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CHAPTER |

A Historical Overview
of Black Families
Ruth G. McRoy

University of Texus ar Anstin

To understand contemporary black family life and cultre, it s NeCassary o
examine the influence of African cultural paterns, stavery, and the WAYS 1n
which black families adapt to segregation and discrimination in American i
ety. This chapter reviews both the historical underpinnings of the black family
nd contemporary forces affecting family life. In addition, it provides an over-
view of how black families interact with formal social service systems and of
the developrment of seif-help sockal services in the black community. The mnpuct
of timited access (o mainstream programs on family furctioning is highlighted.

AFRICAN PAST AND AMERICAN SLAVERY

Between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, blacks were taken forcibly from
their African homelands, and many were transported to America (0 serve as
staves. They came from long and honorable culiural traditions in African sociely
in which the Tamily was highty valued. Common to many African socielies were
masculine-dominated families that represented sconomic, politicat, and religious
units. Children and elders were highly valued i these close-knit, well-organized
Sfamilies (Billingsley, 1968). In wraditional Africa, nuclear familics were a part of
an extended family network that formed a clan, and several clans would com-
prise a tribe or community that was churacterized by a Feeling of uttly sl
mutual aid.

© Male dominance was one of the foremost tiaditions of African family Hie.
Men served both as heads of families and as leaders and decision makers in 1he
communty, and women were expected to be submissive and respectful to their
husbands. Although women were expected to pesform all houschold tasks, as
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4 A COMNCEPTUAL FRAMEPBWORK TOR PRACTICE WITH BLACK FAMILIES

well as some agriculiural abor, the most importane role Tor women was that of
childbearing. Children represented the continuity of life, and women were ex-
pected to be fruwful (Martin & Martin, 1985; Billingsiey, 1968). African chil-
dren were taught to value and be proud to help family members and others in
the community. Communal aid, religious rituals and celebrations, music, and art
were all important parts of the expression of everyday life in Africa.

Slavery existed in Alriea, but in much more moderation than in America.
The rypical slave i West Adrica was viewed as a member of g houschold and
had many rights—such as the right to marry, o own property, © own a shave
himselt, and (o inherit from the master (Elkins, 1967} The writings of early
European traders reveal that, up to the eighteenth century, Africans were viewed
as frade pariners not as inferiors. A very prowd people, Africans also did not
consider themselves infertor 16 Buropeans (Beanctt, 1982, p. 33).

The first black immigrants arrived in the United States in 1619, Like muny
other early blacks in this country, they were not siaves but indentured servants,
who worked out the terms of thelr indenture and lster often scquired tand and
servats of their own. These early blacks often worked twgether with whites and
sommetimnes intermarried. Prejudice was based miore on class differences than on
race, creed, or color In fact, the earliest colonists identified themselves as
Englishmen or Christians rather than as whites. The term “white” did not
become synonymous with superiority untif late in the eighteenth century, as a
result of slavery. Similarly, the term “Negro,” the Spanish and Portuguese word
tor “black,” did not come into peneral use until the latter part of the cighteenth
century.

With the growing worldwide demand in the 1660s for sugar and tobacco.
the eurly colonists recognized the need for a huge cheap labor force. Small
furms were becoming huge plantations, and the owners felt that they peeded s
permanent involuntary kabor force nstead of indentured servants, Aller ruling
oul enslavement of whites and Indians, these colonists settled on Africans, a
group of casily identifiable and unprotected people whose supply seemed o be
unending. A system of involuntary servitude based on skin color was estab-
lished, and in the mid-1600s laws that prohibited intermarriage and made blacks
slaves for hife were enacted (Lacy, 1972).

Coming primanily from the west coast of Aftica, Africans were captured in
farge numbers, shackled, and forced to march hundreds of miles to the coast,
where they were examined like cattle and packed tightly e parcels into the
huli of ships for the dreaded Mid-Passage to the Americas. Those that did not
siccumb (6 malnourishment, vnsanitary conditions, disease, suicide, or rebel-
Hons on board ship were branded like beasts and sold when they reached the
New World, Considered bondsmen, or slaves for life, these blacks were consid-
ered “things” that were owned by the master and could be bought and sold like
any property. They had no civil status and could not enier into legal contracts,
so they could not legally marry, own property, sue, or be sued. Slave masters
could separate members of the slave’s family at whim and could commit adul-
tery with or rape bondswomen (Berry & Blassingame, 1982). Educating shaves
was prohibited, and sfaves were forbidden from assembling, voting, and holding
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w political office. Black parents had no legal responsibility for thewr cinddren: the
0 master provided for and held final authority over slave children and their parenis
.mm “{Lacy, 1971,

Wﬂ Most blacks lived on plantations located in seven states in the south, but an
,u, estimated 300,000 blacks worked o cities as domestics, factory workers, or

skilled artisans. Other blacks were free, lving in both the north and the south
{Benpeil, 1982).

FAMILY LIVE UNDER SLAVERY

- DPespite the roadblocks to the formation of stable famalies, positive aflecuve
O familial and kin arcangements among slave families did emerge {budarkass,
SC198 1), The skave's survivai depended in large part on the taining and soste-
sance provided in the siave quarters. Slave parents provided their children with
- love and affection, helped them to understand their situation and how 1o wvoid

punishment by the master, and taught them to cooperate with other blacks. This
- early socialization served to boister the child’s self-esteem by providing love,
= positive f{eedback, and acceptance as a valued person.

Among slave masters, there was & greal deal of varizbility with regard w
attitudes toward slave families. Many slaves fived on plantations in which the
“master had o approve a slave’s marrtage partier. Some masters promoted social
relationships on the plantation so the slave would have fewer excuses (o leave
the estate and would be more tikely t0 marry and have children, who would
also become the master's slaves. Some slave masiers encouraged strong family
ties in order to lessen the likelihood of slaves rebelling and running away.
Slave-owners sometimes recognized the black male as head of the household,
and some even promoied sexual morality and encouraged monogamous rela-
- tionships by punishing slaves for adultery. Tt was thought that if the male slave
were devoted to his family he would be untikely to enguge in activities that
“might cause him 10 be separated from them. (ther masters sanctioned polyg-

amy and promiscaity among slaves, hoping w insure a continuous labor supply
- as well as economic benefits accrued from the sale of surplus slaves {Beanetl,
L1982
In African societies, patriarchy had been the predominant form of family
deciston-making, but on the majority of southern plantations the masier was in
charge, He determined when the slave and his wife would go to work, when
and whether the slave wile would cook the slave’s meals, and he setded family
arguments. The master turnished food, clothing, and shelter for the family. The
“sfave hushand was unable (o protect his wife and children from sexual advances
©of whites or from floggings, and he often lived in fear that the master would
Cochoose w sell his wife and children at will (Blassingame, 1979). Approximately
16 percemt of siave murriages were ended by the master in an attempl o teach
slaves a lesson. Such a breakup atfected not only the innuediate tamily but also
their relatives and other slaves on the plantation (Gutman, 1976).
Bondswomen were generally expected to do the same work as men, as well
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as raise their children and do domestic chores. Women as well as men in the
sgricubural work force were expected o plow fields, drop seeds, hoe, pick,
sod, maw cotten, harvest rice, plant sugarcane, and perform many other tasks.
As few as 5 percent of all adult slaves served in the efite corps of house
servants responsible for cooking, sewing, ironing, washing, dusting, sweeping,
chifd care, and being on catl ¢ any white slave-owner or house guest.

Slaves were able 0 survive these dehumanizing expenences partly because
of the positive interactions in the slave quarters, the support provided through
the church, and inner strength, Within the slave quarters and Bo longer under
the direct view of the master, the male siave could demonstrate affection and
rue feelings toward his family, There he couid play the role of husband and
tuther and teach his children how to survive. In the confines of the slave cabin
the stave could receive nurwsrance, respect, love, and have fun. Many slaves
were highly respected within the slave quarters, especially if they held jobs that
ok theyn away from the plantation or became involved in protests, had inpor-
tant posgions on the plantation, or were skilled craftsmen, Respect 1 the slave
community was also accorded slaves who had learned to read and write duespite
restrictions on education (Blassingame, 1979).

Black women were expecled 1© perform tasks equal o those of the men
and were punished just as brutatly. Many slave masters chose o “defeminize”
women by insisting that they dress like men, by treating them like sex objects,
and by breeding them like animals. Also, many black women suffered from the
psychological burden of being repeatedly sexually victimized, as well as from
poor health resulting from having many children (Martin & Martin, 1985},

HELPING NETWORKS DURING SLAVERY

The church wo provided support, solace, and somelimes protection for slave
families. Many whiic clergy preached against the separation of slave families.
Advocating that marriages were divine institutions not 1o be broken, some clergy
stromgly discouraged masters from separating families. However, the Imporance
of making profils generally superseded any biblical imjunction (Blassingame,
£979). Participation in the black church made slaves better prepared o resist the
psychological assault of human bondage. Creating their own means of worship,
which reflected a combination of West African beliets and Christianity, slaves
used metaphors, rhythmic chants and music, clapping, prayers and sermons,
shouing, and stomping of fect as a means of religious expression and emotional
uplift. Through worship services, slaves were able w release their pent-up
feclings of despair, express therr desires for freedom, and fook forward to the
hereafier. The songs reflected the day-to-day experience of slavery, but they
were also used to spread news of upcoming slave rebellions or plans for escape
(Blassinpaine, 1979).

Church gatherings also gave slaves u brief respile from the toils of the day
and an opportunity o spread hope for the next hife, for deliverance, and for
teliel from toils. Religious gatherings helped develop group sotidarity and pro-
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mote mutoal ad among slaves. These meetings provided sluves with another
frame of refercace snd a source of positive self-feeling, courage, and confidence
(Blussingame. 1979). Thewr belie! thut God recognized them as cqual o whites
and that God was more powerfal than the slave master proved o be oae
essential ool for psychologicat survival.

The helping tradition characteristic of African societies was reinforced and
became essenlial for survival during slavery. Slaves had o cooperate with each

- other 1o escape some of the master’s oppression as well as to ensure that their
= basic needs would be met. They worked together to supplement the meager

rations provided by the slave-owner, took care of cach other in sickness. and

-helped newly arrived Africans, Blood relatives as well as fictive kin (onrelated

neighbors or friends) were all part of the slave family. Blacks felt a sense of
obligation to support bot only family members but also others. Sometimes such

terms as “aunt” and “uncle” were used by children o refer to nonkin adulis (or

fictive kin®) who were close to the family. Orphan children as well as new

slaves were frequently incorporated into the Family uuit, The clderly, often
considered practicaily worthiess o the slave master, also received much respect
from younger blacks and even if unrelated were often incorporsated nto the
family (Martin & Martin, 1983).

FREE BLACKS DURING SLAVERY

Not all blacks were slaves. The noted historiun Lerone Bennell states that in
the late 1780s there were 697,000 black slaves and 59,000 free blacks. All but 8
percent of the sluves fived in the south, and the free blacks lived primarily in
the northeast, mostly in New York and Philadelphia (Bennett, 1942). By 1860
there were about 500,000 free blacks, and most lived in the southeast in such
states as Maryland, North Carolina, and Loutsiana. Free blacks—blacks who
were born in g nonslave state or had been set free or had success{ully run away

-tor bought their own freedom——were free from physical bondage but not from

oppression and prejudice. Their free status was constanily challenged by whites,

and they foand that their rights differed according to where they fived. For

example, in some states {e.g., Maryland and New York) free blacks voted. but

cin most southern states blacks did not have the right to vote. Most were

relegated 10 fow-status and low-paying jobs. They found solace in the extended
family as members helped one another cmotionally, spiritually, and physically.

- ~Despite the numerous hardships, some free blacks become skilled artisans,

acquired property, and lived comiortably, In fact, some became staveholders

~themselves (Berry & Blassingame, 1982),

Wealthier free blacks often formed fraternal orders and benevolent societies

,..n:c:mw the black church—for example, the Black Masons. These groups pro-

vided burial for their members, sick pay for disabled members, pensions to the

celderly, and education for homeless children (Martin & Martin, 19853, Such
wearly social wellare institutions assisted the natural helping networks within the

family in combating poverty and provided services not available o blucks
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because of segregation. In addition, many free blacks worked with antislavery
organizations {Berry & Blassingame, [982)

Education was emphasized among free blacks and was viewed as a means
of mental enhancement and a vehicle for improving one’s chances for occupa-

tional advancement. Because they were often barred from white schools or, if

admitted, treated as inferiors, free blacks established private schools. sometimes
aided by white philantiiropists. One of the best known such schools was the
Institution des Orphetins, built in New Orleans in 1846 (Berry & Blassingame,
1983,

SOCIAL SERVICES FOR BLACKS
AFTER SLAVERY

Before the Civil War, stave masters were responsible for the care of poor and
sick blacks, and free blacks were responsible for their own eare. Aller the war,
however, controversy arose over who would assume responsibility for the wel-
fare of the freedmen (Rabinowitz, 1974), In 1863, after much debaie, Congress
extablished the first federal social welfare institwtion, the Bureau of Refugees,
Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, known as the Freedmen's Bureau. This organ-
ization was responsible for providing military protection, clothing, housing,
twols, and land, as well as for distributing rations, for establishing social agen-
cies, hospitals, day schoods, industrial schools, night schools, institutes and
colieges, and for educating freed blacks. Between 1865 and 1871 the Freed-
men's Burcau spent more than 83 million on education for blacks (Berry &
Blassingame, 1982). The burcan also helped former slaves reunite with families
that had been separated during slavery. The Freedmen’s Bureau was underfunded
and opposed by hostile white southerners, and by 1872 the agency was no
longer in existence, Despite some of the successful programs made available by
this short-lived federally funded agency, the burean did not provide sulficient
services (o reach the majority of freedmen. One out of every four blacks died of
disease and want after emancipation (Beanett, 1982).

Supporters of the slave system used such stadstics to suggest that blacks
had been betier off living on the plantation and being cared for by their masters,
Some claimed that “the high death rate among blacks was due to inherent
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Welfare services were also dispensed on a segregated basis in the soulh
after reconstruction, s Virginia, food and fuel were availauble o whites during
specified moraing hours on certain days and to blacks in the afternoon. This
praciice gave whites first choice of goods and further relegaied blacks o a
second-class status. Blacks were barred from institutions for the “deal, dumb,
and blind” in the south until the mid-1880s. Blacks experienced such inequitics
in death as well as in fife, Cemeteries established for blacks were generally
littered, overcrowded, dreary patches of land. These discrepancics were based
on the beliel that blacks were inferior, as well as on the paucity of available
resources for establishing identical facilities for blacks and whies. " Separaie”
facilitics therefore became synonymous with “uncqual™ facihities (Rabinowitz,
1974).

BLACK SELF-HELP STRATEGIES

Blacks confinued o supplement these governmenial services and w help provide
services to blacks. The extended family came to the resene of thousands of
refated and nonrelated black children, widows, und elderly people who had o
means of support. Large extended families were considered an assel, a survival
mechanism, as families engaged in sharecropping after emancipation (Martin &
Martin, 1983).

Other self-help efforts, including day care centers, working girls” homes,
kindergartens, and private services for poor children, were launched w reach

" both unserved and underserved populutions of black children. According to

W.E. B. Dua Bois (1909), churches made monefary conributions as well.
Church members were engaged in such benevolent work as visits, care of the
sick, and adoption of children. Du Bois suggested that & the beginning of the
twentieth century black churches had contributed more than half a milhion
doltars annually for “uplilt purposes™ {(Du Bois, 1909}, Black ministers aiso
played an mntegral role in developing services for black juvenile offenders.
Black lodges of Masons or Odd Fellows performed social welfare func
tions, such as aiding widows and orphaned children. Societies connected with
local churches provided sick benefits and burial services for members. Special-
zed branches of private relief groups were formed to aid blacks. For example,
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the Colored Ladies Relief Society, a branch of the Nashville Ladies Relief
Society in 1886, investigated the needs of poor black applicants. Both sociefies
~were financed by individual donations and county court appropristions. How-
ever, the “eolored seciety” received only one-third the amount the county
appropriated to the white group (Rabinowitz, 1974},

. Many of the carly orphanages were founded by individual black women
who could not wlerate the deploreble conditions that many black orphans wore
forced o endure. Other concerned black women would gather children from
sirgets and alleys and cducate and train them i trades or industry so that they
could become uselul citizens,

Because no provisions were made for reformatories for biack youth, black
delinguents in the south as young as six years of age were generally placed in

weaknesses of the race” (Rabinowitz, 1974, p. 331) and failed o consider the N
real causes: poverty and overcrowding. Additional justification for the continued
segregation of the races occurred in 1896, In the case of Plessy v. Ferguson, the
.5, Supreme Court upheld “separate but equal” accommodations for blacks,
thereby formally sanctioning segregation. :

At various times between 1863 and 1890, segregaled services for blacks
provided by missionary societies, among others, were an impetus for the conatin-
uation of segregated facilities provided by stawe and local governments. These
segregated almshouses, insane asylums, orphanages, schools, hospitais, and
other institutions were in no way equal (o their white counterparts and were not
funded equatly. Blacks were usually given inadequate accommodations and less
furdling for services.
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penitentiaries and Juils with adull criminals. White youths were seldom sent to w teore responsibility for providing social welfuare services. In 1935 there were 2
the penitentiary, because juvenile reformatories had been established for them. #2700 million blucks on relief (Grant., 1968: Lacy, 1972, Although assisting blacks fn
In Virginia, the black press, organizations of black women. and black churches mm many ways, the New Deal fegislation served to further confine blacks o a
cxpressed concern about these inequities in the treatrnent of black delinguents. .&M‘ caste-like status. For exampie, the Pederal Housing Administration programs

Their tobbying eventually fed to the establishment of a reformatory for black
youths in Richmond, Virginia, in 1898 (Pollard, 1978).

Seate and local governments did Titde on behalf of elderty blacks. States
that did offer such services at the wn of the ceatury provided the aged with s
very meager existence. Again, it was black men and women who made dona-
tions Lo provide relief for black senior citizens. This pattern of mutual aid and
refiance on the black community for the provision and subsidization of social
services for blacks continued unti] the depression of the 1930s.

By the beginning of World War 1, more and more blacks were leaving the
rural areas and moving to the cities, hoping to escape sharecropping and the
oppressive conditions characteristic of the south. Many former agriculural and

favored racially homogeneous acighborhoods and gave legal sanction 1o residen-
tal segregation by practices that discouraged the guarantee of mortgages on
homes in integrated arcas (Lacy, 1972).

In the (930s and 1940s. blacks continued 10 protest unequal tremiment,
campaigming against employment discrimination, disenfranct sement, and segre-
gation in education, housing, and public accommodations. Such Organizations as
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and
the Congress of Racial Bquality (CORE} were instrumental in leading the move-
ment. By the 1950s it was clear that segregation meant discrimination, and in
1954 the U.S. Supreme Court ordered the infegration of public education. As a
result of the civil rights movement of the 1960s, additional barriers to equality

A

domestic workers found jobs as janitors, ratlroad workers, merchants, and me-
chanics, or work in shipyards, stecl and iron mills, chemical factories, and coal
mines. Blacks were restricted to the least desirable and low -paid jobs by a

were dishunded. Voting restraints were outlawed, and discrimination in bousing,
employment, and public accommodations was probibited by law, By 196§,
blacks had firally been given the same legal rights as alb other Americans (Lacy,
1972

number of means, including trade union exclusion and Lmited opportunities for
advancermnent, Hoping to obtain economic prosperity, many found that their rural
vatues of mutual aid and self-help were not adaptable 10 big-city life. The
extended family, a benefit in the rural arcas, became cumbersome in urban,
mdustrial settings in which smail, geographically and occupationally mobile
families were the norm (Martin & Martin, i978). To survive, many black
tamilics often assimilated the individualistic values characteristic of the dominant
society and urban life-styles.

Due to the limited employment opportunities available to blacks during this
time and the continued racial segregation, however, the black community sup-
: port systems-—churches, schools, and benevolent societies—continued o assist
black familics. Many extended-fumily systems served as sapports to newly
arrived biacks in urban arcus, providing housing and emotional sapport o kin

and fictive kin who were now secking a better fife in the large wrban area.
During the depression of the 1930s, blacks again tried to rekindle the self-
support energies characteristic of slavery and poststavery days to protect their

ISSUES IN SOCIAL SERVICE DELIVERY
- TO BLACK FAMILIES

Although some progress was made in the mid-1960s (0 miid- 1970, the laic
1970s brought a return o the conservatism of the past, and smnority Issues were
na longer given high priority in American society, especially in governmental
“agendas. Race relations became more polarized as competition for jobs prew
more intense during the recessions of the 1970s (Heffernun, et al.. 1985,
" McGhee, 1983). Throughout the 1980s, the nation’s economic difficulties have
" taken precedence over black economic probiems. Gaps between black and white
earning power continue, and blacks are still disproportionately poor and more at
. risk than whites for problems refaied © low-income staus.

In 1968, the National Association of Black Social Workers was founded 1o

R,

own against the economic hardships of the time, but families were {inding it @ improve the provision of social services to blacks and to call attention to the
difficult w0 feed their immediate blood relatives and had to begin fimiting their need for more black soctal workers. The Natonal Association of Social Workers
efforts o help the wider community. Social service agencies that had depended 37 has since established a National Commitice on Minority Affairs 10 address some
on the charitable donations of the bluck working poor found themselves having of the issues of practice with minority populations.

& cease operations because those Families were devoting all their resources to 5 - In order to make social work education more relevant to the peeds of
their own sustenance (Martin & Martin, 1985). % minority groups, the Council on Secial Work Education established a4 Cominis-

&

Blacks werc hardest hit by the depression because they were at the bottom

Csion on Minority Groups in the 1970s, and # curriculum policy statement in
rung ol the economic ladder. As factories closed or reduced the aumber of

1972 mandated the development and inclusion of confent on minorities i the

o

employees, blacks were generally the first to be relessed. In 1932, approxi-
mately 5016 percent of blacks were unempioyed, and 39.0 percent of whites,
With the passage of the Sacial Security Act and the New Deal programs of
President Franklin D. Roosevelt, however, the government began to assume

social work curriculum (Dieppa, 1984). Moreover, in 1978 the National Institute
of Mental Health issued a swofold mandate: (1) that minority content be in-
cluded in all mental heaith training programs and {2} that public resources be
targeted {or the unserved and underserved populations that are disproportionately
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minority and more at risk for mental health problems (Bush, et al.. 1983).
FThere has been some progress from efforts to increase the number of black
social service professionals and to enhance mental health training by including
an emphasis on effective intervention with specific minority populations, but
much more work is needed to change aitiudes and (0 enbance commitment 0
the development and integration of a systematic body of knowledge about social
work practice with blacks.

Despite special efforts to enhance social services to blacks, few blacks are
being reached. There continues 1o be a aeed for mutual aid and informal helping
networks, such as the black extended family and fictive kin networks (Martin &
Martin, 1983). Both financial aid and emotional support are important features
of the mutual-aid system. McAdoo (1978) found that neither socioeconomic
statas nor apward mobility decreased the amount of informal support received
by urban blacks in her sample. Similarly, Taylor's (1986} study of black family
support wmong a sample of blacks revealed that the majority received support
rom their extended family members. Urban blacks in this study reported that
they had frequent interaction with family members, lived relatively close to
famuly and relatives, and found family life to be a source of satisfaction and
emotional support.

Neighbors and Taylor’s {1983) study found that the majority of blacks did
not use social services and that the majority of those who did {14.4 percent) had
meomes of less than $10,000 and confacted public social services regardiess of
the type of problem. The highest percentage of social service utilizers sought
kelp for economic problems. Using the same data, Neighbors {1984) found that
few blacks experiencing personal problems seek help from mental heaith agen-
cies. These findings suggest that natural helping and sepport within the black
community should be considered a very importamt component in the planning of
social services to reach black families. Other family members can be viewed as
support systems and as potential resources (o assist with problem resolution.,

Although the black exiended family is still a viable mechanism in rural and
urban communities, the belping tradition that seemed 1o be instisutionalized in
the black community during earlier times has waned. The racial consciousness
of the 1960s that served as an lmpetus for blacks to consider the well-being of
ail blicks, not just family members, scems to have taken a back seat to the
desire of some biacks 1o obtain material goods, guin social status, and escape
the stigma of being poor (Martin & Martin, 1983).

Some social service and religious organizations have had to condinue to
provide services to black individuals and families, primarily because the avail-
ability of and extent of governmental social service programs tend o fluctuate
depending on the state of the nationul economy and presidential politics and
policies. During the late 1970s, churches as well as professional and fraternal
organizations  in some cases collaborated with social agencies to address some
of the soctal problems facing blacks. For example, in 1978 the Congress of
National Black Churches formed a nonprofit coalition and has since instituted
programs in child care, economic development, employment, and teen preg-
nancy prevention {(McAdoo, 1987; Logan, 19800, Taylor and colleagues (1987)
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found that both historically and currently the black church i one of the Tew
institurions that 15 black owned and controlled. It ts stll a viable community
gathering place and source of material, emotional, and spiriiual assistance,

CONTEMPORARY FORCES AFFECTING
BLACK FAMILY LIFE
Currently, blacks constitate about (2 percent of the population of the Untied

States. This represents sbout 29 mitlion people and 15 miflion bluck femilics.
McAdoo (1987} characterized the contemporary black population as being

younger and having a bigher fertility rate than nonblacks. The average age of

blacks is 26.3 years, and black children represent 15.4 pereent of ali children in
the United States. About 36 percent of black children live in ceniral cities
{Edelman, 1931). Meoreover, in 1984 the black population constsied of about 1.4
million more women than men. Over the past two decades, the structure of
black families has changed (see Chapter 5), with the number of female-headed
houscholds increasing, the number of children living with two parents decreas-
ing, and the rate of poverty among blacks increasing.

Siace the 1960s the percentages of children living in one-parent families

- significantly increased by more than fifleen percentage points, A closer look

reveals that in 1986 some 18 percent of white children lived with one parent,
and 33 percent of black children (“More Children,” 1988). Increasing scpara-
tion, divorce rates, and vut-of~wedlock births are among the faclors responsi-
ble for this trend toward single parenthood. Alse, because of the sex-ratio im-
balance between black men and women, # i less likely that divorced black
women will remarry. The divorce rate among whites has increased by about 300
percent over the past twenty years, and the divorce rale amoog blacks has
increased abouwt 400 percene. Also, the high cost of divorce means that many
more blacks just separate, and children are left in a single-parent houschold
(McGhee, 1985).

Although sisgle purenthood is not necessarily problematic, the loss of a
wage earner creates economic hardships {or the family amd oflen plunges many
families into poverty. Black married couples generally bave two incomes, and

“the males usually have higher median incomes than females and therefore fure

better economically. For example, in 1983 the median income of a black mar-
ried couple with both spouses in the labor force was $20,586, but for a black
femate head-of-household, the median income was $7,999. These income differ-
entials can be attributed o the higher carning power of the black male and the

“dual-carner capacity within the two-parent family (MoGhee, 19855,

After the divorce. because many noncustodial parents refuse to or ac
unable w support thetr children, the single parest may be in o Jifficult Nnancia
situmtion. For example, in 1981 only 16.0 percest of the 23.9 percent black
women with minor chiidren who were awarded child suppont payments actually
received them. When actuslly paid, these awards were usually less than $70 a
month per child (Edebman, 1985).
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Teen parenthood 18 another major

ssue in the black conwnunity wday and a
cause of single-parent Tamilies. By the ag 20, nearly 30 percent of ail black
fomales have been pregnunt (Wallis, 1985). Religious beliefs serve w dissuade
many [rom considering abortion to terminate the pregnancy, and many sre

relugtant w place children for adoption outside the extended-family network. I

they choose to raise their children in a separate houschold from their parents,
they are aimost certaln to be in poverty (McAdoo, 1987).

According to a 1987 census study, out-of-wedlock births are much more
fikety to occur in families with incomes below the poverty hne across all racial
groups. Because blacks have disproportionately low incomes, more black chil-
dren find themselves living in impoverished single-parent households for longer
periods of time than white children in the same circumstances. While the
average white child may five in poverly {or about ten months of his or her lite,
the average black child will remain in poverty for at least five years (Schaefer,
988},

Although the national poverty rate was about 14.0 percent, the poverly rate
among blacks in 1986 wus 31.1 percent. The hardest hit by poverty are single
black mothers and children, According to the Children’s Defense Fund, more
than half of ail black infanis born in 1982 were born into poverty. Alsc in that
year, about 71 percent of black female-headed families with children at home
were poor (Hdelman, 1985).

Unemployment rates have continued to be disproportionately higher for
blacks than the rate for whites. For exwnple, in 1986 the average unemployment
rate was 14.5 percent for blacks and 6.0 percent for whites. The unemployment
rate for black tcenagers was 39.3 percent and for white teenagers it was 15.6
percent {Swinton, 1988).

Comsequently, a number of {aciors are responsible for the change in black
family structures today. These include high rawes of unemployment for yousg
black fnen, increases in rates of separation and divorce, and carlier sexual
activity folfowed by reluctance to consider sbortion or adoption (McAdoo,
19871, Blacks are still experiencing income negualities. In 1986 the average
median family income for blacks was $17,604, compared to $30,809 for whites
(Swinton, 1988},

There has been hitle gain in income equality between the races since the
1960s. Although the rates moderated shightly during the 1970s, they rose at the
peak of the vecession in the early 1980s. This suggests that black economic
progress seems 1o be directly influenced by the status of the U.5. economy. The
cscalating budget, trade deficits, and & weak doflar have drawn the attention of
the nation, while the plight of the black population has been placed on the back
burner (Swinton, 198%).

Poor and working-class blacks have sulfered because of the back-to-back
recessions, high inflation, and echnological changes that resufted in a shift from
high-paying wnionized manufacturing jobs o low-paying sonunionized service
iobs, but in the 1970s and 1980s, middle-class blacks were particularly vulners-
ble 1o these economic shifts. Between 1969 and 1984 the percentage of middie-
class blacks decreased from 39 percent o 32 percent. These families oo have
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not escaped the impact of economic instability on family structure. During this

pericdd, the proportion of single-parent familics actually rose almost s ames
faster among college-cducated blacks than smong school dropouts who were
black. Hill (1987} predicts that in §990 black family strengths will continue 10
be tested as this decline In the percentage of middle-income blacks will
- continue-—law-paying jobs, such as janitors and fast-food workers, will be
plentiful, and refwively few newly created high-tech jobs will be available.

CONCLUSIONS

Despite the external econonuc forees that have when their wil, black famibies
have proven te be amazingly resilient. As Hill (19723 has reported, such
strengths of the black family as strong kinship bonds, strong work orientation,
flexible famtly roles. strong achievement ortentation. and a religious orientation
These factors have been responsible for
increasing the number of blacks who have not experienced leen prognancies,
" weltare dependency, children in foster care, and involvement in crimingl and
| pang sotivities.

In addition, black religious organizations and grassrouts self-help organiza-
“tions have been responsible Jor developing prevention programs and for organiz

-Uing the black community o address specific issues, Blacks in political powe

Lshoutd continue to fight for svstemic changes, but the mutual-aid aditon of the

. past must resurface in order to provide black youths with successtul role

“madels, educational amd occupational opportunitics, hiope for u better fife, and
Chelief m themselves and in the future.

Social workers and other mental health professionals are wrged 1o (1 ke o
_closer look at the multitude of external factors {income inequality, racism, i)
“that have had s negative fmpact on black families and their resulting special

“ipeeds; (2) develop an appreciation for the mutual-ukd survival mechanisms as

well as the internal coping strategies that blacks have utilized since slavery: (3)
~develop policies and programs that acknowledge the unigue and viable aspevis
Cof the black family structure, and recognize and overcome systemic barsiers (o
Sservice utilization {e.g., agency fee siructures; location); and {4y work through

L existing religious, community, and {amilial support systemis in order W serve

biack families effectively.
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