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: This paper has a dual purpose. First, it relates the-
tTesearch and writings of DuBois, a social scientist and humanist in
the best intellectual iradition of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, to the sociology of -the Dblack family in the United States;
and secoand, it presents selected data having to do with the structure
and functioning of ccntemporary black families. Probably even more
than being descriptive, the presentation has to do with issues of
knowledge, theory, methodclogy, and social policy raised by the study
of family life among blacks. since. DuBois' time, and before, a ’
popular profile of the black family stresses family compositicn and

: -makes extensive and important inferences about behavior and
achievement. The data, based op census figutes, is not satisfactory
for explaninig how and why a family functions. The discussion of the
several intellectual hats and dimensions DuBois brings to the study

\ of the family and experiencés of. blacks 'suggests that research and .

writing on the black family, aside from considerable datedness, much

unevenness, and many gaps reflects as many approaches as there are’

traditions or modes of intellectual activity. It alsc serves to

-underscore several issues, among them the fact that more studies in s

the field and in some depth are n=2ded of various types or )

expressions of family activity and among blacks in many settings. Any

* sociological profile of the black family demands a balance between

-

objectivity and caring about human values.'(Authbr/Au)
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BLACK FAMILIES:

SOCIOLOGICAL PROFILES

Hylan Lewis

- Fl

October 5, 1974
Sheraton Biltmore Hotel, Atlanta, GA.

- This presentation‘on the occasion of the first W. E. B. DuBois - ‘.

Institute for the Study of the American Black comes some 66 years after -

the publication in 1908 of DuBois’

The American Negro Family.* The

paper has two purposes: First; to relate the research and writings .

of DuBoxs, a socxal scientist and a humanist in the best 1nte11ectua1

on of the 19th and early 20th centurles, to the socxolooy of

-

trad

the)Blaék family in the United States; and second, to present selected

data having to do with the structure and funct{oning of contemporary
Black families. Probably even more than being descrlptlve, the

presentation has to do wlth issues of knowledge, theory, methodology,

and social policy raised by the study of family life among Blécksz

* DuBois, in his‘eé}ly hfitings, botk scholarly and popular,

prefigured much of that which has been written and speculated about .

By serious students of family life among Blacks. To say that he

-

adficipgted a great, deal of subsequent thinking and writing about the

Black family is not only to make a commentary on DuBois' prescienc%

and remarkable insight, but ang to make an oblique and perhaps somewhat

damning criticism of much of subsequent- research and serious writing

on family life among Blacks. Despite impressive changes in research

technology and numerous nev theoretical claims, there really has been

~

-

One of the interesting facts about this bool: is that it was based
on the research efforts of DuBois' Atlanta University students, the, classes |
of 1909 and 1910--soph0mores and juniors,

>
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little significant change in conceptions and mappings of Black family -

- -

life among Bldcks since early DuBois. J“ .
When I began to think about the topic 3s originally assigned,
= - . 7“ . =

1A Profilé of the Black Family,” I had two initial thougnts: oae was

* = - -

that the term profile, insofar as it means. an outlirde view, is a .

.- _metaphor of limited usefulness,.and probably not the best cue for

the kind of discussion that would be‘apprbpriate for this occasion.

4 - -

N " The secondwthought was that 1f there is. any merit in the term pro;11e

it-is more useful to tnxnk in terms =of dxfferent profxles of the Black

“~ ~ »

family--demographic, -economic, social psychological, political,,etc. ’ .

*
EN oy

«  The concern I felt was that like all composxtes- a profile obscures
A

4 z .

a more complex reality. :

= * -

DuBois was more acutely aware than most of complex reallty of -

family and child rearxng experiences in the Black community, and espec1a11y

of the need to deal sen51t1ve1y with them in sc1ence as we11 as in

- . s

iiterature and art. DuBois was a social scientist and a humanist--and

he.combined the two orientations,guperbli. In Both roles he was

eSpecxally sensitive to ¢hange ~(progress, if you w111), and the parts

-
I

p’ayed by both sc1ence and art in interpreting. life and in Lurtherlng

e
z

change. DuBois’' intellectual life and influence spanned the latter
"

part of tHe hineteenth and two-thxrds of the twentxeth centurles, an .

' although his pOllthal career ,took many turns and exhibited some
- o

- -

incoqgistencxes and paradoxes, there¢ was a 51ngular consistency and

- ’

continuity to his morél,355umptxona ud his faxth’xn scieatific, 11cerary,

and artistic formg of communication. He never really abandoned a dogged

-
-

and firm nipefeenth century faith in history and progress-~a quality of

-
*
B . = - %
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- faith that is"nbt‘too widely shared today. DuBois as social scientist,

* * whether studying the African slave, the Reconstruction Era, the Black

~

o community; or the Black family showed this fine semse of history. .

- _However he combined it with an awareness that history itseli is an

.
° - .

. activity, and potent force of the present. The manner in"which he was con- .

cernéd with continuifies and the stages of change in family life .

among Blacks 1is suggested in the fact that he concluded at the beginning

-

of this‘century:ihat as a whole the Afro-American had 'merged into

-
- = N
B . .

twentieth "tentury civilization" according to standards of common school

training, economic independence and monogZmous sex mores. And in his

optimiétic vied of historical development and of the level Blacks

x . -

had“arrived at, he was at pains to point to ‘the é;rly differen;iation-
of the Black famii& in te%m; of qrbanizaéiOQ ;ﬁd class and social status. . E
In this he foreshadowed in part some of,thg';uestions, hypotheses

and~findings/;:e'c1§§s£c re;earches of Frazier and of'Ailison~b§;is T

gl more than a generation later. - . 3 '

. -

Frazier, frequently noted that much of his research involved the .

testing of hypotheses about the Black ‘family devel:ped by DuBois in

. his The Negro American Family. Frazier wrote that DuBois, .

"ag eariy as 1908 had undertaken ‘to relate family disoxganization among

Negroes to the destruction of the African clan and the demoralization « -

-

of Negro sex and faﬁily4during slavery." And Frazier's recurrent

» -

references to the role of tradition and ceremony in stabilizing the

Negro fahil&’aré consistent with DuBois’'“observations about family

- -

rituals at the end of his chapter on the family in The Philadelphia Negro,

PO |

* ~
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published in 1899. DuBois devoted much of'this~chapter to .
the varlety of family forms. and practices and ended ‘it by,

concluding that "0Oa the whole, the Negro has few fami-ly

r = -

. festivals; bxrthdays are not often noticed.™ And further in

Qnticipation of the_theme”df the well-knowp chapter, ?In the city of -

B -

Destruction” in ?razier's The Negro Familg,,DuBois added: "The home was

-~ a

destroyed by slavery, struggled up after emancipation, and is again - -

not exactly threatened but neglected id the life of c1ty Regroes-, T

- .

. l HereinalieS'food for thcught. 7 ‘ . e
R A31de from E Franklin }xazrer, and more recently Andrew Billingsley,
o . \ .

in his. effort to develop, or better adapt a theoret1ca1 framework for

N > - = -5

studyxng and understandxng the Black fam11y vari atlons and Robert H111

- -
-

‘who 1n stress;rg theé strength of Black fam111es sought to refute

-7 .allegations that Black families are inherently weak, “few students Have

.-~ .shown iAterest in, much less studied, vagiations in family forms among

-~
= - <.

2.~ Bla k In The Negro Amerlcan Fam1l1J DuBois wrote the following
« ~.- about ‘the differentiation of classes: ,
.. ° . - Few modern groups show 7. greater internal’ c;
L } differentratlon of socrak “conditions than_
\\/E;’{ T the Negro American, and the failure to’
) : .. = realize this is the cause.of much confusion.
T - " *In looking for differentiation from ths past . = _ .
L o, s in Africa. and slavery, few persons realize that ’

S . .*+"  fhis involves extreme differentiation in the
< et present. The forward. movemeat of a social .
o2 "~ ", -"group is not the compact march of an army,
LT _ . . . _where the distance covered is practxcally

- the same for all, but is rather the |
T stragglxng of a crowd where some of -whom ° --
;- hasten, some linger, some turn back; some

-. -« _ 7.7 reach far-off goals before others ‘even. start,

. » . and yet the crowd moves on., The measure of ]
« o “ the advancement of such 2 thr0n is a questxon e
' + v at,once nice and indefinite.. Measured by
. the rear.guard there. may be no oerceptible . . :

% *  advance, . )

£

.
l:a l C - o -
(', & - L - -
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Measured by "the advance gtifird the transformation may be miraculous.

3 4 -
E]

And'in a rather curious kind of statement that was not unusual for

. - “
early social science, he refers to the center of gravity of the mass

. x;* - - - i
- of. Negroes: - .
Yet neither of these are reasonable meagure- -
ments, but rather the point which one might
call the center .of gravity of-the mass is
» the true measuring point, and the determlnatlon .

- of thxs point in the absence of exact measure-

+ ments may be for a long time a matter of .
oanlon‘rather than proof.. So,with the Negro
. Ametlga ‘ It is easy to’prove tlie degradation
of thousands of Negroes on the back plantations
of M1531551pp1 and the alleys. of Washington;
,ﬁs just as easy -to prove the accompllshments e
. s . e praduates _of Atlanta-Yniversity, or the

) members s of St. Thomas Church, Philadelphia.

* -

¥

And in a discussion that would Be on target today-in view of the recent

- =

controversy stlrred by Scammon and Whttenberg s Comm entarz article about
x .
'Black progress and‘how many Blacks are movxng into the middle-class

- 4 .

“and how fést--abo@t wh;ch, more later. -~

The p01nt is where between these manifest
extremes, lies today the cultural center of
gravity of the race. It is begglno and
obscuring this question to harp on ignorance

- ’ ,and;crime among Negroes as though these were

-

*

- xuneﬁpected or to-laud exceptional accomplish- . .
>

. ment as though it was typical. The Treal . .
: cruéial question is: What pornt has the miss '

of the race reached which can be justly looked

uponias the average accompliZhment of the group?

?

The exact location. of this. point is impossible- -

to locate“feyond doubt. Yet certain facts about . // ’
it are certain: It is moving forward rapidly; , >///ﬁ
this is proven by the decrease,of illiteracy - .
and the incredse of rroperty-holding, both . on he
such a scale, covering so long a period of

years as to be incontrovertible evidence. P

’

r T T, T

% e

L v . ) t.‘

¢ = e - o

oy




ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

four secpionsggn the Negro country families, the social life of the’ -
country,. the Negro northern city home, and a study of thirteen select

5 - + »
. homes representing mostly the -upper class of Negroes. ’ \

interesting fashion, provided cues for both sides of the later and recently

“eveq today: ’ - ' ' -

* - -

% . -

To illustrate this differentiation the 1908 publication included
. - i

-

In the same .volume, ,The Nepro American Family, DuBois, in an

-

- - Pl
. “Fs
revised debate between Herskovitz and Frazier concerning the sfgnificance

of the African background for the Amer1can Black family exper1ane. The

b

same- issue has recently been phrased by Orlando Patterson as ﬁ dlfference . -

-

between the catastrophic and.s sury1va11st conceptlons of Btack h1sbory

*

(see "Rethinking Black History," ﬂarvafd Educational Review, August, 1971).

i
7

Du801s began The Nepro American Fam11y by characterizing the

2 -

L§sue of- African influence in a fashLon that would be approprlate -7

A

AR

This essay is an attempt to study the family '
among Negro-Americanf-’tts formati 4 its ] ~
hore, “its economic organization and

da11y~11£e. Such a stiidy is at once faced .

by a 7lamentable dearﬁZ’of miterial. There ; : o

is comparatively little exact ‘infofmation

on many important pojmnts. Nevertheless,
there is perhapsgeﬁsigh to gi-ve a tentative

- outline which more exact research may later

. fill im. 1In each case an attempt has been . SR o
made ‘to connect present conditions with .the . .
African past. This is .not.because Negro-
" Aréricans are Africans, or can trace an
unbroken- social history from Africa, but
because there is a distinct nexus between

’ - Africa and America which, though broken and ‘ :
] perverted, ié nevertheless not to be neglected = .
- " by the careful student, It is, however, .-
exceedingly difficult and puzzling to know
- ‘just where to find the brokea thread of B

. African and American so:zidl history.
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Inlmanﬁ ways, fhg recent revival of the issue of whether the Black

Tz

fami{z is éésegtiélly Africam or Americdn was not initially the result

. - .

. of new research and data but rather of-ideological and political

imperatives that_gained force anew in the new Black nationalism and

3

the racial and ethnic conflict and competition of the 1960s% This'does

. U
- P
-

* not meéan thdt the uncoyering of new diata and the development og'newA

E
and revised ingerprétae;ons of the history of Blackszand.of the
- - 3 -

significance of the Afriéan'ﬂacgground will ndt be forthcoming. A .
PR - 3 . ., A" i . :“_
great deal.of new research has been stimulated. At the start _ -
¥ < . - .

- n €

Y
»

>

of the recent revival essenti

” -

pressure of time, was to dust off and reassert old ideas; and to - -

3 h—

dig up books, many" of which were out of print and, in some instances, -

F -
. -~

forgotten, and r‘iésuing,them. DuBois' view.of the effects: of slavéry

- = 4

was essentially,a’catastrbphic ones and he was’egéentially optimistic

- s . v s -3 . . .
and melioristic abouE7the future of Blacks; and ‘on thé question as to
- A s 7 = LR Y 4 - .
whether the future of.the Black in the Unitpd_Statesféndelack,, o
e
. L ‘ ; . _
institutions are oriented toward, influenced by, Africa or America, he

L]

_was_vigorous and unambiguous. In The Crisis in 1919, writing with

.. r . . -
reference to reconstruction in Africa, hé notes:

*

-

- % With the establishment of -a form of . -

T goverriment which.shall-be baséd on the i} 3
concept that Africa is.for Africans, thore
would be*a chance for the coloted American

- to cmigrate and to go as a-pioneer to a-
' country which must, sentimentally at least,
- possess for him the same fascination .
as-England does for Indian-born Englishmen.
. . B < %

7
-

However, he'adds; . .

Once for-all, let us realize that we are
Americans, that we weré brought here With

' 8 ‘
.
- . .

ally all that was done, partly under the-

e




s

, P . . . s
* the earliest settlers;, and that the very sort T
of civilization- from which’ ‘we came made the AU
- complete adoption of westernd modes and customs . ) L
{mperative if we were to survive at all. TR
In brief, there is nothing so indigenous, so

; ) —completely 'made in America’ as we. . ,
/ . J. T .
,‘ Any review, however brief, of DuBois' contributions toward- a - . -
;4”’ sociology of faﬁily life, must cmphasize again. and again, that DuBois i

was -the quintessential 1nte11ectua1 -in many reSpects. That he was a

member of a minorxty ?roup ‘helped reinforce and underscore some salient . :
.z : »
features of the intellectual s roles and functxons in society--rangxng -
- .. .

A
.

1 4
ags he did from seientffic research to expressiﬁe intellectual action, . .-

including inte’iébtual a5§ political contention-fand all to'tﬁe.enq of :l;

bringlng about change ‘and challenging inJustxce. . .-

r
7

- DuBois ran the gamut of intellectual roles and this is illustrated

% & -

in the many ways he examxned and c0mmunicated about Black family life.‘ o -
S 2 . *

» .y

He was yariously the-elitist man of ideas1 soc1a1 scientist humanist, . -

: 2 ~ e

poet, journalist, propagandist, polemicist; and alw

the advocate "of

. . .

i ] truth, justice, equality who was aware of the polftgsa;ity of‘Knowledge L

and symbols. . LT ” )

.
- :
129

Each per501 protably has several favor1te quotes from DuBoxs. In

-

g the context of this dfscu sion, my favorite is from ‘his address to the

St
S

arnual meeting of ‘the NAACP in 1926 "On Criteria for Art," a1ready *déscribed ;

énd commentEQ.on‘by Anne Cook Reid in her discussign of_DuBois-the I

artist. Although it-has reference to art, it is relevant*to’fﬁeé : : -
: : DI ) o

- e

undérstanding of his total outlook’on intellectual action in relation .

- - -

. — ! o
tohghe,statﬁs’ofrgiack institutions., .

%’,,>/’”"’A, A T ) o

E MC ) ’ ’ “ ¢
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X ey - . . ] .
R . ¢ . hd N . -} F
,{ © ~  The apostle of beauty thus bq&omes thp apostle "o q'}i%
ol . of truth and right not by choite But by ipner B -

and outer ‘complusion. Free he is’ but his freedom .
- - . is ever bounded by truth and justice; and ~ »
slavery only dogs him when he is. .denjed“the = . “
right to tell the truth or recdognize 5% idealy® -
of Justlce. . . . . = .

= - . * - .
. Ry - . 2 . Y

_despite the wailing of thé.purists. Ir stand . - 3.

© v oart I_have for writing has been tsed always for
prdpaganda for gaining the rlght of Black folk

, . to love and- enjoy. I do not care a damn for any ~ . «
o art that i$ not  iséd for propayanda But I do N
. care-whhn propananda is confined to one sxde
* : wh11e the othier 13" stripped and-"silént. ' ’ .

] ~ o ~

DuBOlS was eSpecxally important as a Crltlc ‘of prevalllng scholargi ”

ship and its.consequences. He was concerned with redressxng lmbalance§

P4

-

-

and in_filling in gaps, especially ﬁheq_theg were fostered by historians v

and sociaffstientists. Witness The Suppréssion of the African- Slave

. .
P . .

. Trade, The Phlladelphla Negro, -and numeroys journal articles and book
>~ . . slavery and its consequences,
reviéws on a wide range of sc18nt1f1c ‘and popular issues, anludlng/race,
.‘( x 4 L] FA
intermarriaﬁe, literature and art, economics and education. It is p

)

iptefesting to note that one of his papers was devoted o "Black Folk :
. . i " - .

. and Birth Control,” in The Birth. Control Review, June 1932,

Since bﬁBois’ kime and before a popular proflle of the Black
family stresses famlly comp051tlon and makes extensive and lmportant f k' -
i;ferenqes about behavior and achievement, 3It'i§ based on census daéa'
prlmarlly,vand these data include lncome and employment;flgures. , o
Two poxnts should be emphaslzed about the statistical data on the
family from the United States census: They have a static quality and

they -are presented and organized in topical fashkion; fbrdexampie,.

. 10 A
ERIC | B

P o] ’ ' A

-~ ——

> Thus all art is propaganda and ever must be, - .

in utter shamelessncss and Say that whatever - e




-
- *

marriage, households, fertility, dependency, divorce, o&cupation and

>

income, etc. This organizing princjple has a certain cbnvenience and

X . wn ,‘, P ‘.‘ . [ N » . - ) L ; 1

. B, . . e . . ) . . . L

' it ‘contributes to statistical summaries and t0 rate making, but it is - :

. . Y ‘
.

1+ not satisfactory for explaining how and why a family functions.

.
» - 4,

’p O%Q of the key statistics that has to be- deal’ thh in(an§ ‘ ) ‘“.:: - /
) ‘ discussion of the structure of the'Blach familx;'and by implication - ' {\" N
:% S its functioning or-ability to cooe, is the change in the proportion._ - - ‘w-; !
. - . . ‘ . : - .o, . e \
h of families with female heads. In this instancé’ as in all selective . i
. . ) L. ; )
,,,lmea ures of family stability, it iS‘inportant to ask what assumptiOns \. ‘__

¢ - .

and what theories W1th regara to the family itution and soeial R s,

.

- ——— e ==
<

relations in general and in the Black conmunity in particular, are

~ - N
Lo

reflected-in this selection of indicators or variablesa And how do

o s -
-
- S

these assumptions square with the faéts of Black famlly interaction

- v rad

"~
"~

* ] 'g
. o e %
, and-functioning? . . C o . ‘- .
v " ‘,\ * ' - c N . oot
A sunmary of the current census survey figures with reference to J £
v . ] 'b ’ - , '.- _"n:‘
femalé»headed families shows that one in seven of all ch11dren unde% ‘. SR

18 was bexng raised by mothers alone compared with one in twelve in -

[ 3 L

1960, 1In 1974 approx1mate1y one in e1even of 811 White families and ; T e

4 . - ..

slightly more than oue, in three BLack families were headed By women. - . .

> - x ~
: - ” '» - B D

About ong in two Black children under six lived. with both parents 1n

- ~

P

1973,/ compared with seven in ten in 1960. - ’ S,

- * e
.

In léoking at the proportion of ,low incowo families with fenale x .

-

3 N ~
o - - N ’

. heads, the double significance of- income 1s suggested Among low

&
L = . . .

income Whites in 1960--one in five families was headed by a fenale _

s

and by 1973, one in‘three. Among plack poor families, one in three ) § w'

@ . - . P “ LR .

' was, headed ‘by. 2 female in 1960, and in 1973, almost twoiinsthree.s

. S e . 1.= i
& R ‘ [ 'l' - =T .- ’ "._'
P o] ) ) LT .
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‘ ’

<~ In 1950, one in four-White poor familics with children under

e

eighteen had a iemale head; in 1973 more than two in five. In 1960 ohe in
H oy < » N

. B , 3

+~~ three Blaék poor familiésswith—children under eighteen had a féﬁ@&é head;

* W < e . - .

“in 1973 'seven in every ten.

-
. - . & N ~ o

. . . i 3 . », .
The Census Biureau in releasing these kinds of results of its sdmple
- ] -

. -

: . it . , L R
surveys.always -noteés the growing concern among social scientists and
. a 5 ° N

fgoiéndmenﬁ plarnners because of the indicated trend. At the same time
~ ' y . ,

L .
it notes that the''sample study is subject to some errors. T

- ’,

. There are two kinds of questions raised by these statistics. *One ,
 _of the questions is why are Blackrfamilies mbre likely to be headed by.
. = — V. -

‘a woman? ‘And the other is what aré\conséquences of these developments

for forms and quality of family living? Just looking at ;hé demographics::

2 " of t, the proportion -of families headed by women is a function of four

inflowing‘factors--divprée, separation, death, outeof-wedaock birtts;
¢ N - , i - -
* and three outflowing factors-rremarriage, death and the’aging of children.

-

4

All of these demographic proﬁabilities contribute to the higher instances

-

oflfqﬁale‘peaded families with children in the Black cdmmuﬁity. kR

fg should be stressed that marital breakup among Blacks, for whatever

. e g ' e v RPN
*. 7 % .“reasom), is more important thap illegitimacy as a factor explaining the

- high inqidenﬁé of female hcaded famil?es among Blacké.

r »
#

7 . In 1970 the d}véf%e ratefor Blacks was highégaand the separation
. - N S :d Y

w

//;ate»was almost three times as high as the White. Black women aré twice

;s ) & - M N . :
‘" ~ag 1likely to be widowed and three times as likely to enter into the status

- ” * . - 3 . ~ -

of female'héad by having aﬁd“keéping an out-pﬁ:wéalock child.
’ -~ P - e 5

. Blacks have lower remarriage rates aﬁa this is undoubtedly relé}bd

o the sex ratio'in part, :as Jacqueline Jackson in her various articles,

< * -

1%

.
A

.
.[:R\/
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*  _has indicated. . .
. ) 2 L3 ’ ;.
.. + * It should be pointed out, however, that the.figures on separation are

St

- affected by the fact that-some single women with children report themselves

3 ;//as separated. The census data, for example, showed twice as many

~
_ .. e
¢ - - - ) - s -

separated men. in the ige group 14-54. ‘This difference canmot be fully
. &. . : .
accounted for by differences in mortality or by_ under-reporting by men.' .

T One of the significant’ findings is that a high properticn of all

) J N .
2; Single divorced separated or widowed wonen, regardless of race, hdve e
. A\
‘their own househo’ds. . : L 4
‘ Y - T ’ .
o Marital breakup is srgnificantly greater for Biacks born and ILVin?/
- . ¢, PURES O
in northern areas than for those who migrated. from the south thus )
Y i i ) * k4 ~ '1
s, suggesting the influence ofefactors réiated to urbanization itself rather I
- = ., f < - r- P < :' . ’
"« *~than .o migratfonh . L LT o
-— . e - . - - =

S It is estimated that 90 per cent of children born out of wedlock

e, - N R B

. . were not WlShed for by their mothers, and a national longitudinal study -

- by Ryder and Westoff found that.Black women have moie unwanted births
. than yhifé women, although there is little difference between the racial L -

* x 2 B . .
’

. 3
-

categories with respect to wanted births.

*

g T With respect to questions about the effects of single parent families, .
as-such on the quality of ‘family life and the soct¥alization and - | ‘
' . _ﬁ:, - ) . ° : -

achievements of children--the structural question, these points should
: - -, N

-

- be made, ) T .

’

A 8ubstant£a1‘minorityxof American’ childred, Black and White, live

‘.

. in a»hOme headed by a woman. 1t is important therefore, to rewiew

. 4 N
current assumptions -about the one-parent home dnd what it means for the

L3

developmental prospects of the chiidren who grow up in it. ' N

‘. - N ) . - - 1‘: o . -
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</ It has been our habit to view any deviation from our modal family

-

- pattern as-an aberration. A. number of research findings have tended

to rq;gforce this Kabit. The question may be raised, however, whether

PR

a form that ingludes so many-children and has produced so many effective

F

I

and- apparently happy adults; deserves a less negative status. The time
”-has probably come to-recognize thefbne~parentlfami1y as a fémily form

»

in its own’right.. ; - . T

Ld

Among reasons for re-assesgment of the one:parent family as a family

P

in its own right that Elizabeth Herzog and I have co&mcnted on are the
. * I

following:

-

1. The one-parent family is with us and shows’ signs of becoming.even
more frequent. .
.2. There is reason to believe that childgenlgn single parent families

are adversely affected by the negative a'ssumptions which cluster

-ato&ﬁd these child rearing units.

3. Through time and space the family has absorbed a yast aryay of
" different forms and still has contlnued to funct1on‘as E e family.

4, The modal American family‘may not be as functionally two-parent or

as "patriarchal" as is SOmetimés‘aSSumed.

5. na1y51s of research findings concern1ng the one~parent family faxlsa‘

L
to support a sweeping 1ndxctment of its potent1a1 for producing

children capable of fruitful and gratlfying 11ves. !

.

Economic insecurity should-be looked to as an explanation of how single--

Z pafent Black -families headed by mothers function rather than tc any

-

mystique of the matriarchy. | ) ,

- - -
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Income statistics show Black women earn less than Black men; however,

the earnings of Black women are more equal to men's than those of

"White women. And this tells you as much épout the relatively depressed

*

income levels of Black men as anything else. : K

The important point is that Black iamily income statistics are more

properly understood in relation to the state of the ecpnomy than in

relation to the nature of the Black family institution and'the work

-

‘behavior of people. Census data on incémé,especially should be handled

criticallys. ; they tell nothing about expected lifetime earnings prospects,
or qbgut stability of employment, or about level of assets. In- this connectlon,
one of the- running debztes of -Efe past two gz?rs has been with reference

to the size and rate of'%rowth of the Black middle-class family. This

debate was friggergd by Scammon and Wattenberg's article in Commentary
in April 1973, meht}pnéd earlier, in which ihey suggested that most

Blacks have moved into the middle-class. Both the facts and the policy

consequences of the Scammon and Wattenberg claims about Black ecogomic

progress have been wefiﬁed and examined tellingly by a number of persons, ﬂi

. N . / .
including Harnington Bryce of the Joint Center for Political Studies, and ’

-

.Harold Connally of the Metropolitan Applied Resedrch Center.

Among the concLusxons are that whereas Blacks have madé progress -

_during the 19608 Whites have made even more economic progress, and

-

Q

ERIC . -

As Bryce points out the income gain is deceptive. S;ngle young Black |

that there are still significant income gaps beiween: Whltes and Blacks.

-

wives outside the south are more likely to be working year-round; a

-

considerable amount of the ostensible income equality is basedgén

inequality in work effort. . . ) )
- Among the sobering, if not grim, Black family income statistics

are these: 1 S




The census bureau's figures for 1972 set forth that the median
income for Wh;tes ;as $11,549 while the comparabie figure for Blacks =
= , was $6,864.,‘ﬁh11e 6§era11 ;ogerty in. the ‘country dropped, 500,000
Bl?cks and other minorities moved into poverty. The Black unemp%oyment
! rate remaiﬁs-twice as high as the White; and'uneméi;yment among

- Black urban teenagers is about thirty-five percent. It is not

x -

.surprisiné>t6 find that not all Blacks .are poor. But it is more than

--a little disquieting to find 506&000 moving intd poverty in a year
in wh{cﬁ the rest of the nation is moving the other way. 1t is also ’ -
- ‘troubling to be reminded thdt a third of the B1a¢k‘populatioﬁ still

- lives in official poverty and downright frightening to find that more

H
3 -~ -
()

. than 40 per cent” of Black ch11dren under 18 are poor. P -

s

A Washington Post editorial of June 5, 1973 wakes the point again about the

relationships between Black”family structure and functioning and
_— . - -

the economy and governﬁbntql‘policy: -

B - - !..
< .- What these figures do tend to réinforce is ,
& " the impression . that our social policies and
our economy aré creating two quite distinct e
-~ . " } groups in Black America: the almost equal ‘

and the abandoned America has a-great .
" penchant f£0r savoring the good news about race

.relations while:ignoring the hard realities tucked- .o

-away in ghettoes which are both out of sight

_3 and out of mind. . , N

. -

w0
LA
¥

The fact is that the income gap in Black America
¢ is -as.dangerous as it is misleading. The
visibie progress madé-by some Black Americans S -
tends -to support the positions of those who,
; . ~ -consciously or unconsciously, want or need tc
. ! *  ~ 1ignoré the. plight of the poor. But the progress
- " of some makes’ “the -plight of the abandoned no less
- "brutal-and no less threatening to the qocxety
A C as a whole. ’




Y major difficulty in the development of knowledge regarding Black

families is the inadequacy of samplcs'and of data in sufficient breadth

and dépéh to encompass the wide variability that exists. Thus, it is

with great interest that we anticipate the’publication of the work™ of

Patricia Gurin and Edgar Epps on the achievement of Black studed%s;

particularly as it:will illuminate issues regarding the effects of

ry

family structure. Their study included 3,600 students in 1964-1965 -

and 1,100 students in 1970 at ten historically Black collegés; their
v ) .
= research used survey procedures as well as in-depth’ingerviews apd a”

battery of psychological tests for longitudinal and cross-sectional

., analyses. Their findings merit serious atteation, since they run

*against the grain of many assumptions’, myths and scattered research

N =

findings.

Regarding the-issue of fatherzabseﬁce, their data and analyéis N

o ——
show that father absence does not depress: (1) academic pEEformance,

=
=

- (2) future aspirations, nor (3) effectiveness in planning or wdrkfhg{k\ .
. E R

i m—

to achieve personal goals. :Family structure was never significant

-

in analyses of student performance, motivation, nor aspirations (we .-

, -

should note here that a fourth of the students séqdied came from families

- with fathers not present, which approximated the national estxmate for

£ ',

Black urban populatxons in the north where absence of male head is

= -

highest).
Regarding the issué of Black female dominance.and allegations that
- » . - R N

they have more ambition than males: women students consistently chose

lover’educatlonal and occupatiopal goals than the men. And this was

true for every collepe studxed for freohmcn as well as seniors, Bnd in .

e
e
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1964 as well as”1970. For example, although males and females equally

wanted to go to graduate school, only five per cent of the women, in

- -

contrast to 35 percent of the males, wanted to pursue a professional

» = - - . -

o -

degree. And twice thé proportion (two~thirds of the women and a third = -

of the men) planned to terminate graduate studies at the master's degree.’

-

These findings are consistent with national studies that show that 80 .

percent of doctorates held by Blacks are earned'by men and that three-fourths

*

_of the Black Ph.D's in the socizl sciences are men.. -~

. »
-

Regarding the issue of the significance of the family's class

=)

position on achievement. Gurin and Epps' findings indicate that class
is less influential than generally assumed. o
Family status measures, including parents' educations, did not

correlate significantly with: (1).college grades, (2) performance on .

standard tests, nor (3) measures of ach1evement valides and mot1ves.

A fasc1n3t1n° finding 1s that although family - status appears- to 1nf1uence

freshmen students aspirations and expectations of achieving 1nd1v1dua1,

-

goals, the effect has disappeared by the1r senior year.

— -, -
* -

The general conc1us10n is that “social bac&ground influences reallstlc

= 5

expectancies more than motiyes,and values of achxevcment--l.e., the

resources and, opportunities, associated with social status are more .

s

‘- 4mportant than family structure or. education of parents.

One of the more obvious tendenc1es in SOClal science interpretations

as well as popular views is to deve10p thetrmage of a lower class Black B

family as a homogeneous, constant entitj"with cu1tura1 imperatives of
its own; and frequently to intimate that it is modal or.characteristic.

-

ihe“reasonstfor this distortion lie in many directions and involve s

.
) |
. 14
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,inadequgcies of family théory and fai ‘ings and shortcomings of methods as
| c ' ’ . i 7
T viell as{;acism and thé effects of racial.and ethnic pglitics. The

earlier discussion of the several intéllectuaI’hats and dimensions

- -DuBois brought to the study of the family and experiences of Blacks--
B . the
e ) remrnds “one that the. research and/writing on the Black ‘amily, aside from -

= ° -

con81derab1e datedness, much .unevenness, and many gaps reflect as many

approaches as there are traditions or modes of intellectual activity. . -

= 3

It also serves to underscore (1} the ‘act that more studies in - -

-

P ’“the fieId.énd in some depth are needed of various types or expressions

- - _of family activity and among Bilacks in many settings--that more

s ,’,.

»’descrrptLon and interpretation is needed of the many subtypes of Black

all © families, -of various family syndromes, if you will; (2) theé 1nterests et
of Blacks and of social policy mandate that adequate depiction of the . T
: -~ I complex reality of family‘life among Blacks canpot be left to the social .-

- 3 *

- gciences alone with their present technological preoccupations and -

= - -

% - conceptualizations, and (3)-among other things, the humanities, espécially im

the form~of novels, poems and plays about the varied expressions of tE

P
i = *
ey '

family Iife among Blacks and the d;fferences that the Black experience .,

- %

ff} nakeslhave continuing and increasing roles to play both in direct «

Eit e -

5 ; + depictlon and 1ntcrpretatron and in influencing the assumpt1ons questions'

z &

. and methods of the'soclaL sciences. I believe that effectrve dep1Ct10n and

(]

xnterpretatron of family :ife among: Blacks ‘and therefore fdmrly polxcy ' .-

3 — - —

L fdepend upon interaction and cooperation between the humanities and soc1a1 T .

=

Ve ety

A - ) .
» '~ .gcience, Our review of DuBois,. the social science schoLar and the humanist,

-

- - -
- ) z
LR

- N underscores this belief the more. It is probably no accident that

* - ' ‘,‘

- :r; the most influential serious studies and writings on the Black family. ‘

' £ - » €

-




by Blacks have been by scholars who were touched signifigantly o
- . - ‘ -

by or in the tradition of the nuﬁigifies--for example, DuBois, Frazier,

"Charles S. Johnson, and Allison Dawis. '
- " DuBois used a wide range of megn‘ and ‘platforms other than scholarly ) )
i monngraphs,4inCIud1ng lecture platforms\\gfgazlne artrcles, and, of

course, - the pages of nns own Crisis. As hésiPeen sugges}ed by many at
this conference The Crlsrs, in many respectsx\was a good measure of

LN -

. DuBois, the human being, with all of his concerns} ideals, preiudices,
b1ases--and they were d1Splayed in 1anguage that could be both blunt and

eloquent. Although apparently aloof, -haughty, and sometimes forblddlng,

he wrote about children, mqthers, and his own family with eloquence and'

. » N - - -, .

- 1
e tenderness. _Each year an issue of The Crisis was dévoted to children and
a‘bhbtogreph of a child appreared on the cover. In ﬁhe Children 's | . ~na

s

I3sue of*1912 he wrote: .

- This is the chiLdren s number, and as it
- ’ ‘has grown and developed:in.the editor's. = -
oo ] hesitating hands, it has in some way. come to e
‘ seem a typical ratner -than a special numbers-- .
. - 1Indeed, there is a Sense in which all numbers - ) "
e * " and all words of a magazine of ideas must - ST

PR point to the child--to that vast 1mmonLa11ty and LT
A . wide sweep and infinite poss1b111ty wh1ch . .
) --the child represents. . ’ '

.7 L3

And yet the mothers and fathers and the men : s
and women of_ our race must often pause and- T
o - —= == dsk: is it worthwhile? . ) .
: ’ s . Ought children be born to us?
. Jlave we a Fight to make human souls face
e qpat ve face today? )
- . * The answer is clcar', 1f the great battle of
’ ) _human right against poverty, against.discase, | “
- o against color prejudice is to be won,, it must
. be won not in our day, but in the day of our ,
’ : children'?*chridren. Ours is the blood and -

-
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dust of battle, theirs the rewvards of victory.
1f, then, they are not there because we have
not brought them to the world, then we ‘havé
been the}guiltieét‘faétor in conquering ourselves.
1t .is our duty, then, to accomplish the immiortality
of Black blood in order that the day may come in
this dark world when poverty shall be abolished,

R privilege based on individual cesert, and the
color of a man's skin be no bar to the outlook of
his soul. . R

=

It is this intricate balance between objectivity and caring about

thre human values iliustrated here that is the earmark of DuBois' contri-~

butions tc understandiﬁg family life among Blacks.

And it is this same

”

ingricaté balance that Eny sociological profile’ of the Black family must

¥
M -
<+

. = . . s -

achieve to be useful.. -, .
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