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FOREWORD

The publication of this book could not be more timely. In the face of a rising
number of solo-parent families and out-of-wedlock births, the nation is embroiled
in a debate about family values. In August 1996 Congress passed and the president
of the United States signed a controversial welfare reform bill that effectively ends
the federal entitlement to subsistence income for poor families in need. Assump-
tions about the breakdown of the American family and the factors that have con-
tributed to it are featured in both the debate over family values and the
welfare-reform legislation.

Donna Franklin points out that even though a national opinion poll reveals
that a substantial majority of Americans believe that children are better off if one
parent stays home, there is little support for the idea that welfare mothers should
be compensated for staying at home. One possible explanation for this position
was provided by the Harvard sociologist Theda Skocpol. She stated that “when
mothers’ pensions became federally subsidized with Aid to Dependent Children in
1935, Americans still presumed a mother’s place was in the home. But in the late
twentieth century, they no longer do. Across the class structure, father and mother
alike hold paid employment. People will no longer accept a welfare system that
ostensibly pays poor mothers to stay home.”

Conservatives call for work and responsible parenthood. But we have yet to
create social policies that make it possible for all Americans, poor and nonpoor, to
work while raising their children. Meanwhile, the number of solo-parent non-
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working families continue to grow, and it is asserted that welfare is the single most
important contributing factor, even though scientific evidence consistently contra-
dicts this claim.? Since the 1994 congressional elections, welfare mothers have been
publicly demonized by many conservative politicians.

As I pointed out in my book, When Work Disappears: The World of the New
Urban Poor, the increasing attacks on welfare mothers are part of a larger teaction
to the growing problems of social dislocation in our nation’s inner cities.> Even
though the number of white AFDC recipients was roughly equal to the number
of black recipients in 1995, many people associate welfare with young, unmarried
black mothers having babies. The increasing number of African-American AFDC
recipients has been linked in public discourse to such larger problems as the dis-
solution of the family and the decline in family values. It is argued that welfare
exacerbates these problems, and that ending welfare would force people to assume
personal and family responsibility, thereby reversing the trend of rising inner-city
dislocations, including family breakups.

However, as shown in this book, the issues involved in the decline of nuclear
black families are far more complex than those involved in the simplistic welfare
arguments. Professor Franklin identifies and shows the cumulative effects of five
factors that have transformed the African-American family structure over time.
These five historical factors include slavery, the northern migration that resulted
in the loss of communal institutions, AFDC policies, decreasing job opportunities
for lower-class black men, and social isolation in neighborhoods of high poverty
concentration.

In addition to these five factors, the structure of black families, like that of white
and other ethnic families, has also been affected by changing values in our society
that increased the independence and autonomy of all women, by changes in tra-
ditional gender roles not only within the family but in the workplace as well, and
by more liberal attitudes toward out-of-wedlock births and single parenthood. As
Professor Franklin puts it, “these changes have placed the traditional nuclear family
under much greater strain and have predictably had the most devastating impact
on African-American families.”

Professor Franklin feels that it is important for policymakers to address the
problems of many African-American families with an understanding that the high
levels of nonmarriage are very likely irreversible and that therefore changes in public
policy should be directed at ways to strengthen relations within the family, includ-
ing the mother-child dyad. For example, “If the mother is drug-free, motivated to
be a good mother, and considered fit to rear her child,” states Franklin, “resources
should be directed at fortifying the mother-child dyad by strengthening the
mother’s parenting skills.”

Nonetheless, regardless of the structure of African-American families—whether
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solo-parent or nuclear—the survival of many of them as viable and healthy units
will depend on social policies that make it possible for parents to work while caring
for their children. Others, particularly middle class and professional black families,
have the social and economic resources that strengthen family relations and provide
a healthy environment for child development.

The African-American family is not a monolithic entity. Sixty-five percent of
those families with children under eighteen whose level of educational attainment
features a bachelor’s degree and 69 percent of those with a graduate/professional
degree are matried-couple units. The corresponding figures for those with only a
high school degree (or GED) or who have not graduated from high school are 45.8
percent and 37.9 percent respectively.* And in many ghetto neighborhoods the
proportion of married-couple families is even lower. For example, in the inner-city
neighborhoods of Chicago only one-quarter of the families with children under
eighteen are husband-wife families.” These are the families, many of whom are on
welfare, especially in need of progressive social policies that make it possible for
the parents to work while caring for their children. It is very important that work
opportunities be provided for both men and women.

As I pointed out in The Truly Disadvantaged, comprehensive economic policies
that “enhance employment opportunities among the truly disadvantaged—both
men and women—are needed.”® The central problem facing inner-city workers is
that changes in the economy have shifted the demand for labor away from low-
skilled workers.” Despite claims by conservative analysts that low-skilled workers
fail to take advantage of labor-market opportunities,® available evidence strongly
suggests that it is harder for low-skilled inner-city workers to find employment
today.? For example, the anthropologists Katherine Newman and Chauncy Lennon
found that during a five-month period there wete fourteen applicants for every
individual who was hired in fast food businesses in Harlem. They also found that
among those applicants who were not hired, three-quarters had not found a single
job a year later. They concluded that the people of Harlem pounding the pavement
looking for work far exceeded the number of jobs to be found.!®

With the new welfare reform legislation we have created a situation in which
long-term AFDC recipients in the inner city will flood a pool already filled with
jobless adults looking for work. Indeed, according to one report, given the current
rate of growth in the New York City economy, if every new job were given to the
city’s current welfare recipients, it would take twenty-one years to absorb them
into the economy.!

A similar point was made by Donna Franklin. She points out that

a study released in 1995 by the Manhattan Borough President found that at
any given time about 50,000 jobs, of all types (not just entry level), are
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available in New York city If they were all filled by welfare recipients,
300,000 more jobs would be needed for the remaining adults on welfare,
and an additional 200,000 jobs would be needed for other unemployed New
Yorkers. Thus while the welfare discussions have shifted to the problematic
behaviors of nonworking black mothers, the opportunities for all low-wage
workers have been deteriorating and the black poor have increasingly been
isolated in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty.

But the problem for many lower-income African-American families is not sim-
ply the creation of jobs, however basic this is to their own economic survival.
Franklin’s comprehensive analysis reveals the need for a combination of social
interventions to overcome the severe consequences of ghetto life, consequences that
impede healthy family relations. These include the development of community-
based family services agencies to “combat the effects of isolation and helplessness
of low-income mothers and to enhance their coping skills related to living in urban
poverty”’; the expansion of the network of social services to increase “pregnant
women’s access to prenatal care and information on eatly childhood nutrition”;
the creation of innovative and more effective approaches for children placed in
foster care; the economic revitalization of the inner city through enterprise zones
and community development corporations; and black self-help efforts, “which
must include the participation of more affluent blacks who are willing to establish
and maintain links with the poorest blacks.”

I would add one additional intervention to this list—the creation of public
sector jobs. Franklin recognizes the need for “government endeavors directed spe-
cifically at inner cities.” The gap between the number of low-skilled workers and
the supply of low-skilled jobs is so great in some urban areas that public-sector
employment will be needed to supplement private sector hiring. Without the in-
fusion of public-sector jobs it will be difficult to prevent the creation of a large
number of homeless welfare families when they reach the time limit for receiving
welfare.

The challenge facing America is great. We not only have to increase our com-
mitment to confront the problems associated with the structural transformation of
the African-American family, we also need to develop a greater understanding of
the complex set of factors that caused this transformation. The reading of this
comprehensive book by all concerned citizens is an important step in helping to
achieve both of these objectives.

Harvard University WILLIAM JULIUS WILSON
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INTRODUCTION

Exponential increases in the number of children who are growing up in father-
absent families have evoked concern in the minds of the American public that
traditional family values are on the decline. Reactions to these anomalous trends
have even begun to appear in newspapers and popular journals.! Proposed changes
in public welfare policies would discourage unmarried mothers from having fam-
ilies. And the compromise advanced by a bipartisan coalition of governors has
empowered some states even to deny welfare benefits to single mothers under the
age of eighteen.

Currently, African-American women, compared with white women, are more
likely to bear children as teenagers, less likely to ever marry, more likely to expe-
rience mariral instability, and more likely to become parents outside of marriage.”
As a result, a much higher proportion of African-American women are likely to
become single parents and enter poverty. Furthermore, when the fathers are absent
in African-American families, more than half of those families live in poverty,
compared to about one-quarter of white father-absent families.?

Why do the marriage and family experiences of African-Americans differ from
those of white Americans? How are we to explain the evolution of the African-
American family over the past three centuries? More specifically, how do we explain
the disproportionate number of unmarried adolescent black mothers? What are the
implications of these changes in family structure?
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Alexis de Tocqueville visited the United States in 1831 and made some obser-
vations regarding the institution of marriage and slavery:

There exists, indeed, a profound and natural antipathy between the insti-
tution of martiage and that of slavery. A man does not marry when he cannot
exercise marital authority, when his children must be born his equal, irrev-
ocably destined to the wretchedness of their father; when, having no power
over their fate, he can neither know the duties, the privileges, the hopes, nor
the cares which belong to the paternal relation. It is easy to perceive that
every motive which incites the freedman to a lawful union is lost to the slave
by the simple fact of his slavery.

Racial differences in marriage and family experiences have existed over time:
These changes did not begin in the last two decades or even the past half-century,
they have been 300 years in the making. However, the more recent pronounced
changes in the family formation patterns of African-Ameticans represent a dramatic
departure from the family life that was documented by scholars during an eatlier
period.

When David Ellwood critiqued the “situation” versus “culture” arguments on
poverty, he characterized them as the “most confused and perplexing intellectual
histories of any topic related to the disadvantaged.” These polemical discussions
have been confusing because they have not taken into account the historical, cul-
tural, and social evolution of the African-American family.

It is the purpose of this book to contribute to this debate by providing a more
comprehensive historical study of the evolution of black family life than has been
offered in the past. My premise is that a full understanding of the contemporaty
Aftican-American family requires attention to its entire historical development.
This understanding, if grasped by policymakers, would alter current approaches to
the problem.

The problems of the African American family are a reflection of the broader
social problems in the populace. Whenever American has undergone a moral di-
lemma, it has the greatest impact on the most vulnerable citizens. Samuel Johnson
once observed that, “A decent provision for the poor is the true test of civilization.”®
By that gauge, how society provides for the most disadvantaged mothers and their
children tells us something about our basic values as a society.

The most recent gauge of American civility is the passage of the Republican
welfare legislation that would cut $56 billion in spending and give states new
powers to remove millions of poor mothers and their children from the welfare
rolls. This legislation passed overwhelming in the House and the Senate. The
House approved the measure 328 to 101, the Senate approved a similar version by
a vote of 74 to 24, and President Clinton signed the measure on August 22, 1996.
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In endorsing the Republican bill, Mr. Clinton has acquiesced in the most sweeping
reversal of domestic social policy since the New Deal.

Prior Explanatory Frameworks

A number of formulations have been advanced over the past century to explain the
differences between black and white family structures. Scholarly explanations of
the origins and evolution of the black family can be divided into four groups. The
first is the anthropological and African-origin approach, whose earliest proponents
were George W. Williams and Carter G. Woodson. These scholars argued that it
was the African heritage of black Americans that most influenced their beliefs and
practices. In recent years, there has been a resurgence in the scholarship linking
African-American family patterns with their African legacy.”

Melville Herskovits carried this analysis further than other scholars in his book
The Myth of the Negro Past. When Herskovits discussed the causes underlying the
“matriarchal Negro family,” he traced this phenomenon to the polygynous West
African societies. In his view, this social organization had important implications
for understanding kinship groups and the strength of the bond between the black
mother and her children. In polygynous African societies, the “responsibilities of
upbringing, discipline, and supervision are much more the province of the mother
than of the father.”®

The second approach is sociological, and was put forward by E. Franklin Frazier,
W. E. B. DuBois, and Daniel P. Moynihan, all of whom both blamed slavery for
disrupting black family life and are generally credited with developing the “matri-
archal argument” to describe the black family structure. According to their view,
the institution of slavery destroyed the African heritage (although DuBois was
ambivalent and changed his position over time), undermined the authority of the
black male, and thus contributed to the development of the matrifocal family
structure.

The third approach developed out of the arguments of scholars who were prin-
cipally historians and opposed the idea of the matriarchy. These include Herbert
Gutman, John Blassingame, Eugene Genovese, Robert Fogel, Stanley Engerman,
and Orville Burton. When these historians studied the institution of slavery, they
generally agreed with the sociological school that slavery was a source of the family
problems of African-Americans. However, Gutman, Blassingame, and Genovese
deviated from the earlier tradition in that they viewed black culture as a synthesis
of the slaves” African heritage and white culture. The disagreements among these
scholars are discussed in chapter 1.

The fourth approach is the most recent development and is being set forth
primarily by social scientists who have rejected earlier sociological traditions. These
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scholars abandoned Moynihan’s matriarchal thesis and reevaluated the “disorgan-
ization” of the black family within the context of the northern migration of African-
Americans within the United States. This analysis places blame on the more recent
social forces that have been linked to blacks’ difficult transition from the rural
South to life in an urban environment. Diminishing employment opportunities,
especially for black males, have also been cited as a major factor in the changing
African-American family structure.” One example of this approach can be found
in a paper by Frank Furstenberg, Theodore Hershberg, and John Modell which
asserts that Gutman’s statistics support their contention that the “female-headed
family . . . emerged, not as a legacy of slavery but as a result of the destructive
conditions of northern urban life.”*® Books on the northern migration have like-
wise focused renewed attention on life in the urban North as a major factor in the
changes found in black marriage and family patterns.'

Another dimension of black family life that has to do with family structure, but
is rarely included in this discussion, is the issue of adolescent childbearing among
African-Americans. Although adolescent childbearing did not emerge as a social
problem until the 1970s, in fact a greater proportion of black teenagers, when
compared to whites, have historically become parents.’* The study of adolescent
childbearing is rarely integrated into the study of the structure and family patterns
of African-Americans and is usually investigated as an isolated phenomena. I will
include this most important dimension.

These rival explanations of differences in family structure among blacks are not
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so much wrong as incomplete. The arguments blaming “slavery only,” “migration
only,” and the “male marriageable pool,” or the independent investigation of ad-
olescent childbearing among African-Americans are insufficient to explain much
of the variance in family structure between whites and blacks. Furthermore, these
explanatory approaches have not been applied to understanding the poverty found

among black mother-only families who reside in inner-city neighborhoods.

The Framework of This Book

Arguments that focus on recent social forces, which are insufficient to explain much
of the variance in poor blacks’ family structure, only serve to perpetuate the de-
velopment of policies that will continue to be ineffective in addressing their needs.
This book has developed a comprehensive approach that takes into consideration
the additive and cumulative effects of various factors on the black family over time.
The black family is traced from slavery to its contemporary state. In addition, this
book incorporates the historical evolution of adolescent childbearing in its study
of the causal circumstances that have transformed African-American family struc-
ture.
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Part I of this book examines the experiences of the black family through World
War II; Part IT describes the events affecting it from the 1950s through the 1980s;
and the final chapter discusses what can be done to break the cycle of poverty
among the most disadvantaged African-Americans.

Chapter 1 provides a historical context for examining the impact of slavery on
the African-American family, offering a critical analysis of the historical scholarship
on the institution of slavery. The major ideas set forth by each of the eminent
scholars are examined, with special attention to the contributions of DuBois, Fra-
zier, Fogel, Gutman, Genovese, and Blassingame.

Chapter 2 examines the imprint that sharecropping left on black family life.
The Freedman’s Bureau attempted to impose patriarchal authority on the black
family rather than to facilitate the egalitarian relations that had existed during
slavery. A rural proletariat emerged with a distinctive set of family formation pat-
terns, produced by slavery and exacerbated by the sharecropping system.

Chapter 3 examines the emergence of public benefits for mother-only families.
Societal notions about the deserving and undeserving poor guided the development
of social policies for the poorest single mothers. When the New Deal policies were
developed, agricultural labor and domestic service—the occupations in which black
women were overrepresented—were not covered. The only New Deal program
that most black mothers qualified for was also the most stigmatizing—Aid to De-
pendent Children (ADC). The differing characteristics of white and black women
on welfare during this period are also discussed.

Chapter 4 focuses on the hardships black families faced as they made the tran-
sition from an agrarian to an urban existence. The economic disaster of the Great
Depression, coupled with the demographic shift of blacks to urban areas, had a
devastating impact on the black family. With a high rate of family desertion by
black fathers as they encountered numerous obstacles to finding employment in
the North, the 1930s was the decade in which mother-only black families had the
greatest increase. The beginnings of a class stratification within the black com-
munity are discussed along with the emergence of “underclass” patterns of behavior
among the poorest blacks.

Chapter 5 highlights the effect of World War II on the African-American family.
Although defense industries contributed to growth in the economy during the war,
once the war ended and these industries shut down, government policies that had
been created to ensure fair employment practices were abandoned. Most of the
gains blacks made during the wartime boom were wiped out. Postwar economic
dislocations stranded many families, especially blacks, in new communities where
job opportunities dwindled. Evidence presented in this chapter documents a high
rate of black marital disintegration and an increase in the number of births to
unmarried black women and adolescents.
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Chapter 6 discusses changes in public policies, especially on housing and welfare,
that had a devastating impact on the black family. This period witnessed not only
the construction of the first high-density public housing projects, but the initiation
of “suitable homes™ policies by AFDC administrators that placed black mothers
receiving welfare under surveillance. Urban ghettos became increasingly isolated
from mainstream society, and the social and economic gaps between the black
“haves” and “have-nots” widened.

Chaprer 7 considers the events of the 1960s, which include the impact of the
Moynihan Report and the evolution of the National Welfare Rights Organization.
Two elements that are generally overlooked in discussions on the report are covered:
the tensions between black women and men that spilled over into the public sphere
for the first time; and Moynihan’s recommendation that black males retreat to an
“utterly masculine world . . . a wotld away from women, a wotld run by strong
men of unquestioned authority.”'* The examination of the NWRO sheds light on
the tensions between black men and women during this period, in that George
Wiley took a paternalistic view of the abilities of poor women and excluded them
from leadership roles in the NWRO.

Chapter 8 discusses poverty researchers’ observations of some dramatic recent
changes in the behavioral patterns of the most disadvantaged blacks who are resid-
ing in poverty neighborhoods. These persons are becoming increasingly involved
in street crime, becoming more disconnected from the formal labor market, ex-
periencing longer spells of poverty, and becoming increasingly dependent on wel-
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fare. Concepts like “social isolation,” “concentration effects,” and “the urban
“underclass” have appeared in the lexicon on poverty to explain the emerging
phenomena. The explanations set forth in the social science literature are critically
analyzed.

Chapter 9 reopens the old debate on the consequences of family structure for
African-American children, the community, and the nation as a whole. It addresses
some of the questions most often debated: What are the underlying issues in welfare
reform? Are black mothers willing to work? What do we do about the most dis-

advantaged black mothers? What can be done to break the cycle of poverty?
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