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‘ SOCIALIZATION AND NON-TRADITIONAL
‘GENDER ROLES: THE BLACK WOMAN

e

.Introduction

- . 3
.

."Only through exploring the experience‘of suppos-
edly 'ordinary' .Black women whose 'unexceptional'
actioris ernable us and the race to survive will we be
able to begin to ‘develop an overview and an analytical
framework for understanding the lives of Afro-American
women." (Hull and Smith 1982) -

¢ -

.-, The above quote is from the ifitroduction to the book,.All
" ' A\

- g ‘ .
the Women are White, ‘All the Blacks are Men, ‘But Some of us Are

Brave: Blaqg Women's Studies. In the introduction to this.

. anthology, the editors Hull, Scott and Smith discuss the need for
| scholars and résedrcherh\to look. at the lives of Black women; not
from the dominant white male-centered scholarsh}p model but from
the sociai and cultural pexspective of Blackikomeﬂ's lives and -
.éhvironmentér(ﬁull, Scott and Smith 1982:?xiv). To that-end,
" this paper will explore socio-eéonomic;and cultural conditions
that predispose Black women to cﬁoose p;ths to nun-tréditiogal ,

gender roles and life choicek more often than white women. In

R - [

Part I, I will briefly

view relected sociall tion literature
on- Blacks and raise qu §£ions as to thezmalidiff'of usingbone
single body pf scﬁolarship to éxplain.the diversity. (not

" deviance) ofiBlack sogfalizatiop patterns. Part II‘explores the |

direct rélationship; between socializatioﬁ paﬁ;erhs for'Blaeks'

and choice of nqn-tiaditfbna{ gender roles. Part III discusses

the ambiguity that many Black women fabgkas they assume the.e

o
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non-traditional gender roles and results of a pilot study that
the ahthﬁr*has been conducting will alsoc be discusseﬁ. Part IV .
discusses the areas ﬁhere'futare research on the study of

14

socializition and non-traditional gender roles of Black women

‘ should be done. | d
A '_)"“"' ' 6\“. ~ -
_'ubr? oo ' )
e I. Review of Socialization Literature:
R The Black Family and Socialization
' When discussing socialization literature on the Black 4
family, the arguments eften arise as.to the origins of Black X

family forms and seclalization patterns. The two major arguments »
commonly refeored to po explain the existence‘of a8 unique, Black
family structure are the "culture" and ""class" argumEHisu The
culture argument states: that Black family ‘'structure is histori-
cally attributed to African retentions; it alleges that Blacks in
the new world, despite the harrowing experiences of slavery,
retained some of their deep-rooted African traditions. Features

» such as.female autonomy, female headed households, and extended
kinship households are attributed to the transailantic placeaent
of African traditions that contifue to inflaence'the family liyes

- of BRlacks (W. é.‘B, Dubois 1508 £19693; M. J. Herskovlts 1958;

and Sudarkasa 1981). The "class™ argument is Baseﬁkon the

LN

assumption that any African cultural traditions Blacks mayrhave
brought to ;ﬁe new world were destroyed by the instxtutxon of

slavery that systematxcally dehumanxzed them and erxxved them of

4 .
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. any remnants of a historafal tradition. E. Franklin Frazier, a
pioneer fﬁ the study of Black family history, dermied any sxgnifx-
cant ";urvxvalsﬁ from Africa. The Black;family he wrote about in
1939 was the product’oﬁ its adaptafion to a racigb ani eoonomi-

cally_pppressive social structure. In his book The Negro Family

‘in the United States, ‘he took the position that ' the ultimate goal

of Black socialization and fanily life was to assimilate Blacks.
.antﬂ mainstream American ‘saciety ‘(Frazier 1966;l19391). The ¢
’3égree to which Blacks. (both working and middle class) were
unable to do this assimilation was the extent to which they had

noo adjusted or assimiaytsﬂ“into American life. ’ . .
Though this debdte goes on in the literature on Black family

studies, pfoving.one position o; the other is not as important as
&ecognizing that Black faﬁily values and socialization patteris
‘are a synthesxs of African traditions as weéll as adaptation to .
“the American socioeconomic system (Sudarkasa 1981:49). This
historic debatexhas established some facts that cannot be denied
facts that support the position that Black women (especially
working class) are soC1a1izod to be independent and solf-ro‘iant.
They are raised to value themselves and.to see fheir contfibu-'
tioos io tﬁe famiiy as worthy. Tﬁi; iogje of gpe.Blaék wom;h,ié
only now' in the 1980s being recognized by some for‘what it i§ and
what it has alloweo the Black woman to accomplish, given her
limitations within a male-dominated value-oriented soqioty that

excludes her because of her sex as well as her color.

-
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In-a critique of literaturé“on socinlization and the Black
family. Peters blames some of the early assumptions Ofﬁmhé
research methods of the 19605 on Frazier's deficxt oriented
models. This research set up the negative social science models
* . that portrayed'the Black working class family as deviating from
the norm bedause it was not a carbon copy. of white middle fami -
| lies (Peters 1981:212). Particularly significant was the T
- scathing attack made by social policy makers such as Daniel Pﬂ
Mdynihan'(igﬁs)'whn blamed ‘the economic and social- problems ®f
Blacks tuneﬁployment, illegitimacy, etc.) on the Black working ' | -.
class ronan'-? who actually took an active role in naintainini ‘
the familys This dbficit model of the Black matriarchal family
spawned over a decade of poligzioriented research that shed light
on what .to do with the, Black woman in the Black family to bring S ‘

it back in line with "normaL" white middle class families. Other

than Joyce Ladner's Tomorrow s Tomorrow, most of the research o.

the latetlgéos and early 19705 focused on low income Black fami-

'lies and interpersonal relations of Black males. It was .through °
| ~‘\\ Black males that anthrnpoiagists like Ulf Hannerz (1969), Elliott
Leibow (1966), and Roger Abrahams (1970) wrote their ethnograph- .
ies on Black‘family life and interpersonal relationéhips -- with |
very few direct contacts with Black women. Not only wz%.there'a .
sex bias in this .research, but -it also made generalizatinns about

a minor;tz of. the Black'pépplation that bécame generally éccepted

& -
S -
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_as generalizations about all Black fenily life (Peters 1?81:2i5).

‘~These ethnogrophies provided Americans'with a picture of BlaER
American family,iife, one in which Black women were strong, for-
midable figures that somehow got blamed for the plight of Black

working class males.

- fqln //,,J( ‘-'7{’"; l&’f _‘{3 ﬁfﬁ'ut c%ﬁ/‘dﬂ/\a

~

T 777 . The late 1970s saw tﬂhgdevelopment of two new approaches to
~ " Black parent-child socialization theories: the eco]ogical model
and the c¢Itural plurakism model (Peters 1981 216). In the
ecologi-u model, researchers tend to- examine Black families and
parent-child relations from 8 chltural specific or functional
perspective rather'than from one single (white middle class)'
ideological perspective. These resparch findings have dramati -
cally changed the stereotypes surrounding the pathology formerly
associated with Black family forms. These studies show that
Black milies encourage in their cnildren therdevelopqpnt of the
skills, ebilities and behaviors.geceSSary to survive as coﬂpetent
adults in ‘a racially oppressed society.SStack fg?4,,Aschenbrenner
1973; Peterl 1981; and Willie 1976). Black families, both
working class and middle class, . are shown 1) to *be strong,
flexible and funcrionnl; g) to pioyide a'Eplturel environment
that is different.from that of.Buro American§ (éspecially notable'
is the socxe}ization of grrls‘nnd boys for egalitarian sex roles

and the use of a more direct physical form;of discipline in child

rearirg); and 3) Black chxldreq (both male and female) are -

EKC- . e '\ e
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socialized inta the dual but nermal existence of being both

Afro-American and Euro-American (Bxllxngsler 1968; Hill 1971;
\ Lewis 1975; Nobles 1974; and McAdoo 1981). ~

t

. ‘The cultural pluralism model observes d{fferences in the
behaviors of socialization acrgos’ethnic and cultural groups but
attempts to avoid ethnocentric judgments by focusing on process

Ethnigity, race, education, and social class indicators are
usually controlled for in these studies (Al;en 1978 and Peters
1981). These studies have shown the richness and variation'of
'o;}ent-child communication, parental teaching styles and parental
attitudes (Peters 1981; Carew et. al. 1976; and Zegioo gn&
Forehand 1975). Because these kinds of studies involve small
samples, there is rich descriptive data to show that the sociali-
. zation of Black chilaren is a changing dynamic phenomenon' |

{onstantly responding to the agternal “and external st1mu11 offghe

T
-‘"d . _‘,.-«---—-\i -

Black experzence iw Anerica4n One inportant finding by Scanzoni
. (1971) shows that Black working class families prepare their
, “ch11dren to be upwardly mobile via anticipatory socxalxzation' o
and that many working class Eamilxes identify with middle class
values even though they have not ochieved'this status for them-

selves.

L

* At this point, we should note the differences between the

. socialization of Black fewale children at the working class and

N
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middle class levels and the implication of this.socialiiatéon*on
non-traditional gender roles. McAdoo (198}) observes that in .‘

Black families that are upwardly mobile, and where this upward
mobility is cgntinued in tﬁécsecond and third generation,. that

women tend.té be less educated and less likely to work outside .
“the- home. This seems to indicate that, at least for some Blacks,

the role of the Black woman as central female figure or egali-

tarian partner in the household is giving over to a more

mainstream model of w@at the "middle class" woman should be. The ’
implicatidns of this shift for some Black women will be discus;ed

in detail in the next section.
- - R L s |
" In summary, Black child rearing attitudes and pstterns of .

\\

behavior have developed out Of the unique economic, cultural and
racial cir;umstancés in which they h?ve lived.j‘As Peters sum-
marizes, "mainstream America and its social scientists have
become aware of the reality in American life that Blacks cannot
long forget that this is a cultpral pluralistic country and the
historical roots of its multiethnic people are va;ying, valuadle

and strong" (Peters 1981:221). . ‘ ~ .

. - II. Socialization and
. Non-traditional Gender Roles

Janice Hale (1980) mentions the duality a;sociated.with the

socialization of Black children. She contends they are prepared

A

- ERIC ‘ ~
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}o imitate-the beheeior of the cplture in which they live (Black
culture) and at the same time take on those behaviors tnet are
needed in order to be upwardly mobile (Hale 1980:82)% Blackj'
women tend to be prepared to choos$lnon traditional gender roles )
more often then'white women because they are socxalized to be
flexible and”a chieyement oriented. ,Mothers want their chxldren
{(both boys and grrls) to excel white children in performance and
) behavior because falling short would reflect unfavorably on
. Blacks as.a group (Hill 1972) In a study of older Black women
ﬁwho were domestic vorkers, Dill (1980) found that while these
women did not have even a hrgh school education "they encouraged
the children to get an education inforder to get a better‘job.
'Precisely‘what-those jobs wouid be was left open to be resolved
through the interaction of their sons' or daughters' own luck,
skill, perseverance, and the overall position of the job market
vis-a-vis' Black currents" (DillplQBO:dlS). This kind of study
is representative of the encouragement that has beon‘ﬁiven to’
girls not only to-get\an education and go to school, but to
choose a job or occupation that will nge them some 11ve11hood

‘ . . tf
status, and opportunzty for upward mobility.

- +

r

Black women tend to choose gender roles, e'specially public
ones like professional occupations, community leadgfship roles,
and politics for several reasons: {l_to filll a void, {l for g

~moralistic and humani tarian reasons, and 3) for improvement of

. —

personal and/or familial social 'and economic conditions.

4
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. ‘-Thgfliterature;is replete'with studies,.netratives and ima-
ges of Black eumen‘as strqng, dominant matriarchs (Tenhouten f
1970; Moynihan 1965; and Abrahams 1970). in reality these women
are just taking qharge of their Eam:lxes and their lives be:ause
they have been socialjzed to do so.and because the males in their
g ‘Alives in, the rele of husband/father in many instances are unable
to do so. The.history of slaveryfand its aftermath of ceete-like
racise hae worked to Still keep the majbrity of Blacks at the
.lowest run& of the economic ladder. While there are Some econo-
mit gains being made by upwardly mobile Bracks. the majority of
Black women are working because they.must, not because they want
to. A recent study of the role orientations of young Black uomen
by Engram shows that when socioeconomic status is-held constant “

Black and white women conform to the same cultural ideals ;;d
"unlike many‘sociological théories suggest, Black women do not .
‘have stronger career orientation ordeakér homemaking orien-
tations at their point of entry into adulthood."” (Engram 1980:
"185) This data supports the notion thet there may very well be
. role conflict involved in‘the primacy of 1a¥or force participa-
tion over marital relations (at least among young'womenl;‘bdi
many Black women are resigned and equipped to pla; the joint role

~

of homemaker and career woman.
- ) _ ' # .
Another reason women choose non-traditionaI\EEnder roles is

to pursue the continuing méral and humanistic quest for dignity.

V4 ~ o
v . | ) : 1 1 ' '
| ER&C " . " )
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Many Black women cgoése”gender roles that putcthemain the public

LE?e (i.e., as comﬁuqity leaders) to try and change the plight of
racism and §6v5§ty'for their peéple.' Gilkes' in-depth study of

women .active in Black community“ﬁféairs found these women to feel
: ' ~

that they were carrying out a moralaobligation to Lelp their com-

carn

munity. They are, through their good wé;ks, given the mandates
and license to speak for their community; these women are valued
because they are able to take up issues in which Black men cannot

or willl not get involv?d.- Gilkes spesks of the special status of

. L Y
these community women as spokespersons to the outside larger

whi te society:

Co, .
. The fact that they are honored, that their work is .°
routine, and that the work has the characteristic of an .
occupation provides insight into the nature and
persuasivenecs of racism and its‘consequence in .
Hamptonville's Black community. The women stand out as
a separate grqup from men engaged in community work.
This separation indicates the special constraints in
American society on outspoken Black men and the special
effects of racism on/survival issbes concerning women.
(Gilkes 1980:227) sg\ ' '

She contends‘is$ues like housing, v}olence, employment, edu-
catioﬁ, health aﬁdllégai problems are ofﬁen the catalysts that
project women into non-traditional gender ro;eg. Again, the
socialization for flexibility and survival are at work to inﬁﬁre
thég*capable.Blacks both male and female are ﬁtruggling to prb- |

vide a decent envirorment for themselves and their children. It

k2
l!“
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is no coincidence that many of these women go on to seek paid

political office as'azresultiof'their strong grass-roots support.

Black women also take on non-traditional gender toles for
persoﬁal achie;ement.and ﬁpper mobility. Those Black women who
have the educational and interpersonal skills to take.adVgntage
of equal qpportdhity and affirmative action programs are als
moving into Aon-traditiohal'occupations and professions._ They
want for theméelves and their families the status and income that
correlate with their chosen prof3551ons. In the next section I"

will discuss the ronflicts inherent in the roles thaf Black' women

*a

play as minorities and women in traditionally white male status

roles.

o

. “ iiI“ Status Role Ambiguity:
RN The Black Female Professional

- The dynamics of racism and sé;i\m~p;ace Black women in what
Epstein (1973) has called the "double‘bind"' they share the eco-
nomic discrimination patterns in this society based on bath race

and sex. Socioceconomic history . has §hown some similarities bet-
ween the struggle of both Black and white women for sexual
equality. However, even at the middle class and upper class
'levels, a greater percentage of Black women than.white women work

after marriage and childbirth. Lerner (1973) notes that for the

majority of middle and upper class white women the decision to

13
ERIC
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pursue a career is opti;nal, but Black women are rgised with the
eXpectation that whetﬁet_or not they marry, whether or not they
have children.'thef may have to work all of their adult lives.
Work is an imposed necessity (Lerner 1973). In her study of
Black professional women, Léggon (1980) also found that most of

. ‘the women she interviewed in her stu@y were able t0 cope with the

demands of both’ the "traditional female role" and %heir proj>

fessional or "career roles." She notes that Black professional

\)SQ women are able to live rather comfortably with these dual roles

'——!aé¥?7 Eﬁsau§fg"1) having adult female members of the household working
has been historically and continues to be a more usual experience
for Blacks than for whites, and 2) work for the Black woman is

not an option, but a necessity if her family is to maintain its

precarious middle class status" (Leggon 1980:197). 7*!" -7 -,
Thont Ol prpl Qe Lot - .
Other researqh shows that the problems of Black prﬁfessional

JeFaficre
women have little to do with career-family choices, but rather
Sy — 0 ——

%
have to do with the racism and sexism that are experienced in the

work place that' often threaten their sense of gelf-worth. For

——— e —

example, they are often treated as if the stereotypes about them
are true; particularly the stereotypes of Black women as s‘rong

matriarchs and superwomen. Dumas (1980) contends that Black
' 4

(e bad

womeh in leadership positions4are victims of the resurrection of

the Black mammy syndrome:

Full Tt Provided by ERIC.
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Myths of the superiorjty of Black women over white!
women ar Blagk men, their tremendous power and -
strength ... prompt others to press them into symbolic
roles that circumscribe the nature and scope of their
functions:... The Black woman leader is often torn
between the expectations and demands born of her mythi-
cal image and those that are inherent in her official
i;:su; g?d tasks in the formal organ1zation. (Dumas

0 .

-

" a resu}t of this gontinued ster¢otyping, Black profes- *~
sionals are often called upon to use their interpersonal skills
' rather than their formal leadefshipkskiils. They are often
expected to perform duties beyond what is expected of'thefr for-
mal job desd?iptiqng. They are found f;equentlyfédiforting the
weary and 6ppfessed ‘interéeding on behalf of those who feel

abused, and champiohing the cause of equality and justice -

é, “/até ‘?'
) ’ A e 2, 0Y¢ Lk
' often alone (Dumas 1980). } ﬂ’;@f’éf{'ﬂzw, ,,,mlj /:‘.g-(ﬂé;‘z /[A . aelc/ ﬁ(“
‘e

/*ltf"'cfc.’wﬂ :
- Another major complaint of Black women professionals is that

they are often not taken serxously or, worse yet,. they are
totally rejected. Leggon reported that many of the Black women

_professionals in her sample had trouble getting started in their

]

careers where they had to depend on their clients "chcosing" them

for service. She relates the story of one young lawyer who loses

' -

a potential cliernt: o ! - .

A woman obtained my name from the Americas Bar
Associdtion and sent her husband to me. He knew that I
was a woman, but when he arrived and I introduced
myself and he saw-that I was Black, he said, 'I knew

2

~ | i - ’ ' | ' ‘ . %
‘ ER&C | o 15; T . T
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you were a woman, but this is too much,' and he turned
and left. (Leggon 1380:195)

\]

-

- )

In the research fhat I am condycting on a sample .of Black
L and Mexican American women,ii|ﬁave also fodnd that ethnic women
who want to;assume non-tfaditgpnal roles have many obstacles to
overcome. One of my informants wanted to start her own jani-

~

torial business, but had to use a man as a "front":

-

L

- I knew that after presenting myself to several
prospective contractors they were not taking me .
. seriously either because I was Black or because ;f}as a
- . woman. After some weeks of rejection, I findllycTalled
back to talk to one of the contractors and he told me,
. off the record, that his company did not believe a
woman could do the job. Well, after that I started to
take my brother with me -- and I began to get the -
contracts. I learned fast. '

— ; ‘ -

L Although thérefare federal and state laws against racial and

! sexual discrimination, there are subtle forms of discrimination

that are devastating because they work on one's self-esteem.

Uyl

Perha of the most devastating fo§g§;of rejection is the one
& experienced by Black women who are pgfigigggﬂas."goodugffirﬁative

— e ——— . . — — »

-, '«w_’___,__-——"""'_ )
§~action hires" -- that is, they are ‘bo

. 1 hir female and Bléck;

é&ﬁ -~ Another of my informants who has an advanced'aégree; uﬁ{yersity
teaching experience, and owns a small business talks about how
she felt like so-much "meat" when she got her first teachihg

assignment:

e,
‘. £
v -
s
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You know, my so-called colleagues never asked.
about my research interests or my degree or any of my
professional training experiences. They knew that I .

. was an affirmative action hire, and therefore assumed .
that I was not competent to teach, but only hired
. because I was a Black womap. Initialty, I was totally

ignored. >

’ § °

Y. Bxamples like the ones nehi%bned above are indicative of the

v

_.‘,.,‘_..“..E

»ffects of the double neéative-réle that Black women face --

especially when they go into nohltraditional areas. The prbﬁlem

-

does not appear to be with the Blapk.woman adjusting to non- )

tfﬁ&itionél gender roles sbut rather with a sc:gie y, that is in a
» . { o

A _ state of flux regarding'traditfonal-sex roles,and appropria#e
. attitudes toward race and ethﬁicif}. Black women continue to
y  feel the brunt of this flux at the institutional and informal

X levels of their lives. Mi1eiéﬁ}"“’8‘§"'¥ﬁ'&£{ ‘do —ope with the
situation, for some it 'may lead to health broblems, stress and

depression. These pressurés ironically enohgh end up causing

-

~ some of.these_§o-ca11ed superwpéen to experféhce impairment in
interpersonal relationships and job performance. éarrington
.(1980) has found in her study‘of depression anong;sﬁcceséful"
,/; .women in lﬁcrative professions that th;y-still suffer from
7’ co feelings of unworthiness and despair. She suggests that these
feelings coﬁe fron‘the interplay- of facism and sexism in ‘their

. . :
lives and suggests that more research needs to be done on the
| * s
causes of depression in Black women.%no of my informants sums

L

~r
up the plight of Black women quite nicely:
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! When I grew up, I was told I had to learn how to
take care of myself and help with the famjly. I went
to school and got a good education. I was told I‘had
to be smarter in school than the white kids, and I did
that, too. When I graduated from college, I got a.job
and tried to work 'my way up in the company -- but I

: find all of the hard work, diligent effort and sacri- .
Eicahdoes not help; I am still just a dumb, Black woman
.tOtQm. . "

IV. Summary and Suggestions
for Future Research

- Black families socializé.their children, both boys and- -
r girls, to hg”fleiible-and_to function in both Black andiﬁhité ‘

. hainstream cqmmunities.‘ Sofe Black women in particular,hé}g a.
difficu1t~§§§e adapting to mainstteam cultuial values that .
denigrate their capabilities as Blacks .and as.females... Though...
there have been some legal gains made by both the ciyil rights,
.Black Power; and women's movements ?n thg last déqade, cu;qn}al
gttitudes, behavioral patterns and belief systems that treat’
Black women as invisible are still opexati;e. ‘As a cnnsequénce,

ﬁe Black women tend to experience‘gﬁress,‘aqpreésiéﬁ and in
some\cases despair. They are socialized to cope --.but the rules
of the game seem to keep changing. Just when Blaéks and women
have reached the level of a professional class imesignificant
numbers, they find that in'terms of attitudes nothiné'has reafiy_ \L
~ changed. Women at top executive levels are reported to
experience despair similar to(ﬁhat experiented hy uneducated

working class Black women.,

J
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Though I have raised some impoftant issues in this paper,

there is much more reseatch to be done‘ I would like to see more

- research done in the area of the uses of family snpport sxstems oo

and non-family support networks for upwardly mohilgyéinck wonen. |

the salience of race vs. sex as categories of identity; and the
relationship between racism, sexism and depression among both
working and middle class Black women. In addition, waeth:r as

Black women become more upwardly mobile are they spcialiiing |

their female children in the mores and values of traditional

white America or age they. 1ti11 clinging to their traditional

‘soc1alization patterns. Thé answerc to some of these questions.

"may not be readily £orthcoming -- but to seek their answengnig to N

try to understand the convergence of racist and sexist ideologies

and how they are manifest in American.culture. That is no small

task.

W
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