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Study of the past may be the only rational 
basis for assessment of the future, but history 
never repeats itself. Impaled on the horns of 
this dilemma, I have been contemplating the re- 
levance of study of past census data to assess- 
ment of future trends in occupational differen- 
tials. I should like to speak briefly to the 
uses of the past, then marshall evidence for the 
irrelevance of the past, and finally outline the 
beginnings of a rather complicated and unsatis- 
fying resolution. 

As a demographer who has wandered into the 
domains of race relations and occupational struc- 
tures, I carry with me the demographer's predi- 
lection for differentiating between prediction 
and projection. Demographers' predictions in the 
1930's of imminent population decline have been 
confronted with the harsh reality of 200 million 
Americans. From this bitter experience it has 
become a matter of professional image- building 
to maintain that we project rather than predict. 

The art of projection flourishes. Past 
trends in components of population change (fer- 
tility, mortality, immigration, emigration) can 
be measured and plausibly narrow limits can be 
placed on likely short -term future trends in all 
except fertility. Even though birth rates fluc- 
tuate in pesky fashion, sophisticated analysis of 
detailed data can remove many irregularities from 
the series. 

Extension of the projection model to sub - 
populations, such as occupation groups, is feasi- 
ble conceptually, but processes of entry and exit 
into a sub -population are much more complicated 
and past trends are very inadequately measured. 
Hence reliance tends to be placed on rather 
straight -forward extrapolation techniques. 

The extrapolation approach at its simplest 
takes trends in white and Negro occupational 
distributions among major census categories (Table 

1) and carries them forward. The implicit model 
tends to be an occupational structure initially 
resembling a caste situation (with Negroes at the 

bottom) but now being transformed in more or less 

regular fashion by Negroes pushing up into suc- 

cessively higher occupational strata. Each of us 

can speculatively add to Table 1 a column repre- 
senting 1970 or 1975. I need not belabor the 
limitations of this means of projection. It can 

be improved upon by assembling a more detailed 
occupational series and calculating appropriate 
indices of change in racial composition, but a 
convincing rationale for any specific extra- 
polation system is difficult to provide.[1] 

Another approach is to extrapolate flows or 

change processes rather than successive cross - 

sectional distributions. A recent instructive 
example is provided by Lieberson and Fuguitt's 
use of an intergenerational occupational mobility 
tabulation as the basis for a transition matrix 
in a Markov process.[2] A supplement to the 
March, 1962, Current Population Survey, "Occupa- 

tional Changes in a Generation," provided a tab- 
ulation of occupation of father by occupation of 
son.[3] This yielded an intergenerational trans- 
ition matrix for major occupations. The initial 
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white and Negro occupational distributions (for 
1960) were quite dissimilar. Application of the 
matrix yielded second generation distributions 
much less divergent one from another (index of 
dissimilarity declined from 40 for the first 
generation to 13 for the second.). By the third 
generation the occupational distributions were 
very similar (index of dissimilarity of 4). 
Lieberson and Fuguitt also considered a process 
in which a father -son educational level trans- 
ition matrix was applied to whites and Negroes 
alike. If Negroes were to translate educational 
attainment into occupational level in the same 
manner as whites, then two generations of "racial- 
ly neutral" father -son educational mobility would 
yield highly similar white -Negro occupational 
distributions. 

In summary, the Lieberson-Fuguitt analysis 
shows that application of white intergenerational 
mobility patterns (whether of education or of 
occupation) to Negroes would greatly reduce white - 
Negro occupational differences in one generation 
and would virtually eliminate them in two gener- 
ations. I have four brief comments on these 
results: 

1) The speed of convergence is more rapid 
than might have been expected given discussion of 
a vicious circle of disadvantages and a culture 
of poverty. The occupational stratification 
system in the United States is sufficiently open 
that low origins, in and of themselves, are not 
an impenetrable barrier to occupational advance. 
On the other hand, two generations represent 
about 40 years according to the assumptions of the 
model, and this assumes instant complete elim- 
ination of race as a factor in occupational mob- 
ility. Each year is a long time from the per- 
spective of those seeking rapid change. 

2) The model has no acceptable rationale as a 
basis for prediction. The authors freely acknow- 
ledge that "occupational structure and changes in 

structure could not be deduced from intergenera- 

tional occupational mobility." 
3) The results speak mainly to the character 

of the basic transition matrix. There are no oc- 
cupational statuses which are excessively difficult 

to get into or out of. Hence the character of the 
initial occupational distribution of Negroes 
makes little difference. The cube of the matrix 
is nearly at equilibrium. Hence only two gener- 

ations suffice to redistribute Negroes and whites 

nearly to the equilibrium distribution. 
4) The fact that white and Negro occupational 

distributions have been and continue to be diver- 
gent probably means that the intergenerational 

occupational mobility matrix for Negroes differs 
from that for whites. The instant substitution 
of a new matrix for Negroes being grossly unreal- 

istic, attention should be directed to the diff- 
erence. 

The separate matrices were unavailable to 
Lieberson and Fuguitt, but were subsequently as- 
sembled and examined by Duncan.[4] The summary 
Negro intergenerational occupational mobility 
matrix is radically different from that for whites. 
Paradoxically, as pointed out by Duncan, its 



dominant feature is a form of equalitarianism. 
Among Negroes, for each father's occupation a 
majority of sons obtains unskilled or semiskilled 
employment. Among whites, most sons retain or 
improve upon father's occupational level. Diff- 

erences between Negro and white intergenerat- 
ional mobility'processes in part represent the 
educational and other disadvantages experienced 
by Negroes, but in large part are attributable 
to racial discrimination in the labor market. 
Transformation of the Negro matrix into the 
white matrix, therefore, would require a var- 
iety of substantial social changes. 

There are a number of technical difficul- 
ties with this application of a transition mat- 
rix, such as the indefinite time period to which 
it applies, the disregard of differential fer- 
tility, the glossing over of patterns of occup- 
ational mobility within a career, the difficulty 
of bringing to bear other relevant variables 
such as educational level of father and son, and 
the assumption that a single transition matrix 
adequately characterizes a variety of social 
mobility processes. Many of these difficulties 
can be overcome to some degree by consideration 
of more complex sets of mobility data. Yet this 
would still not solve the extrapolation problem- - 
how rationally to designate the appropriate Mar - 
kov or other stochastic process for projection 
into the future. 

To be sure it should be possible to concoct 
a rationale for some particular approach. But 
my concern is more deep -seated, arising from 
that side of the original dilemma that says that 
history never repeats itself. In very large 
measure the history of occupational transforma- 
tions cannot repeat itself. The Negro mobility 
matrix for the first half of this century was 
dominated by the transformation from farm ori- 
gins to nonfarm activities. This transformation 
occurred through mass migration and urbanization 
and a restructuring of the total labor force. In 
1966, three -fourths of all Negroes lived in cit- 
ies and only 6 per cent of employed Negro males 
were farmers or farm laborers. This particular 
transition has largely run its course; it cannot 
continue. The majority of employed Negro males 
holds unskilled or semi- skilled jobs in the 
laborer, operative, and service categories. If 
the Negro occupational distribution is to con- 
verge toward that of whites, the next great tran- 
sition must be into the skilled and white collar 
levels. To be sure mobility matrices from the 
past entail movement from lower manual jobs to 
higher levels, but the flows were small in mag- 
nitude. A radical change in magnitude would 
necessarily involve considerable change in the 
structure of flows. At the minimum, the manner 
in which the total occupational structure can 
change imposes constraints on the possible Negro 
mobility patterns and imposes a dependence of 
white and Negro patterns on one another. 

There is an additional difference of future 
from past, and that is the likely degree of del- 
iberate intervention into the racial aspects of 
occupational mobility, intervention by private 
pressure groups as well as by various levels of 
government. The aggregate rate of economic 
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growth may or may not dominate future employment 
trends as many would argue it has in the past, 
but the number, variety, and effectiveness of 
specific programs to foster Negro occupational 
mobility seem certain to increase. 

The final task set for this discussion is 
to move toward a resolution of the dilemma. Ob- 

viously we must project, and obviously we must 
rely on the past. The question is not whether 
the past is a satisfactory basis for projection- - 
it isn't --but how best to use the past. I would 
like to draw an analogy to the situation con- 
fronting demographers in the 1930's. Trends in 
natural increase seemed subject to linear or log- 
istic extrapolation. The net reproduction rate, 
a recently derived descriptive measure, seemed 
to provide a basis for prediction --it was even 
called an "intrinsic" rate. These simple tech- 
niques proved inadequate, however, and it re- 
quired two decades of developments in data 
(cohort fertility series) and techniques to 
reach the current state of the art. Whatever 
the shortcomings of national population project- 
ions there is at least a clear perception of the 
relevant population dynamics, specific components 
can be measured currently and assessed against 
assumed trends, and the assumptions may easily 
be modified and new projections made. To attempt 
to predict future white -Negro occupational diff- 
erences by simple techniques, is, I would assert, 
to repeat the mistakes of the 1930's. The equil- 
ibrium vector produced by a Markov process is 
really no more than a descriptive measure of the 
transition matrix, and hence is no more of a pre- 
dictive device than the intrinsic rates of a 
stable population model. Until we have data and 
techniques for describing the underlying mobility 
processes, we cannot expect to do very well even 
at short -term projection of occupational distrib- 
utions of whites and Negroes. 

What are the needed data? I could speculate 
about the full range of flow data one might like 
from social security records if detailed occup- 
ation and race were available, or from the new 
Equal Employment Opportunities Commission series 
if age of worker were available. Clearly we 
need analysis of the occupational histories of 
successive cohorts of whites and Negroes and of 
the forces facilitating and inhibiting Negro oc- 
cupational mobility. But rather than launch into 
a general discussion, I should merely like to 
illustrate the prior importance of taking a much 
more complex and detailed view of the labor force. 

The structure of the labor force involves a 
matching of skills with tasks, job seekers with 
prospective employers, occupation with industry. 
To call attention to the relevance of the indus- 
trial dimension to racial occupational trends, 
the time series in Table 2 suffices to document a 
wide variation among industries in utilization of 
Negroes in the unskilled and semiskilled labor 
forces. Contemplation of these data and of pre- 
liminary tallies from a special tabulation of per 
cent Negro for very detailed occupations and in- 
dustries from the 1960 Census leads me to suggest 
an alternative model of occupational assimilation. 
Earlier I mentioned the common implicit notion of 
steady movement of Negroes upward in the hierarchy 



of major occupations. If the labor force struc- 
ture is viewed as a lattice of detailed occupat- 
ions and industries, the channels of Negro ad- 
vance will probably prove to be much more varied. 
In particular, there may be certain industries- - 
government being one obvious example- -which pro- 
vide opportunities at a number of occupational 
levels. Patterns of labor mobility between in- 
dustries may then serve to disperse Negroes at 
selected occupational levels without a corres- 
ponding Negro presence at other occupational 
levels lower in the prestige hierarchy. For ex- 
ample, Negro white collar workers may flow from 
government into various highly regulated indus- 
tries even though craft unions remain closed to 
Negroes. Viewing the labor force as a structure 
of thousands of discrete types of employment may, 
in the long run, facilitate our ability to iden- 
tify channels of Negro advance and to anticipate 
and guide programs of planned intervention. 

The dilemma is not resolved. Negro occup- 
ational trends cannot be foreseen in detail. 
But the core of my argument is that the ration- 
ality of projections must be increased by ex- 
pansions of the relevant data base rather than 
by application of fancier formulae to existing 
data. As with population projections, the aim 
should be not perfect prediction but movement 
toward an ever -improving accounting system which 
lets us see where we are in some detail and shows 
us the processes which got us there and are mov- 
ing us on. 

Notes: 

[1] A detailed occupational series for 1940 to 
1960 together with indices of change have 
been assembled by Daniel O. Price for his 
forthcoming Census Monograph on Negro pop- 
ulation. Construction of appropriate indices 
of change is also addressed in R. David 
Mustian and C. Horace Hamilton, "Measuring 
the Extent, Character, and Direction of 
Occupational Changes," Social Forces, 45 
(March, 1967), 440 -444. 

[2] Stanley Lieberson and Glenn V. Fuguitt, 
"Negro -White Occupational Differences in the 

Absence of Discrimination," American 
Journal of Sociology, 73 (September, 1967), 
188 -200. 

[3] Current Population Reports, Series P -23, 
No. 11. 

[4] Otis Dudley Duncan, "Patterns of Occupation- 
al Mobility among Negro Men," paper present- 
ed at the 1967 Annual Meetings of the Popul- 

ation Association of America. 

* This paper draws on a continuing program of 
research on Negro occupational assimilation, co- 

investigator Alma F. Taeuber, supported by funds 
granted to the Institute for Research on Poverty 
at the University of Wisconsin by the Office of 
Economic Opportunity, pursuant to the provisions 
of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964. The 
speculations are the sole responsibility of the 

author. 
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TABLE 2, -- Per Cent Negro among Employed Male Laborers 
and Operatives, by Industry, 1910 -1960. 

Laborers, n.e.c. 7/ Operatives, n.e.c. 7/ 

Industry 1910 1930 1950 1960 1910 1930 1950 1960 

Sawmills 33.4 37.2 37.8 31.3 10.4 9.0 23.0 17.8 
Furniture 5.9 8.2 20.8 22.2 2.0 2.4 6.5 9.2 
Glass 7.0 8.8 5.6 7.5 1.4 2.3 3.6 4.1 
Cement- - - - - 5.9 8.4 16.0 16.1 
Structural clay 20.4 20.6 21.7 25.6 8.3 8.5 15.1 17.5 
Pottery 3.9 6.5 4.3 5.9 0.7 1.2 1.7 3.2 

Misc. nonmetallic 10.7 12.4 19.2 18.9 4.0 2.7 5.5 9.8 
Motor vehicles 1.2 13.6 25.0 24.4 0.3 2.2 10.3 12.3 
Shipbuilding 24.4 26.3 37.4 39.6 3.3 9.3 17.6 17.0 

2/ 
Electrical machinery- 1.4 3.8 8.5 12.3 - - - - 

Meat products 9.1 22.5 29.2 24.9 6.1 14.6 20.2 19.7 
Canning1J 4.3 11.6 14.1 16.4 2.6 13.0 13.0 19.3 
Dairy - - - - - 0.2 0.7 3.6 3.9 
Grain mills 11.9 15.3 20.7 20.5 6.1 7.2 12.6 15.1 
Bakery 10.0 13.4 22.0 18.0 4.1 5.3 9.4 11.3 
Confectionery 6.7 9.2 14.7 17.7 2.8 3.8 10.1 12.0 
Beverage 7.4 18.6 14.3 22.5 2.4 6.8 6.5 9.3 

Misc. and not spec. food- - - - - 12.0 6.6 16.1 21.7 
Tobacco 50.4 62.9 68.3 56.4 10.1 16.1 27.1 29.5 
Knitting - - - - 1.7 0.5 0.9 5.9 
Dyeing 

4/ 
- - - - 1.2 1.1 2.7 5.0 

Carpets - - - - - 2.4 1.0 5.6 6.6 
Yarn 9.6 13.8 23.1 24.4 1.0 1.1 4.0 5.1 

4/ 
Misc. tex ales - - - - 0.7 2.2 7.6 10.9 
Apparel 7.4 16.0 18.5 23.2 2.3 5.1 4.8 6.7 
Misc. fab. textiles - - - - - 1.1 1.0 7.2 11.2 
Pulp mills 2.6 9.5 23.3 25.5 0.6 1.7 6.2 5.8 
Misc. paper 1.6 5.3 22.7 23.1 1.0 1.2 5.4 5.8 
Paperboard 2.4 5.1 15.4 16.2 0.6 1.3 8.5 9.8 
Printing 15.7 10.4 21.4 19.0 1.1 2.0 6.6 7.2 
Synthetic fibers - 14.9 14.0 23.4 - 0.8 0.9 2.9 
Prints 

3/ 
4.4 12.3 14.8 16.2 2.1 4.2 8.8 13.8 

Drugs and misc. chemicals- 28.0 38.9 34.4 30.4 8.6 9.6 14.8 10.3 
Petroleum refining2/ 8.1 19.3 22.8 22.8 1.0 2.1 3.4 3.6 
Misc. petroleum - - - - - 20.6 20.9 22.0 22.2 
Leather -6/ 5.7 7.9 12.7 10.7 1.9 2.9 7.1 9.7 
Footwear - - - - - 1.9 0.5 0.9 1.2 
Leather products 

/ - - - - - 1.0 0.9 5.4 10.4 
Not spec. mfg. 9.4 15.1 24.8 39.3 2.6 4.4 11.0 11.4 
Construction 18.7 21.4 25.0 25.9 3.4 4.0 10.3 12.3 
Railroads 15.2 22.2 27.3 27.7 5.2 8.2 11.7 9.9 
Transportation and telecom. 16.0 17.3 22.4 25.5 3.3 3.7 10.3 13.0 
Business services 4.8 19.7 22.0 17.1 2.7 6.3 11.5 14.2 
Public !ministration 18.8 22.1 29.7 33.6 2.8 5.2 18.5 21.3 
Trade - 

4/ 
23.9 25.3 20.1 16.9 5.0 6.6 13.6 16.4 

Misc. light mfg. 
2/ 

16.9 21.4 13.1 14.9 2.7 3.2 5.3 6.9 
Misc. heavy mfg. - 6.2 15.4 23.3 22.9 1.6 3.3 6.1 6.9 
Personal services and all other 20.8 20.9 34.2 30.5 6.7 8.0 13.5 16.4 

TOTAL 17.2 21.0 25.3 24.3 3.2 4.7 8.7 9.7 

NOTES: 

1. For laborers, cement and dairy are included with trade. 
2. For laborers, misc. petroleum is included with misc. heavy mfg. For operatives, electrical machinery 

is included with misc. heavy mfg. 
3. For laborers, misc. and not spec. food are included with drugs and misc. chemicals. 
4. For laborers, knitting, dyeing, carpets, and misc. textiles are included with misc. light mfg. 
5. For laborers, misc. fab. textiles is included with apparel. 
6. For laborers, footwear and leather products are included with leather 
7. Some specific laborer and operative jobs are separately identified in census tabulations, e.g., long- 

shoremen; the rest are aggregated together as "n.e.c." -- not elsewhere classified. 
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