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Muny asswine that American society Is made up of
different races, creeds, and religions whoss differences are viewed in a positive
comtext. William Graham Sumner {1906, p. 13}, however, captured the experi-
cnce of our comimon existence in the concept of ethnocentrism. He saw enthno-
centrism as reflecting that area of things “in which one’s own group is the
center of everything, and all others are scaled and raled with reference 1o i
Ethnocenwic thinking suggests that individuals may view their own cultare as
the maost important way of life in the world and therefore as the context for
measuring alt other significant experiences and acts. It was such thinking from
the ajority groups in American society that fueled the black ethnic pride
movement witnessed nearly three decades ago.

Ethnocentrism also fosters the myth of the great melting pot and the iflu-
sion of color blindness. These myths do not sirive to equalize race relutions in
America. but insicad sre the hallmarks of racism. The mythological view of the
American society as a monolithic whole perpetuates @ color-blind dualist per-
spective and belicl system about the social and economic relationships among
the masses. The “we” and “they” paradigm is also an outgrowth of this system
of thinking (Greely, 1971). This paradigm not only serves o define and refine
the tife changes among blacks and whites in our culture, but also perpetuates the
confusion about the interrelationships between race, ethinicity, cubture, and social
class. According 1o Solomon (1976, p. 53), “in a racist society, race tends not
only lo transcend ethnicity in responses elicited from others in the social system,
it tends even to shape the cultural content that defines the group’s ethniciey.”
Despite the predominant influence of race on black American iife, the complex-
ity of black family life requires a close examination of the concepts of race,
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cethnicity, culture, and social class, as well as gender role and gender identity,

This chapter defines these concepts, itustrates their interrelationships, and dis- :
cusses their implications for assessing and working elfectively with bluck fami ;
lics.

THE CONCEPTUAL DILEMMA ]
To undersiand fully the ecological and social realities of black fumily lile, 1 is

imperative to decipher concepts that have been used to both describe and ex-
i plain the dysamics of the black experience. These concepls are race, ethoicity,
s cedlture, social class, and gender role and gender identiry.

Race

When people think of black Americans, they imenediately think of 2 rae
group. The physical identity and soctal categorization that is the essence of race
- determines this predominant perception of blacks in America, Given the history
of racial oppression and stigma attached to blackness in this country, this is
Cinderstandable, but black Americans need to be understond i more than just
S cracial terms. Although this anderstanding will not come casy, a primary siep
i will be to begin by establishing a context for examining the concept of race.
; . Ruce is perhaps the most discussed and controversial of the concepts. It s
"a misunderstood concept that evokes deep feelings, and it has had the most
-pervasive effect on the overall functioning of black Americans. Anthropotogist
Ashley Montague (1964) tells us that few people have a clear and correct idea
of what “race” or “a race™ is. Definitions of jace fapge on a continuum from
dendal that race exists to the attempt to define race on an exclusively mospho-
logieal basis (Brace, 1964), Among those prolessionaliy intesesied in stadyiny
face relations-—social, behavioral, and political scientists. as well as
- poliicians—there is greater unasimity. For example, sovial sclentists define race
288 “A group of mankind, members of which can be identified by the possession
-of distinctive physical characteristics™ (Brace, 1964, p. 1253 The word “dis-
,,,, tnctive™ in the above definitdon is significant in that the importance of race is
primarily in the perception, attitude, and action of the perceiver (Brace, 1964),
It foltows that unless differences are clearly and easily perceived, lite if any
“consistency can be maintained in practice. Therefore, it becomes questicnable
~whether the social scientist is studying what he or she actually believes is being
-ostudied. In many cases the difference that is perceived may be primarily cuitural
or historical. For example, culturally, the dress code or the language may be the
only distinguishing feature of an East Indian ur someone of Mediterrancan
Sooconging On the other hand, the slave history of an African American may have
o resulted in some family members with 2 white pigmentation, causing them io be
indistinguishable from someone from the caucasoid group.
" Because “race” is an emotionally faden wond that triggers stereotypical,

face




it A CONCEPTUAL FRAM

SWORK FOR PRACTICN WITH BLACK FAMILIES

peioTative Tmages about certain o oups of peop
that has been practiced in the name of face, several schobars have advocared that
the term be abandoned {Brace, 1964; Garbeck, 1961, Montague, 19641 In «
mowe recent discussion of the concept, Green {(1982) describes it as aseless
that it “serves no purpose other than to make and jusify invidious distinction
between groups of people.” in addition, Green (1982 and McAdoo (1987)°
argued that the terms “minority,” which atong with race is often used describe
oppressed people, is equally inadequate for describing differences among human
beings. Both authors potni out that minority status relfers 1o power and privilege, .
ot o sumbers. Green further asserts that the erm akso refers o il
which the individuals who are identified with some group
to privifeges and opportunities availabie to others™ (p. 7). McAdoo's (1987
observation on apartheid in South Africa ser s as a powerful itlustration of the

above points, as well as of how the terin is used politically as well as psycho-
fogically,

e, and because of the irhirmanity

)
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may be denied access -

An interesting analogue to these pusitions is the heated debate within the |
academic and social community on Willlam Julian Wilson’s Declining Signifi-
cance of Race (1978). Numerous scholars believed that Wilson was remiss in his
thesis that the vestiges of racial oppression were declining in American society
(Pettigrew, 1979; Willie, 1980). But Wilson was not advocating that the concept -
of race be abandoned. He was making a distinction hetween the effects of past.
discrimination based on race and the curremt etiects of race in the economic”
world. Wilson (1978, p. i1} contends convincingly that, aithough race was a
significant deterrent o the hfe changes of blacks during the carlier periods of .
this couniry, “the cconomy and the states have shifted the bagis of racial
andagonisms away from black/white CCONOMIC CONTACTS to social, political and
communily issues.” He points out: “The net ef I8 a growing class division
among blacks, a sitwation in which economic class has been elevated to a
position of greater importance than race in determining individual biack Oppor- |
turdties for Hving conditions and personal life experiences™ (p. 11). E

Wilson's critics, especially Chardes V. Wilkie, counierargue that “the sigpifi- 2
cance of race is increasing and that it is Increasing especially for midile-class
blacks who, because of school desegregation and affirmative action and other
mtegration programs, are coming into contact with whites for the first time for
extended interaction™ (Willie, 1978, p. 157y ks important to note, however,
that others prior to Wilson also saw class oppression as more insidious and
desiructive than racial oppression in American society. This point could best be’
itlustrated through Greer’s observations on racisin. For example, Greer (1974, p.-
35} believes that racism has been used ay a smokescreen to obscure the basic
facts of stagnation in the American cconnic system. He asserts:
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fegithnates the existiog pyratiud of power encoursges competitive and uppres-
sive relativnships along the various ethnic horizontals on the pyw anid
diverts attention from the parallel oppression and exploitation of the targer
class system.

Solomon (1976, o 523 twnds to disagree with those advocating ﬁ m.:n..

‘lerm “ethnic group™” should be substituted Tor “race,” and she offers 4 potit of

view that is perhaps most uscful o practitioners i atempting o understand the

influence of siereotypes on policies, programs, and interactionsl processes. She

- believes that, in addition {0 serving as a categorical descoriptor of the three major

.J..mmvm:uaﬁv in the human population, the term has some ascfulness in that i

- refers exchusively 1o the “physical” characteristics that distinguish the threc
{racialy subgroups. She further poins out:

The influence of race in interpersonal selationships s almost entrely u fune-
tion of social aititudes, Thus, demonsivated of the attitude, almost endemic in
American society, that there is a connection betwees racial, i.e. physical char-
“peteristics and social behavior sind that, i this regand, some races are inber-
ently superior to othe

reveals essentially what is meant by the term racism,

s othe concept of ethnicHy, while exiremely omilar today, 15 also confusing and
se dNE coneept of et iy, ¥ pop

Soften misunderstood {Isafin, 1974). This is especially so when referring to
American Back For example, in a discussion on ethiicity, Staiano {19803
sotdises the following questions about biack Americans:

Cau they {biacks] be treated as an ethnic group, afbeir one withou! a territoria)
- base, occupying diverse econiches, and widely dispersed weross the “opportu-
: ity structure™? {or) Can a group [blacks] which apparently hus no unifying
mslitutions, religious forms, customs, and, i can be argwed, languaze, which
is partially assbmilated nto the dominant instibitions and centers of power,
whose members exhibit 5 vast array of life styles and political philosopiiies,
and which has evinced a varicty of “adaptive strategies™ in both rural and
.. Wrban contexts be thought of in any sense as analyzable in terms of etholcity?
,st

= Staiano (1980 concludes her Guestioning with the observation that “blacks do
wnm seem to have the culiural and social distinetiveness’ that s normally
" thought of as underlying ethnicity™ (p. 28).
“ Saano is thinking in what Esajin describes as objective terms about black
: ethnicity while atiempting to engender a subjective point of view. According o
~Isajin (1974, p. 115, an objective approach describes ethaic groups in concreie
Bm_:m and simply assumes the groups “to be existing as [if] it were ‘out there’
“ay real phenomena.” On the other hand, “the subjective approach defines a.n%
CRicity as a process by which individuals either idemify themselves as being
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different from others or belonging to a different BIOUP Of are identified as 4 person’s cubture. For example, subjective definitions refer o race as part of the
different by others, or both identify themselves and are identified as different by & individual's self-definition, and if self-definitions of a category of people renain
others.” Isajin (1974} attributes this feeling of differentness either 10 a person’s e the same over time and space, they become part of « people’s culture, Further, if

membership in a group with a different background or o the various characteris-
tics of one’s background, social class, culture, religion, skin color, and so forth,

The Social Work Dicrionary (19873 does not nclade & definition of ethnic-
ity, but the International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (Sills, 1968, o
167} gives & definition that combines both the subjective and the objective
approach: “An ethuic group is a distinct category of the population in o larger
society whose culture is usually different from its own. The members of such a -
group are, or feel themselves, or are thought o be, bound together by common
ties of race or nationality or cultare,” Max Weber’s (1968) definition of ethnic-
ity most clearly reflects the European ethnic experience and might be classified
a5 a subjective definition, According to Weber (1968, 1. 3%9).

race s viewed in biokogical, genetic terms, it can be defined ag referring o
common ancestral origin and thereby included with it

Uttimately, Isajin (1974, p. 119) argues that religion and ruce, like ethnic-
ity, require independent definitions of their own and should not be E...xﬂn.a i
the definition of ethnicity. He goes on to say that religion, race, and ethniciy
could be subsumed under a more generic “notion of groups with a sense of
-peoplehood.™ The glue that ties these caiegories together is the concept of an
;.:55:::@ group. This concept huplies that a person s bora inte a group ihat
shares certain cultural traits and becomes socialized inte them (Breton & Pisard,
1960). According to Isajin (19743, the concept of mvoluntary group tachudes not
only ethuicity but also religious groups, racial groups, and soctal classes. He
- offers the concept of ethnic culture as the distinguishing element between these
fategories, with the understanding that members of an ethaic group are ol
ngcessarily members of the same religion, class, or race, bt would afl share
basically the same culwre.
, How, then, does this discussion bring some clarity 1o the question of
whether American blacks constitite an cthnic group? 1t might be proposed that,
“while American blacks can be viewed as a group closely linked through the
~<sharing of a common bistory and experience-—in short, its sense of
‘peoplehood—as a group it experiences ethnicity as an Ongoeing process with
- social, psychological, and political rammifications. Isajin (1974, p. 1213 describes
.. this process as the “emergence of ethnic rediscovery” ——that is, the rﬁim;rr
‘of ‘people from any consecutive ethnic generation wio have been socialized into
“he culture of the peneral socicty but who develop a symbolic relation (o the
seulture of their ancestors, Barth (1969} describes this process in a siightly
" different manner. He contends that people will be identified by others as belong-
g to one or another ethuic group even if they no longer actively share the
cultural patterns with that ethnic group, as long as a link to their ancestors can
“he made.
. Isajin (1974} offers an interesting definition of clhaicity that moves 73.2&
mere descriptions of concrete ethnic group processes te a possible explanation of
those processes by combining both the subjective and the objective approacth.
~2He states that ethnicity refers to “an involuntary group of peoples who share the
- same cubiure or to descendants of such peopte who identify themselves and/or
‘are identified by others as betonging to the same involuntary group” (p. WNNV.,,
dsajin’s definition reflects what Green (1982) describes as a wansactional view of
ethnicity. In this view, ethnicity is not a permanenl, concrete feature of one's
demtity, but fluid and o some extent maniputable. Green goes on o say that,
therefore, “the degree to which a person is ‘acculiurated’ is situational rather
than absolute and can be modified o suil the needs of different Cross-cullural
-+ encounters” (p- 13). This understanding of ethricity has profound :sm:nm:?._m
“for the cthaic-sensitive practitioner, The practitioner must recognize thal individ-
ual clients can be selectively “acculturated” depending on the shwation. For

“Ethaic groups™ {are] those human groups that enterfain a subjective belief in
thelr common descent because of similarities of physical tYpe or customs or
besh, or because of memories of colonization and emigration; this belief must
be tmportant for the propagation of group formation: conversely it does noy
matter whether or not an objective blood relationship exists. Ethnic member-
ship {Gemeinsamieit) differs from the Kinship group precisely by being a
presumed identity, not g group with concrete social action, like the latter. In
this sense ethnic membership does not constitute a group; it oaly facilitues
group formation of any kind, particularly in the political sphere. On the other
hand, it is primarily the political Community, 5o matter how artficialty orga-
nized, that inspires the belief in common ethnicity, This belief tends o persist
even after the disintegration of the political community, unless drastic differ
ences in the custom, physical type, or, above all, language exists among its
mernbers,

A mjor concern emerges if one were o apply Weber’s definition to
American blacks: Weber’s definition assumes cthiicity o be a belief in common
ancestry because of similarities of customs and above all language, and Weber
believes that any social organization within an ethnic group is due primarily
e political factor, not w the factor of cuiture. One could argue that American
blacks did not initiafly speak a common language; nor were they captured from
one wibe or state on the continent of Africa and enslaved on one plantation in
the United States. A question would therefore be: what accounts for and Consti-
tes ethnic dentification among American blacks?

Most subjective definitions, such as Weber’s, do not assume that onty the
political factor accounts for a belief in common ethnicity. The general assump-
tion is that psychological ethnic identification can be made on the basis of
several attributes. These atiributes may include religion, race, language, and
same culture, but instead of standmg alone, some attribuses can be subsumed
under culture or cultural traits——that is, religion or tanguage and the like. On the
other hand, race, which refers to physical characteristics, remains on g different
level of analysis. If used subjectively, race may be considered a part of 4
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example, a black client may selectively choose o speak black English or stand- -
ard English, depending on the nature and quatity of a particular relationship. For :
the effective practitioner, “individuatizing the client would require an socurae
perception . . . of how the individual manages the symbols of ethnicity in a
variety of cross-caltural as well as same-cultural refationships™ (p. 13).

Cultare

The preceding discussion of race and ethmicity demonstrates that the concept of -
celtare is intricately linked to both concepts. Further, as one examines the
implication of the concept of culture for group dynamics among American
blacks, an equal amount of confusion and controversy also exists. The central
issue regarding black culture has focused on its existence. The debate has been
whether or not there is a unique African-American culture.

The controversy apparently had its origin in Guonar Myrdal’s widely ac-
claimed study An American Dilemma (1944). Myrdal asserted that American
blacks are “exaggerated Americans” whose roles are ¢ “pathological” elabora- :
tion on general American vabes pp. 927-930). However, E. Franklin Frazier -
{1957} is perbaps most quoted regarding his views that American blacks are
“not distinguished by cultare from the dominart group.” Essentially Frazier,
believed that black culure in the United Siates was synomymeus with “{olk 7
cutture of the rural Southern Negro or the waditional forms of behavior and *

values which have grown out of the Negro’s social and mental isolation, More- 5
over, many of the elements of Negro cultyre which have grown out of his
pecuilar experience in America, such as music, have become a part of the
general American culture” (pp. 680--68 | ). Despite the emergence of critical -
scholarship supporting the assertion of a positive bluck culture (see, e.g.,?
Blauner, 19703, the theme reflected i the works of Myrdal (1944}, Frazier ;
(1957}, Glazer and Moynihan {1963), and Berger (1967) that American blacks -
have no culture is still evident today (Staiano, 1980). ;

The issue of whether there is a distinctive black culture is further com--
pounded by various misconceptions evident in American sociely about cthnicity -
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and cuhwre. Blauner (1970) sheds additional light on this by presemting » socio-
logical model of ethnic group assimilation. The model essentially encompasses
two variables: the traditional cultare, and the American value and condition.
Blamner (1970) describes the process as a one-way and usually nonreversible
movement from immigrant extravational status to ethnic group assimilation.
However, this model has litde or no relevance to the cultural experience of black”
Asuericans in that blacks entered this country not as immigrants but us a group
of enslaved strangers with different cubtural experiences. Enslavement both mitj- ;
gated against the social and econornic progress thal accoimpanied assimilation of 3
other etimic groups and did not permit group autonomy (see Chapter }). More
important, the enslavement process vittated thuse traditions] African atiributes
(sce Park, 1950). Despite the spurious acculturation process renderesd by slavery, =
an ethnic group ideniity and distinctive culture evolved (Blauner, 1972), The s
essence of such & culture is 2 more subtle human orieatation o probiems of 3

R WS 8, 1 A e s B P,

ELETHNIC i SOCIAL ULASS. AND G LR i

[
Ly

- eXiSlence as ways of being in the world, as ethos or pritosopby of b (Blavner,

19720 Ths, cliure st be viewed in the sense of the spiriual lite of a people
s well as material and behavioral aspects. According 1o this broad-base per-

Cspective, all people have a culture,
0 When we define culture as the essence and the ethos of a people as well as

~aoway of Bife, it becomes difficult if not impossible o deny the reality of black
culture. Within this context, black culiure becomes a symthesis of many ¢le-
Sments, It reficcts what is shared in common with other Americans. As Blauner

(1972) points out, &t becomes in some ways hike all huwman cultures in the

Cworld, and then in other wiys is considerably diversified by differences in
ooregions, social class, age, and sex. It is also uniquely ethnic in some other

WiRYS.

The essence of black calture is not ihat it is unlike other cuftures. The
essential idea here is that ditferent ciures value their common elements ditfer-
ently, insofar as one puts the accent here, another there, and that it is the
ordering and the relations of elements 10 one another that determines the differ-

‘ences between the cultures. Thus, culiure is not a static entity, but ovep-

changing. The backdrop of this process is the continuous and unifying stream in
black life which is a combination of Africa, the American south, slavery,
poverty, migration, and racismi. I is 2 sream expressed i music, family life,
language, love, religion, and countless other maniestations of a people’s orien-
_tation 1o the world that constitutes black culture,

 The aforementioned broad-base perspective moves us heyond the common
misconception that black culture i primarily an “uwiderclass” phenomenon of

Plack people in America (Blauner, 972, Chesiang, 1976; Valentine, 1968}, In

“Mhis negative, pejorative view. the lifeways of black people are seen not as
cultural bt as merely a reflection of an “underclass™ world view., Moreover, i
is Important to emphasize that poverty and black culture are not 1o be viewed
Cinterchangeably (Valentine, 1968).

The intent here is not to expheate the content of black cubivre, b it is
important g define what is meant by the concept. Essentially, black cubture is
,wmm:m defined here as the totality of all the attributes that make up the way of
ife of 2 people at u given period in history. Culture can be formally defined as
the system of values and meanings shared by a group or a society, including the
embodiment of those values and mealings i material objects {Popenoe, 1980).
it refers to the characteristic Lifeways of a people-the way they think, feel, and
behave {Chestang, 1976, B- 99, Yer culture is viewed also as the more subtle
“human orientation to the problems of existence, as ways of being in the world,
as ethos ‘or philosophy.

The Class Controversy

The “class” concept, like cubture, s slippery and difficall o define and has

been defined in a varicty of ways. Generally, the concept is used 1 describe the
sacial or economuc statns of a group (Parsons et al., 1961; Weber, 19475, As g

> social indicator, class most clearly described those members who were ranked
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according 1o social stats, prestige, or privilege, based primarily on ancesiry,
valies, and style of life. As an economic indicator, class described members
who were stratified or ranked in a hierarchy based on property holdings and
other types of economic acquisitions, These two important distinctions highlight
WO Commen errors connected to the use of the term “class™: (1) the practice of
equating “middle-income” with “middie class” and “low-income™ with “lower
cluss™ and (2) equating “middle cluss” with occupational position or education,
The error in these practices is that income indicates only how much money &
person has, whereas social class refers to styles of life, Hving standards, values,
betiels, betavioral expectations, and communication styles, On carefut exumina-
tion, it becomes evident that the misuse of these concepts blurs the diversily and
fluidity that exist within and between different social and economic groupings.
For example, while many middle-income people may have “lower-class”™ values
andd Hife-styles, many low-income people may have “middle-class” values and
life-styles. A similar anslogy applies within the context of equating “middie-
cluss™ with occupation. Although oceupational position or educational training
may enhance one’s social status, it does pot necessarily relegate one to “middle-
class” siats, For exampie, though the commen usage is o define white-collar,
skilled craft, and operative jobs as “nuddle-class” Jobs, evidence indicates that
for many blacks and other minorities these jobs may produce earnings below the
poverty level (Hill, 1972; Wilson, 1978).

At this point an important question is: What constitwles the black class
siructure in this society? Several social researchers have proposed a social class
siructure of the black community. For example, Hill (197¢) and Billingsley

(1968), utilizing vensus, education, occupation, and income data, provided z -

roughly demarcated social class structure, but they both point out the numerous
difficulties connected with paradigms that attempt 10 describe social stratifica-
tion in the black community. Both Hill and Billingstey siress that in describing
behavioral dynamics in the black community, the class concept is not useful.
They emphasize that the indicators of socizl class are different from those used
in the white community, but the definition of social status is equally complex.
An example of this complexity in terms of class is reflected in the fact that
upper-class blacks comprise families of Judges, businessmen, and physicians
who would be middle class on the basis of criteria used by whites. Further, a
black lawyer, judge, or physician may be rated higher in prestige than a black
teacher, nurse, or high school principal in the abstract, but when it comes to
community involverment and deference given to them by persons wha have a
fower social status, this funcrional social status becomes blurred (Solomon,
19763,

Wilson (19803 offers another point of view on this slippery coacept. He
defines “class™ in economic ferms, as a concept that inciudes “any group of
peopic who have more or less similar goods, services or skills to offer for
lncome in & given economic order and who therefore receive similar fipancial
remuneration in the marketplace™ (p. ix). Although be believes that the crystalli-
zation of a black class structure is fairty recent (Wilson, 1980, p. %}, he utilizes
E. Franklin Frazier's classification system to demarcate class structures, con-

‘fending thut on the basis of oceupational distribution at the middie

class concepe for blacks at this time is best def
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af the
twentieth century, approxinitely one-third of the black poputation could have
been classified as either working class or middie class. Wilson includes within

“this category blacks with white-collar jobs and craftsmen and foremen pOsitions.

Since the 19605 and the civil rights movement, the economic status of educated
blacks with marketable skifls has improved signilicantly. On the downside,
however, statistical evidence and obsesvation reflect a worsening condition for

inser-city low-income black families that have few resources and lack educaiion

and skills. As Wilson indicates, the black community is increasingly becaming
divided into two groups: a relatively prosperous midedle class and a poverty-

- stricken underclass.

Thus, to operationatize a class structure within the black COmMMunIty, very
broad lines are required. Anvone concerned with understanding black family life
must be concerned with both sociat and economic stratification. Helping profes-
sionals who come in contact with black families would find it more effective 1o
assess social status individually within the context of hetping refationships,

“instead of fitting the family to current usage of the social class definition.
- Bitlingstey (1968, p. 45) notes that social class is

“completely inadequate and
inappropriate for describing behavior, or vidues, or preferences, or styles of life,

*or child rearing patterns in the Negro community.” It is further believed thai the

med in economic terms: income
distribution, education, and cccupation (Hill, 1978). More recently, Hill (1987)
iHlustrates this point through the clussification used by the Tax Reform Act of
1986. To ensure that the able, “average” taxpayer benefited from the reform,
Congress classified al] taxpayers with income between $20,000 and $50.000 as
“middle class.” Based on the classification schema offered by Congress, Hill
(1987) described bouseholds with incomes of $50,000 and over as “upper
ciass.” those with incomes between 20,000 and 49,999 “middle class.” and

-those with incomes between $10,000 and 19,999 as “working class,” and those

with incomes under $106,000 as “poor” Hill goes on tw explain that, based on
1984 Census Bureau data, 5 percent of black households are “upper class,” 29

cpercent are “middle-class,” 23 percent are “working class,” and 40 percent are

s T

poor.

It s important w© ackinowledge the heterogencous grouping within gach of

the four broad categories of income. The Smith family, which is a barge ex-
tended family, best illusirates this point:

Mr and Mrs, Smith were the parents of ten chiddeen (five bays and five girls).
They were both born and raised in the rural south. Mr Sroith wotked for many
years as a construction worker in the south before emigrating 1o the north in search
of a better job o suppart his family. With littie more than an clementary education,
he worked until retirement in the steel mills of Ohiv and Pennsylvania, However,
Mrs. Smith was able 10 attend school sporadically, She eventually dropped out in
the fourth year of high school. She was primarily a homemaker, but did some
domestic work o supplement the family’s income during extreme financial hard-
ship. All of the children graduated from high school, and the six younger children
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completed college and graduate school. Aming the high school drachsates is 4
posial employee, a bus drives, a disabled vergran, o Janor, und an auto mechanic.
OF the six college graduates, one is a fawyen two we business CXECULIVES, One a
college professos, one 3 bigh sctwol principal, and another WIS 4 catering busic
ness

This family noi only reflects a diversity of values and fife-styles based on
cducation, eccupation, and meome, but also ilustraes the complexity of as-
cribed and achicved social staigs within black families. For example. the black
community would attribuie middle-cluss status to the Smith family based on
prestige that comes with their visibility and standing in the community. The
children, especially those with graduate degrees and prestigious occupations,
would be considered “upper ciass,” a status achieved through occupation and
education.

Gender Role and Gender Identity

Gender role and gender identity are more recent concepis, bat because the
available fiterature on these Concepts is written from a white, middie-class
perspective, the emplhasis is not on issucs related 10 the sex-role development of
blacks. However, a discussion of such concepts as race, cthoicity, cultare, and
social class must acknowledge the interrelationship of gender,

n distinguishing between the complex concepts of gender role and gender
identity, Condry (1984) describes gender as a primary defining trait that cuts
across the physical, cultural, and behavioral levels of development and is in
many ways a cemtral fearure of identity. Generally, gender role refers to the
public manifesiations of gender ideatity. Within this comext, a series of behay-
ioral characteristics have been considered appropriate for members of OIKG SeX
and inappropriste for members of the other sex. For example, women are
constdered 1o be emotionaf, UHAZETEssive, unreliable, and person-orented, while
men are viewed as aggressive, adventurons, refatively unemotional feaders, and
more interested in mechanical things than in people. The great extent to which
sociely Bas internalized such behaviors as uniquely masculine or uniquely femj-
niae has been demonstrated ciearty by Boverman aad colleagues (1972)

On the other hand, gender identity refers 10 an mcdividual's personal aware-
ness of himself or herself as either male or female (Money & Ehrhardt, 1972y,
Lamb and Urbery (1978) point out that because of the private nature of gender
identity, measurement i extremely difficult. The process must he indirect, and
projective technigues are frequently used. The examiners: mterpretation of the
sublects” responses raise serious questions about whether the examiner is mea-
suring what be or she thiaks is being measured. The point here is that it is
extremely difficult, if pot mmpossible, 10 assess gender identity accurately,

For black families. sex-role socialization ig generally approached with the
awareness that black children must leary 1o survive and grow not only in their
interaction with mainstream America but also within black commnitios. Re-
search and anecdotal evidence suggest that black parenis communicate both

e

e

o3,

e

‘but that taday their sexist betiavior has

black men, fke men of other
WOImen's issues {Moore-Campbeil, 1986).

the perspective of mtergroup relations,
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general values and specific role responsibifities o their children, This dazal
socializalion perspective provides the hecessary prerequisite for coping with the
range of siresses that inevitably fuce black famijies as d result of oppression apd
discrimination. For cxample, a substntal number of biack husbands have indi-
cated that they are capable of effectively CarTying out tasks traditionally associ-
ated with Wwomes—-cooking, washing, roming, sewing, caring for babies,
wishing diaper keeping house, and shopping, and so on (Billingsley, j96x;
Logan, 1987, § anzoni, 1971y,

Although available evidence suggests u reciprocal wask-sharing in black
families, the evidence does not fully support the notion that this dual perspective
sCreens out sterearypes and sexist notions about women that are directly reluted
to sex-role socialization in our society. For example, Bell Hooks {1981, pp. 94
99} points out: “While the 60s hluck power movement was A reaction against
Tacism, i1 was also a movernent that allowed black men 0 overtly announce
their support of patriarchy.” Hooks goes on 1o say. “The srongest bonding
clement [during this time] berween militant black men and white men was their
shared sexism —they both believed in the tnherent inferiority of women and
supported male dominance” (p. 99). Although Hooks is reterring w the militant
black mar, she also believes that some bluck men have historicaily been sexist
taken the form of misegyny (undisgiised
woman-hating). Hooks attribuics this development to the social and cultural
changes in attitude toward female sexuality in the larger society.

It is dangerous to generalize Hooks' observations 1o alf bluck men. The
practitionet and the educator must keep in ming that it is mpossible to speak of
“all black men,” just as @ is unpossible 10 speak of “the bluck family.” Many
ethnic groups, are becoming more sensitized o
Moore-Campbell (1986, p. 2083 con-
tends, “As women must learn the skilts of achieving power in the larger world,
men must explore femininity within themseives and use it o improve their
lives.™ Herb Gioldberg (1983 points oat that men and women have a responsi-
bility 10 minimize the SeXism in each other by working 10 change behavior that
tRcotrages the other person’s sexism., Ultimately it is the partnicrs who st

reate a chmate of open communication and encourngement of self growth,

With the recognition that few men or women have grown up in homes
where sexual cquality was the norm, it is important that practifioners and
educators, regardiess of ethuicity, be mindful hoth of the tmpact of gender in
general on black family dynamics and of the interrelationships between gender
and ciass,

THE INTERRELATIONSHIPS
BETWEEN THE CONCEPTS

An appreciation of the iterrelationships between HHOC, cthmicity, cullire, social
class, and gender as they pertain to black Americans can best be addressed from
Within American society dhere are (two
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major types of groups: domisant and subdominant. According to Willie (19833,
deminant groups in different societies and daring various periods in history have
assumed a threefold role: (1) they control social organizations; (1) they oppress
people by their control of social organizations; and (3) they seldom, if ever,
voluntarily share their power ang authority with those over whom they exercise
control, Willie further argues that subdominant groups constitute the oppressed
in & society. Historically, blacks have exclusively occupied a subdominant cate-
gory int this society. As a result of skin pigmentation, culture, and sociocco-
romic status, blacks have been denied equal access to those valusble resources
within the broader society.

The suppression of blacks by the dominan grop oceurred through a vari-
ety of ingenuous schemes of racial and sexyual discrimination, exploitation, and
segregation. In the past, these schemes were more blatantly retnforced by elabo-
rate ideologies of racism, but in recent fimes racist and sexist acts have been
more subtle. Most blacks who have benefited from desegregated opportunities
have experienced & new type of prepudice that was not present under conditions
of segregation.

The living conditions and personal fife expericnces of blacks iHuserate the
interrefationships between race, ethnicity, culture, social class, and gender:

b Regardless of socioeconomic status, they were prohibited from moving
W higher-status neigiiborhioods, as was the norm for other ethaic groups in the
total population (Gordon, 1971; Glazer & Moynihan, 1963}, The observations of
Tacuber and Tacuber ( 1969} that “the net effect of economic factors [in] ex-
plaining residential scgregation [for blacks as compared with other groups] is
slight”™ and that “mmproving the economic statas of Negroes is unlikely by uself
to alter prevailing patterns of racial residential segregation” (pp. 94-95) stifl
apply today.

2. Black and brown professional and managerial individuals received a
median annual income that was 15 percentage points less than that for whites,
and educated blacks often have to oblain doctoral degrees to get jobs that arc
similar © those that some whites obtained with onfy an undergraduate college
education or a master’s degree (Willie, 1980},

3. Blacks have been and st are severely disadvantaged by the education
system at all levels in this country (National Education Association, [987;
Willie, 1987; Lee, 1985; Siaples, 1986; Willic & McCord, 1972). Racial dis-
crimination is a serious hindrance to quality education for black children (Barri-
ers to Excellence, 1985), and at colleges and universities blacks are shockingly
underrepresented from administration w0 the facuity down 1o the lowliest fresh-
man. The reasons cited for this declining wrend include such factors as inade-
quate or nonexistent support for recruitment and retention of blacks in umiversity
settings, Charges of discrimination and feelings of a lack of acceptance are often
voiced by students and faculty (Farreil, 1988).

4. Beeause of their gender and race, black women are doubly oppressed,
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bui if they fall into the poverty category they ane triply oppressed by race, sox,
and class (Facr Sheets, 1986). The oppression of Mack women is most notice-
sble in the work force, Historically, black women have been in the work torce
in proportionally greater numbers thun any other groap of American women. Yer
black women are relegated to the bottom of the pay scale in pink-coliar posi-
tions, such as clerical workers and waitresses, of in household service positions.
Farther, for every dollar a white man carmns, o average, # black man earns 70
cents, a while woman carns 59 cends, and a black woman earns 35 cents
(Carter, 1983; Lewis, 1977).

The above examples are not intended w be imciusive of the range of life
expetiences that reflect the interrelationships belween the concepts uader disous-
sion. They simply give the reader a general flavor of the impact these concepts
have on the quality of black life.

COMMON STRENGTHS AND LIFE PROBLEMS

Thus, the concepis of race, ethinicity, culture, social class, and gender have a
direct impact on the ecological realities (soctal, psychological, physical, and
spiritial) of black Americans, These interrelated copcepts have air impact on the
life-styles of blacks ranging from the most subtle forces to the obvious. Some of
the more obvious examples of these forces are reflected in the educational
system, the job market, and the physical and social characteristics of the com-
munitics where black Americans lve.

In American society, blacks have always viewed education ay the vehicle

... most likely to ensure economic secirity and upward mobility (Comer, 1987;

Hill, 1972), but educational systems not only have faited blacks in the past but

~also continue 10 do so (Robinson, 1987). Robinson paiints a disconcerting pic-

lure of the plighi of black students in the educational system: “The full and
complex range of crucial issues mvolving black siudents, parents, and institu-
tions [issues that are addressed fully in Chapter 7} cannot be overstated” (Ro-
binson, 1987, p. 315. Despite what appears to be a hopeless sitation, there is o
potential storchouse of opporunities to be found, For example, although black

* parents are shunied aside by the educational systems, they still care deeply about
the educational issues affecting their children and simply need 1o be tapped as a

viable source for change {Hill, 1972; Robinson, 1987).

Employment discrimination against blacks continues across age and the
sociveconomic spectrum (see Chapter 11). “Despite modest {improvements in
economic conditions of black Americans during 985 and 1986, the Reagan
recovery has had such weak impact on blacks that their current labor market

-conditions are siill more depressed than they were al the bottom of afl previous

postwar recesstons” (Swinton, 1987, p. 49). 1a short, during the Reagan admin-
istration black family income declined, poverty rates increased, and the labor
market difficulties intensified. According to the geographic profite of employ-
ment and unemployment for 1981-1983, the cconomic status of blacks also
ditfers regionaly. For example, in 1985 the midwest region reported the highest
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unemployment rates (over 30.0 percent in the past five years, but averaging
23.7 percent) as vompared with the south (15.6 pereent), the west (15.8 per-
cent), and the north {15.1 percent).

But what accounts for the lack of black economic progress? is it u result of

fatlure in motivation, competence, or behavior (see Swinton 198737 Consistem
with the discussion in Chapter 1, the answer to these questions lies in an
understanding of the historical ¢ atment of blacks in American society as well
as the nature and functioning of the U8, EConoy.

Several factors have contributed (0 currenl economic difficubties: (1) few
businesses are black owned, managed, or controlled; (2% blacks have hmited
apportunitics for accumuiation of weadth; (3) blacks huve beep traditionally
diseriminated against in gaining equal aceess to nonblack owned, managed, and
controlied Job situations; (4} blacks have traditionalty had lower levels of formsal
education and training; and (5) there s a lyck of available jobs. These factors
reflect some very serious and recalcitrani problems for the cconomic survival of
black families. However, researchers analyzing labor market and Conomic
trends believe that a strong national cconomic poticy combined with concen-
trated black selfhelp and a renewed commiment {rom the federal goverpment
o support affirmative action will solve the economie difficulties of the black
comimunity.

Black familics live in diverse netghborhoods ranging from the stately, affly-
ent, and immaculate o varying stages of decay und deterioration, Black com-
munities reflect g variety of life-styles that croate ditferent life experiences lor
the inhabitants based on their ability to gain access to and wtitize resources. In
other words, level of education and income influences the degree of stress
experienced by community residents with respect to the communiey’s economy,
political power structure, social agencies, and educational system (Carmichael &
Hamilton, 1967; Clark, 1963}, In general black neighborhoods may be grouped
o wo types of spatial configurations: urban and suburban. The urban areas
are made up of what Roge (1971 referred 10 as ghetto cores and fringes, in
which blacks constitute a clear njority. Examples of such areas can be found in
New York, Chicage, Newark, and Miami. B is important 10 note that the word
"ghetto” evokes images of what is commonly referred w as “arban blight,” but
the word is often not interchangeable with “slum” and has been criticized as
being insuliing to black peopie and (o cities {(Murray, 1970). The suburban areas
may or may aot include blacks in the majority. Rose (1971, p. 7) delicately
describes black occupation of such areas as sulTictent to “hasten the future
autmovement of the white popualation.”

Despite the numerous enrvironmeniat problems and lack of community
cohesiveness experienced by the residents of biuck conunuaities, there are inher-
ent strengihs on two broad levels: (1) the endency 1o adopt chiidren informally
and 10 incorporate nonkin inio the family househoid (Billingskey, 1968; Hill,
19723, and (2) a pervasive assumption it people are doing the best they can.
More generally, there are song spiritualireligious, work, and high achievement

orientations (Hill, 9723 In short, the comununity residerts care about each

other and will lend 2 helping hand, as is manifesied by the number of black
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elubs, friternal and other sebi-help organizations, and political groups + The
Black Middle Class,” B987). It is generaily the fess alfluent residents, fhose
who are candidates for or currently recipients of some form of social service,
wWho are caught in the powerless web of urban life-.g fife in which businesses,
programs, and poficies are supervised and determined by people who do got live
i these communitics.

PRACTICE IPLICATIONS

Ethnicity and class are unportant vaciables i service delivery snd should not

-Serve as barriers o effective chient-waorker relationships. This principle of prac.

tice is consistent with the thrust of ihe hilping professions over the past twe
decades toward making clinical services more refevant 1o the necds of blacks
and other ethnic-minority groups. Increased knowledge and seisiivity aboul the
interrelationships between the concepts of race, culture, cthniciiy, cluass, and
gender will enhance and brosden educators” and praciitioners” frames of refer-
ence and help them reformulate their dssessment and treatrnent of the black
client. This reformutation should mclude both the practitioners’ willingaess to

“work on their own personal issues related 0 these concepts, and an ability 1o

differentiate between psychopathological conditions and culture-specific phenoin-
ena (see Mayo, 1974).

For example, 4 black male chent from the inper Cily s relerred 1o the
nearest mental health center ucross town, whose staff is 95 pereent white, He

Sis staring at the floor with 4 deadpan cxpression and chooses o “vohinteer

nothing” because he stmply does not see how talking about his problems wiils »

wyoung white female could heip. He answers some yuestions with grunts or
-monosylabic colioguial expressions i a distinet regional accent. It is Enportant
that & worker in this stiuation respond by idemntifying what elements ot the

client’s behavior may be altribuied 1o living in a hostile ENVIORMens, o g
coping style, and what might be characterologicat. lastead, however, the young
female worker in our cxample summarized the contact with the folfowing im-
pressionistic statement: “This chent is hostile, angry, depressed, and possibly in
seed of hospitalization. His colloguialisms are something with which { am
urfamilisr——for example, he uses the expression “That's cheer,” appareatly
meaning “that’s good.” His lack of titeracy is disturbing.” Facrors conibuting o

ack of communication between worker and client in this example are extrermely

complex. Not only is the worker's lack of knowledge and experience in working

2o with clients who have different backgrouad a fucton, but there is aiso a

pervasive attitude about certain groups of cliems within this service-delivery

sysiem. Generally, staff view those clients as unresponsive (o psychotherapeutic
“igterventions, and they are simply written off as nonserviceable, The above

example in no wiy negates the diffi culty that a black female worker might also
have with this client. In fact, the client may see the black worker as equally
ineffective because of gender differences as well as privilege acquired through

CET LR




39 A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR PRACTICE WITH BLACK FaMiLIEs

her social class status based on her educational and social background. The
black worker may also be viewed as young and having lived an existence that is
commonly referred to as ahistorical (see Williams ei al., 1985) and could find it

-

extremely difficuit 10 establish rapport with this client.

CONCLUSIONS

Given the complexity involved in conceptualizing and waderstanding the black
experience i America, it is imperative that helping professionals increase their
knowledge and sensitivity about the various concepts that attempi o describe as
well as organize the black experience. In the context of making decisions about
family dynamics and treaiment strategies, it is important to emphasize that such
decisions are based not only upon the practitioner’s wnderstanding of the interre-
lationships between the concepts of race, ethajcity, cubure, social class, and
gender, but also on the practitioner’s frame of reference. Optimal recognition,
understanding, and application of the concepts m this chapter will enhance the
practitioner’s overall effectiveness and provide an arena in which the client
would be able to feel understood, thereby conpecting to the treatment process in
a growth-producing way,
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