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New York Times 

. By Roger Wilkins 

WASHINGTON 
J all the problems on ihe 

racial landscape, none 
seems harder than 
helping the people 
called the "black un­
derclass." Some eon-

ervaiives argue against policies 
jmed al a specific race and instead 
or programs targeted at the poor 
;<>nerally. This view is erroneous. 

No matter how much more politi-
ally palatable general programs 
nighi be, ihe black poor need pro-
:rams designed specifically for Ihcm 
iccnuse some of the black poor are 
liffcrenL I speak primarily of the 
loor in single-parent homes, panicu-
arly those in which the parents them-
:elvcs are no more than children. 

The most urgent task is to regener-
ue families deep in the inner cities. 
Vhile employment, early-childhood 
iducation and child-care programs" 
ire critical parts of such an effort, it 
s essential that the public schools b<>-
;ame the focus of specific remedies. 

1 do not mfcan that the black poor 
\re different in the eyes of God or 
hat they differ from other classes or 
-aces at birth in their innate poten-
ial. I do mean that the racially in-
licted economic, cultural and psy­
chological damage they, suffer is 
jnique and hideously destructive and 
•cquires specially tailored remedies. 

The inner-city poor are poor be-
:ause they have been scarred more 
deeply by the legacy of slavery than 
ihe rest of us. Racism has always 
-lurl some blacks more than others. 
M the time of the Revolution, some 
slacks were free, literate and living 

, in Bosion; others were little better-
lhan beasts of burden and sexual 
:haiiel in South Carolina. 

Some blacks came North before 
Emancipation and others were 
slammed back into scmislavery dur­
ing and especially after Reconstruc-
[ion. Some of their descendants re­
mained illiterate peasants in the 
South in the sixth and even seventh 
decades of this century. They were 
driven off the land by the mechaniza­
tion of agriculiure. 

When they got to the major cities, 
millions of ihe unskilled jobs that the 
underclasses from Europe and 
earlier black emigriis from the South 
had used as ladders to the middle 
class were disappearing. Some sur­
vived this transition while others be­
came disoriented and redundant in 
the cities' hard and dirty backwaters. 

It is the children and grandchildren 
of these leftover Americans thai Dr. 
Samuel D. Practar, the retired pastor 
of the Abyssinian Baptist Church, 
mentioned when t asked what the big­
gest lesson of his years in Harlem had 
been, He said. "Children without par-
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They need 
special 
help. 

cms," referring to babies born lo 
mothers who are still children. 
"Being born without parents Is like 
being born without skin." 

Economically superfluous people 
engulfed by societal opprobrium, en-
vironmcnial ugliness and cultural 
desolation experience the same sense 
of fulurelessness ihai people under 
wartime bombardmem do. They live 
under constant stress. Many do not 
play by the rules generated by people 
for whom ihe society works. Not all of 
them can defer gratification, sexual 
or otherwise, for a good future that 
everything ihey know iclls them will „ 
never come. 

Drugs serve as an economic plat­
form for some and psychological es­
cape for others. So family, which con­
nects generations lo values, to disci­
pline, to hope, disintegrates. Children 
bom into this chaos are victims at 
birth and on their way to becoming 
societal burdens or menaces at IS. 

If these children are to be saved, we 
must find ways to nurse health back 

. imo families in the inner cities, where 
family disiniegratlon is ripping black 

, culture apart, putting an enormous 
segment of Ihe black future at risk. 

Thai means, in part, finding ways 
to reeonstiiute.communlty resources, 
which have been severely weakened 
by middle-class emigration from the 
inner cities. 

I l is for this reason lhal I stress 
adding social-service programs 10 
schools. This would enable schools, 
which would then have contact with -
parents, to leach better; in addition, 
the schools would also become cen­
ters of the community for the chil­
dren they serve and their parents and 
grandparents. 

Many inner-city children have a 
lone parent and need more stability 
and educational support from home. 
Their parents also need help in 
becoming capable adults who can 
provide help with education. 

The elementary schools these chil­
dren attend need to be augmented 
with multipurpose family service 
centers to help meet these needs. The 
parents could get substantial per­
sonal support from trained counse­
lors, group therapy and the knowl­
edge thai in their barren neighbor­
hood ihere was not only a place dis­
pensing services but also providing a 
real source of communal life. 

The essential element Is to provide 
"a focal point for family reconstruc­
tion at the critical juncture where 
children mighi be saved, parents 
sirengthened and the downward rush 
of generations of damaije reversed.• 
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