 
mainstream liberals, a consensus which large numbers of other Americans, for reasons of their 
own, might be happy to join. Such views would then become the baseline from which other, still 
more extreme measures to segregate the underclass could be contemplated. And then we would 
be in danger of witnessing the unmooring not just of liberalism, but of American democracy itself. 

Arthur Schlesinger is right: intellectual vitality goes in cycles, and the liberals’ turn has probably 
come around again even if the Republicans should keep the White House. The tragedy is that the 
liberals’ turn is coming just at a time when they are about to reap the consequences of a two-
decades-old  heritage  in  which  they  have  lost  faith  but  which  they  cannot  bring  themselves  to  
disavow. 


