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Throughout the 1 900's, social scientists have debated 
the question of whether the African American fami ly is 
an adaptative social system or whether it is patholog­
ical ,  perpetuating its poverty over the generations . 
This article examines the hol istic perspective as the 
preeminent comprehensive approach in studying the 
African American fami ly and provides empi rical evi­
dence of distinctive features of the African American 
family in support of the adaptation argument. The 
adaptation/deficit debate wi l l  probably continue as 
long as the scientific community fai ls to fu l ly acknowl­
edge and make the most of theoretical constructs that 
are hol istic in principle and design.  

An intense argument rages on whether the African 
American fami ly is in  a pathological sequence , perpetuating 
itself and its poverty over the generations. Lewis ( 1 967b, 1 49) 
cites Frazier ( 1 939) who states that the African American fam­
i ly unit "may take on protean forms as it survives or is reborn in  
t imes of cataclysmic social change." 

Distinct theoretical perspectives and approaches have 
gu ided th is debate over the years ,  and many scholars have 

97 



www.manaraa.com

Ethnic Studies Review Volume 23 

chosen sides in support for or against these paradigms. This 
article has the fol lowing objectives: 1 )  to provide a brief dis­
cussion on previous and recent theoretical perspectives on the 
African American fami ly and 2) to present empi rical evidence 
on kin i nteraction and the exchange of mutual aid and the i nfor­
mal adoption of African American chi ldren in  support of the 
adaptation argument. 

Theoretical Perspectives on the Study of the African­
American Fami ly 

Many misconceptions exist regarding the qual ity and 
nature of the African American fami ly especial ly those con­
cern ing lower-class fami l ies (Taylor 1 998, 1 9) .  Sweeping gen­
eral izations have been made without empi rical evidence or the 
amount of systematic study given white fami l ies (Murray 1 984; 
Lou ry 1 984; Lemann 1 986) . I t  is i nteresting to note that 
although white fami ly structure has been used as a norm by 
which black fami l ies have been compared , empirical evidence 
has not been forthcoming to support the assertion that white 
fami ly structure and processes can be normative for the 
assessment of black fami ly l ife . 

During the twentieth century many models and perspec­
tives were presented to describe and explain black family phe­
nomena. Some of these perspectives were based on the work 
of notable scholars (Frazier 1 939; Moynihan 1 965; Al len 1 972; 
Nobles 1 978) . One particular model that seems to have gained 
widespread support was the deficit model which paints a 
pathological portrait of minorities and other low-income groups 
(H i l l  1 993) . It presumes that the crises they experience are 
innate rather than external . Valentine ( 1 968) contends that this 
system of thought has a long tradition of presuming defects in 
the mental ity of d isadvantaged classes result ing from their 
i nternal deficiencies. According to H i l l  (Staples 1 971  b; Engram 
1 982) , this perspective is known as the "blaming the victim" 
syndrome ( 1 993, 4) . This perspective is best h ighl ighted in the 
work of Daniel Patrick Moynihan, The Negro Family: A Case for 
National Action ( 1 965) . Moynihan's work, based on the work of 
Frazier ( 1 939) depicts low income African Americans as caught 
i n  "a tangle of pathology" because of the h igh rate of poverty, 
unemployment, s ing le-parent fami l ies, welfare recipiency, and 
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crime. Moynihan asserts that the matriarchal structure of black 
fami l ies is at the center of the tangle of pathology and is 
responsible for the problems in the black community (Staples 
1 971 b,  1 9-38) .  

To refute the deficit model , new conceptual frameworks 
and perspectives qu ickly emerged in the 1 970s portraying 
another view of African Americans. Taylor ( 1 998) states that 
during this time there was an increase in  the qual ity and quan­
tity of research on black fami l ies. He asserts that there was a 
"sh ift away from the social pathology perspective to one 
emphasizing the res i l ience and adaptiveness of black fami l ies 
under a variety of social and economic condit ions"(2 1 } . 
According to Taylor ( 1 998) Al len ( 1 978) was one of several 
early scholars in this pursu it .  In his analys is of African 
American fami l ies he proposes a typology of three ideological 
models- the cu ltural deviant, the cultu ral equ ivalent, and the 
cultural variant. The cultural variant model assumes that 
African Americans have d istinctive fami ly norms and values 
that set it apart from other  fami ly institutions in society and that 
the black kin network is a functional substitute for the two-par­
ent fami ly. This network serves functions usual ly associated 
with the nuclear fam i ly. I n  provid ing economic cooperation , 
chi ldcare, and social ization it is particularly usefu l in  adapting 
to poverty. Nobles ( 1 978) i ntroduces the African model that in 
several respects is a form of the cultural variant perspective. 
This perspective assumes that traits were transmitted by 
slaves brought from Africa to America and are manifested in  
the roles, norms, and values with in  the black fami ly. 

A current perspective that appears to be most promising i n  
the study of African Americans is the  hol istic perspective. 
According to H i l l  ( 1 993) the social and economic wel l  being of 
African Americans can be enhanced based on a hol istic 
approach. As a matter of fact this approach is not a current 
concept. W. E.B.  DuBois i ntroduced the concept as early as the 
late 1 800s in  his writing of The Philadelphia Negro ( 1 899) , and 
The Negro American Family ( 1 908) . DuBois asserts ,  " A prop­
er  understanding of b lacks in America could not be achieved 
without systematical ly assessing the i nfluence of h istorica l ,  CUl­
tural , social , economic, and pol itical forces" (7) . Unfortunately, 
Dubois' recommendation to incorporate a hol istic framework i n  
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the analysis of African Americans has not been wel l received 
by mainstream contemporary social scientists . This comes as 
no surprise taking i nto consideration the historical legacy of 
African Americans i n  the United States and the impl ications of 
the hol istic perspective . 

The acceptance or rejection of the hol istic perspective by 
mainstream social scientists does not imply that the conceptu­
al framework is not a compel l ing model from which to study 
African Americans. According to H i l l  such a framework could 
be a guide to research and pol icy development related to 
African American fami l ies .  Moreover it has the potential for 
br ing ing clarity to mainstream social scientists on the res i l ien­
cy and adaptive characteristics of African Americans fami l ies. 
H i l l  states that the hol istic approach places emphasis on five 
themes: diversity, dynamism, balance , solutions, and empiri ­
c ism .  I t  is essential to discuss each of these themes i n  order to 
ful ly appreciate the potential of this approach as a viable con­
struct for the evaluation of African Americans. 

The fi rst theme is d iversity. Hi l l  asserts that there is much 
variation i n  black fami l ies. He contends that some research has 
made assumptions about the homogeneity of "underclass" val­
ues and l ifestyles without empirical evidence (Murray 1 984 ; 
Lou ry 1 984; Lemann 1 986) . I n  contrast the research of other  
scholars documents much heterogeneity in  values and l ife 
styles (Lewis 1 967a, 1 967b; Liebow 1 967; Valentine 1 968; 
Ladner 1 971 ; Stack 1 974, 1 996) . Hi l l  argues that the deficit 
model seems too focused on the underclass therefore fai l ing to 
examine other social classes. The hol istic approach examines 
al l classes, including the working-class , m iddle-class, and 
upper-class (Wi l l ie  1 976, 1 985; Danziger & Gottschalk 1 986; 
Landry 1 987) . 

. . .  a basic tenet of the hol istic paradigm is that effective 
pol icies for remedying the crisis among black fami l ies 
cannot be developed without sufficient knowledge of 
their structural ,  class , regional , rel ig ious/attitudinal ,  
and behavioral diversity (Engram 1 982) . 
The second theme is balance. Un l ike the conventional or 

the deficit model ,  which concentrates only on the perceived 
weaknesses of the lower class fami ly, th is element focuses on 
the strengths and weaknesses of both the lower and middle 
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classes. Accord ing to Wilson ( 1 978 , 1 987) balanced treatment 
of black fami l ies meant emphasizing the positive characteris­
tics of the black m iddle class and stressing the pathology of the 
black lower class. H i l l  rejects this sort of balance treatment in  
favor of  an assessment of  strengths and weaknesses of  both 
classes. 

The thi rd theme is dynamism. This aspect of the hol istic 
perspective indicates that black fami l ies as wel l  as white fami­
l ies are i n  a constant state of mobi l ity. That mobi l ity might be 
vertical ,  downward, or horizontal (Coe 1 978; Duncan 1 984; 
Bane 1 986; Levy 1 987) . Traditional views of black fami l ies on 
welfare at a g iven point in  time g ive the impression that recipi­
ents are forever on welfare and never experience upward 
mobi l i ty (Wi lson 1 978, 1 987; Murray 1 984; Loury 1 984) . As H i l l  
states, "Social pol icies designed to reduce poverty and welfare 
dependency wi l l  not be effective if they are based on the erro­
neous prem ise that low-income fami l ies are static and mono­
l ithic" ( 1 2) .  

The fourth theme is solutions. The hol istic model does not 
in any way downplay the chal lenges confronting black fami l ies; 
however it does emphasize the need for empi rical studies in 
seeking solutions to these problems (B i l l ingsley 1 968; Engram 
1 982) . Accord ing to H i l l  ( 1 993) there has been an increase i n  
research on wel l -functioni ng low-income and m iddle class 
black fami l ies (Cazenave 1 979; Lewis & Looney 1 982 ; McAdoo 
1 983; Wi l l i e  1 985;  Thompson 1 986;  Landry 1 987) . This 
research is s ign ificant in refuting the deficit perspective char­
acteriz ing m inorit ies and low-income person as pathogenic. It 
adds credib i l ity to the adaptive argument that black fami l ies 
have coping behaviors ,  property, resources, support networks , 
and self-help techn iques (Stack 1 974, 1 978, 1 996; H i l l  1 993; 
Martin and Martin 1 978; Taylor 1 998; Jewel l  1 988; Staples, 
1 994) . 

The final theme is empiricism.  Th is element is very impor­
tant in  help ing to rid the stereotype of black fami l ies as patho­
logica l .  It provides an opportun ity as wel l  as chal lenges for 
social scientists creatively to construct innovative conceptual 
frameworks and to design un ique quantitative and qual itative 
methodologies that m ight yield useful ins ight into the nature of 
African American fami l ies. More importantly it would help dis-
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pel if not settle the adaptation/deficit argument, perhaps forev­
er. 

Kin Interaction and the Exchange of Mutual Aid 
Among African Americans 

There is much empi rical evidence on kin interaction and 
the exchange of mutual a id among African Americans 
(Frazier1 932 ; 1 939; Martin and Martin 1 978; Stack 1 972 ; 
Genovese 1 974 ; G utman 1 976;  Fu rstenburg 1 975;  
Blassingame 1 972) .  I n  addition,  several studies document the 
pattern of strong family bonds among African Americans 
(Antonucci 1 990; Bengton , Rosenthal , and Burton 1 990; Hatch 
1 99 1  ;Hoyert 1 99 1 ; Johnson and Barer 1 990; Taylor and 
Chatters 1 99 1 ; Taylor, Chatters , and Mays 1 998;Hernandez 
and Myers 1 993; Rossi and Rossi 1 990; Tienda and Angel 
1 992; Staples 1 994; McAdoo 1 993, 1 983, 1 985; B i l l i ngsley 
1 988, 1 992) . According to Frazier ( 1 932) ,  the mutual aid sys­
tem among African Americans is rooted with in a larger cu ltural 
context evolving from African communities . And much of what 
is known about the extended African American fami ly is based 
on ethnographic and historical research on African Americans 
(Martin and Martin 1 978; Stack 1 972 ; Genovese 1 974 ; Gutman 
1 976; Furstenburg 1 975; Blassingame 1 972) . Several other  
studies support the particular strength of fami ly bonds among 
African Americans (Antonucci 1 990; Bengton , Rosenthal , and 
Burton 1 990; Hatch 1 99 1 ; Hoyert 1 991 ; Johnson and Barer 
1 990;  Taylor and Chatters 1 99 1 ; Taylor, Chatters ,  and Mays 
1 988; Hernandez and Myers 1 993; Rossi and Rossi 1 990; 
Tienda and Angel 1 982 ; Staples 1 994; McAdoo 1 993, 1 983, 
1 985; B i l l i ngsley 1 988, 1 992) . An examination of the data 
shows that African American fami l ies have strong patterns of 
i nteraction and the exchange of goods and services. This 
research fits wel l  with the solutions theme of the hol istic per­
spective. Carol Stack ( 1 972) offers a powerful argument that 
lower class blacks have adapted to poverty and the welfare 
system by a combination of flexible fami ly patterns and strong 
kin networks performing many "nuclear fami ly functions." She 
defines the "fami ly" as the smallest, organized, and durable 
network of kin .  Kin interact dai ly and provide for the needs of 
chi ldren ,  ensuring the i r  survival .  The fami ly network may 
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i nclude several kin-based households. Any fluctuations with in  
household composition do not s ign ificantly affect cooperative 
fami l ial arrangements .  The u rban poor attempt to survive day 
by day with only a g leam of hope of overcoming poverty. The 
resources of a g iven residential fami ly may not stretch from 
one month to the next. One way of surviving poverty is th rough 
swapping resources withi n  kin networks. Stack found that "the 
most important form of d istribution and exchange of the l imited 
resources avai lable to the poor are th rough trad ing ,  or what 
people cal l  swapping"(33) . 

Stack argues that k in perform economic and social ization 
functions and that parenthood is scattered among kin .  The 
u rban poor have an i ntricate kinship network bound col lective­
ly through the exchange of goods and services and the obl iga­
tion to give. The more goods and services exchanged, the 
more obl igatory the network becomes. As one receives , one is 
obl igated to give in return . The obl igation to give is vital to the 
survival of the kin network. Although an obl igation to g ive is 
important, an individual's reputation as an exchange partner is 
equal ly as important. The more a person g ives , the more he 
obl igates others to give. If one obl igates a large number of 
i ndividuals, he or she stands a better chance of receiving 
goods or services than one who l im its h is c i rc le of friends. 

Additional research f indings accentuate s imi lar patterns 
among kin .  Aschenbrenner ( 1 973) studied ten lower class 
black fami l ies in Chicago. Using interviews, more than fifty 
households were i ncluded i n  the data. Even though she does 
not present quantitative analysis of her findings, she found that 
her respondents described the i r  k inship bonds as compatible, 
and that kin t ies remained strong whether kin l ived i n  nearby 
commun ities or in d ifferent states .  And regard less of kin's 
social and economic status ,  kin ties remained unbroken .  For 
example,  l ittle pressure was put on couples to marry because 
of the security offered by the extended households or matrifo­
cal households. If ind ividual fami ly members relocated, they 
usual ly l ived with relatives unt i l  they were able to get settled . 
Once establ ished ,  they were expected to assist other  kin who 
relocated i nto the community needing a help ing hand . Rituals 
and celebrations are occasions for renewing kin ties and pro­
viding assistance. For example,  funerals are s ignificant occa-
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sions i n  which relatives usually travel long distance to pay 
respect to the departed and to offer assistance particularly to 
the fami ly of the deceased. Aschenbrenner ( 1 973) describes a 
funeral as "a blending of somber ritual and l ively sociab i l ity rep­
resenting vividly the dual aspects of recogn ition of personal 
tragedy and renewing of relationships among the l ivi ng (265) ." 
These various functions of the kin network may add g reatly to 
l ife's meaning.  McAdoo ( 1 978) emphasizes the impact of k in 
i nteraction on socially mobi le black fami l ies. I nterviews were 
conducted using a sample of black fami l ies from both middle 
and working classes and those resid ing in  u rban and suburban 
areas in the District of Columbia and in the nearby town of 
Columbia. She found consistent levels of i nteraction between 
k in with no variation in fami l ies .  Those in  vis iting d istance 
claimed that "they enjoyed the i r  i nteraction and indicated that 
they wished they had opportunity for more (775) ." Two-th i rds 
of al l  fami l ies felt it was easy for relatives to visit them and less 
than one-fourth felt they had some difficu lty in visiting .  Three­
fourths felt it was easy to get in touch with relatives, with some 
cla iming to have d ifficulty. Whereas Aschenbrenner's ( 1 973) 
research focused on lower class respondents, Tatum ( 1 987) 
stud ied 1 0  middle class black fami l ies l iving in a white commu­
nity. She states :  

. . .  9 out of  20 adults (45 percent) stated that such ties 
are relatively easy to maintain because they have par­
ents and/or s ib l ings l iv ing i n  the same county. Though 
most of the parents moved to the area in  search of 
economic and/or educational opportun ity, several had 
been i nf luenced in the i r  decision by ''trai lb lazers,"  fam­
i ly or friends who had al ready scouted out the area. 
For these ind ividuals, kinship t ies helped, rather than 
h indered , their mobi l i ty. For the others ,  even though at 
g reater distances from the i r  fami l ies, mobi l ity has not 
requ i red fami ly cut-offs (90) . 
Mutran ( 1 985) asks whether differences in  kin aid between 

elderly blacks and whites are a matter of culture or socioeco­
nomic location .  The question is examined in regard to both g iv­
ing and receiving aid. The types of aid received are aid when 
i l l ,  runn ing errands, advice, and receiving money or g ifts . The 
types of aid g iven are taking care of chi ldren or grandchi ldren 
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when i l l  and offering advice. The i ndependent variables are 
i ncome, age, marital status , education, health , and respect or 
appreciation for k in over the generation. Using regression 
analysis, Mutran found that both giving and receiving aid are 
sign ificantly higher for elderly blacks , even when i ncome and 
education are contro l led .  The major effect of race on the giv­
ing of help is di rect, but over half of the effect of race on receiv­
ing help is indirect, operating through education , i ncome, 
health , marital status , and presence of chi ldren i n  the home. 
From these findings M utran concludes that culture may 
account for black elders giving more aid, whi le the racial d iffer­
ence in  receipt of aid is explained by socioeconomic factors 
and by need. Regression analysis shows women and h igher­
income respondents have a larger helper network. Older per­
sons with chi ldren have larger helper network than older per­
sons without chi ldren .  Chatters , Taylor, and Neighbors ( 1 989) 
studied the s ize of i nformal networks used during a serious 
personal problem. The sample is drawn from a national sam­
ple of black adults .  They f ind that the most often used catego­
ry of i nformal helpers during a serious problem is kin .  Men 
have a greater l i kel ihood of consult ing brothers and fathers ,  
whi le women more l i kely consult s isters. Men are less l i kely 
than women to uti l ize chi ldren of either sex (671 ) .  E l l ison 
( 1 990) studied the relationship between kinship bonds and the 
subjective wel l  being of black adults . Using regression analy­
s is ,  he finds that perceived closeness of kin ties has a positive 
effect on l ife satisfaction among elderly blacks .  S imi larly, 
Hughes and Thomas ( 1 998) studied the subjective wel l  being 
of African Americans and report that the qual ity of l ife continues 
to be worse for African Americans, but evidence accumulated 
on several d imensions indicates that the subjective wel l-be ing 
of African Americans is equal  to or better than for whites. 

As for the exchange of mutual aid, three-generation 
households and local ized kin networks are reported as being 
functional in  the black lower class concern ing the exchange of 
goods and services. Kin and three-generation households pro­
vide a variety of services to i ndividuals, which support the 
adaptation argument. Research f ind ings i ndicate that assis­
tance from kin flows in two d i rections. Fi rst, parents provide 
both financial and social assistance to chi ldren during the early 
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years of their marriage. Subsequently, the younger generation 
provides financial and social support to older members of the 
kin network. Although the burden of provid ing support to the 
elderly has sh ifted somewhat from the fami ly onto the govern­
ment, kin sti l l  perform a crucial role .  Goldscheider and 
Goldscheider ( 1 99 1 ) examine black and white differences in 
i ntergenerational financial flow between parents and chi ldren 
after h igh school and beyond. Us ing multip le regression analy­
s is ,  they find that black students receive s ign ificantly less 
i ncome from parents for educational expenses than white stu­
dents. Black-white d ifferences in  parental contributions are 
halved when d ifferences between the two populations are con­
tro l led.  Fami ly i ncome is sign ificantly and positively related to 
the amount of i ncome parents are ab le to contr ibute . 
Regression analysis indicates that when young adults make 
financial contributions to the i r  parents , b lack-white d ifferences 
remain s ignificant (505) .  The more i ncome young adults earn , 
the more they contribute toward their parents' household 
expenses. The more income that parents have, the less 
i ncome young adults contribute. After income effects are con­
tro l led,  the effects of parental fami ly structure are not s ignif i­
cant. More recent research reveals s imi lar f indings. 

The f indings of Lee and Aytac's ( 1 998) research on i nter­
generational financial support among Caucasians, Africans 
Americans, and Latinos i ndicate that African American and 
Latino parents provide more to adult chi ldren with h igher 
incomes and higher levels of education , suggesting stronger 
i nvestment and exchange objectives . Furthermore African 
American and Latino parents are more l i kely than white parents 
to be concerned with the return on assistance, possibly in sup­
port of the wel l  being of extended kin .  Lee, Peek, and Coward 
( 1 998) studied race differences i n  fi l ial responsibi l ity expecta­
tions among older parents. Using bivariate analysis ,  they found 
that blacks have higher fi l ial responsib i l ity expectation than 
whites . They assert that some of this is attributed to aged black 
parents who m ight be less educated than whites, and that edu­
cation is negatively related to expectations. After control l ing for 
sociodemographic, health , and support factors, the effects of 
race remain .  Simi larly, Burr and Mutchler ( 1 999) studied race 
and ethnic variation in norms of f i l ia l  responsibi l ity among eld-
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erly persons. Examin ing data drawn from the National Survey 
of Fami l ies and Households, they found that older African 
Americans and H ispanics are more l i kely than older non­
H ispanic Whites to agree that each generation should provide 
coresidence assistance when needed. These general izations 
are in l ine with Stack's ( 1 974 , 1 996) research and imply a 
strong sense of f i l ial responsib i l ity. Correspondingly, Uttal 
( 1 999) studied th irty-one racial ly diverse employed African 
American and Mexican American mothers and found race and 
ethnic difference in the use of kin based care .  The decision to 
use kin-based care is based not only on individual need but on 
how fami l ies with young chi ldren are embedded in the socioe­
conomic networks of the extended fami ly. They note that black 
cu lture emphasizes i nformal support systems more than 
whites , and that formal support institutions viewed by whites as 
supportive might be view by blacks as exploitative. Therefore 
Blacks may feel a "cu ltural aversion" to formal services or less 
dependent on them because of thei r stronger i nformal net­
works. 

The evidence suggests that frequency of i nteraction 
between kin and the exchange of mutual aid are s ign ificant for 
African Americans regardless of socioeconomic status. These 
patterns of i nteraction are adaptive responses to structural 
constraints . The evidence supports the idea that b lack 
American kinship is adaptive in  the lower class, p rovid ing a fai r  
segment of goods and services usual ly p rovided by  nuclear 
fami l ies: making loans, cooking meals , g iving cloth ing ,  provid­
ing housing,  and chi ld care .  Th is network of kin may ease 
some of the role strain of solo parenting whi le contributing to 
the cohesion of the k in network. 

Informal Adoption of African-American Chi ldren 
I n  the past adoption agencies have not served non-whites 

because of regulations imposed on adoptive parents . The reg­
u lations for adopting a chi ld requ i re an adequate social and 
financial h istory of the adoptive parents ; therefore poor blacks 
have had d ifficu lty adopting chi ldren through agencies in part 
because of thei r  low socioeconomic status. I n  the face of the 
fai lure of adoption agencies African Americans developed their 
own networks for i nformal ly keeping related chi ldren ;  however 
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the i nformal adoption of chi ldren is not a recent phenomenon. 
Johnson ( 1 939) contends that dur ing slavery, many chi ldren 
were estranged from the i r  parents but were taken in by other  
fami l ies. Even after slavery the convention of  i nformal adoption 
of chi ldren persisted. Johnson ( 1 939) points out that i nformally 
adopted chi ldren are granted extraordinary status in  thei r  new­
fangled fami l ies. This may compensate for the i r  parents' 
absence. In addition many adopted chi ldren are pit ied by the i r  
adopted parents , which may result i n  parents bestowing more 
affection on the chi ld .  

The informal adoption of the chi ldren of kin ,  or "ch i ld keep­
ing ," appears to be even more frequent among lower class 
African Americans. M itchel l  and Register ( 1 984) found that 
after control l ing for socioeconomic status and area of resi­
dence elderly blacks were more l i kely to take in  grandchi ldren ,  
n ieces, or nephews than thei r white counterparts. Regardless 
of area of residence, blacks were more l ikely to take chi ldren 
i nto the i r  homes (53) . Furstenburg ( 1 995) and Lempert ( 1 999) 
show that family and kinship relations in  the African American 
commun ity are more l ikely to be behavioral ly and functional ly 
based , that is ,  you become a fami ly member by acting l ike one,  
regard less of blood ties. Furstenburg ( 1 995) studied fathering 
among African Americans i n  an inner city community and found 
a d istinction between "fathers" and "daddies" that grants the 
sociological father an equal , if not an even more significant role 
than the biological father. Other researchers (Hai rston & 
Wil l iams 1 989; Rompf 1 993) i ndicate that patterns of informal 
adoptions and the acceptance of open adoptions are more fre­
quent among African Americans than for whites . Additional 
researchers (Lovett-Tisdale 1 996; Washington 1 997; Jackson­
White , Dozier, Ol iver, & Gardner 1 997) have explored factors 
that benefit the formation of African American adoptive fami l ies 
and found that the significance of community support and 
i nvolvement in the adoption process is vital . Futhermore, 
Jackson-White and her colleague ( 1 997) contend that the 
American child welfare system has fai led to recognize and uti­
l ize the wi l l ingness of African Americans and the African 
American church in the adoption of chi ldren .  If racial prejudice 
and discrimination and other aversive social conditions make 
l ife somewhat uncertain for African Americans, then informal 
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adoptions of chi ldren and strong community support are 
another adaptative strategy in  support of the hol istic perspec­
tive in the analysis of African Americans and the adaptation 
argument. 

Conclusions 
As stated elsewhere i n  this article, there have been many 

theoretical models constructed to study the African American 
fami ly. Of these the hol istic approach is the most recent and 
more plausible paradigm to gu ide research and pol icy devel­
opment related to African American fami l ies (Hi l l  1 993) . This 
approach emphas izes the fol lowi ng  themes: diversity, 
dynamism, balance, solutions, and empiric ism. Al l  of these are 
i ntegrated to a greater or lesser extent in this article, especial­
ly the empiricism and diversity themes . The hol istic approach is 
the foundation from which additional substantive conceptual 
frameworks might be i n itiated .  Th is approach provides for a 
more thorough, and positive comprehensive analysis of the 
African American fami ly as a cultural ly adaptive subsystem .  An 
adaptive subsystem striving to survive with in  the American 
society whose core cu ltural values accord ing to Robin Wi l l iams 
( 1 970) i nclude racism and group superiority. 

Furthermore this artic le empirical ly examines d ist inctive 
patterns of the African American fami ly in support of the adap­
tation argument. These patterns i nclude kin interaction and the 
exchange of mutual aid, and the informal adoption of ch i ldren .  
Keep in  mind that the adaptation and the deficit arguments are 
opposing systems of thought about the African American fami­
ly. The "adaptation" argument holds that the kin network and 
extended fami l ies carry out many "nuclear fam i ly" functions, i n  
addition to emphasizing the positive , cultural aspects of the 
African American fam i ly. In contrast the deficit argument 
assumes that African American behavioral patterns are patho­
logica l ,  especial ly in patterns of female-headed households 
where the social ization of chi ldren is viewed most negatively. 
As with any fami ly the procreation and the rearing of ch i ldren 
are s ign ificant functions not only for the continuation of the 
fami ly and kinsh ip network but also for the continued existence 
of society. Therefore the deficit model places much emphasis 
on the social ization of ch i ldren ,  particularly African American 
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males. Gordon ( 1 999) refers to Gibbs ( 1 988) who contends 
that African American men and boys are "depicted as a homo­
geneous, dysfunctional , a l ienated, and threaten ing subpopula­
tion , which some have dubbed a threatened species ."  He fur­
ther asserts that the stereotype of "black males that dominates 
the popular media as wel l  as the conceptual ization that is gen­
eral ly advanced i n  the scholarly press is a picture of pathology 
bordering on hopelessness ( ix) . Whereas the deficit model 
views African American males reared i n  female-headed house­
holds as having no male role mode l ,  the adaptation model 
posits that the father or other males within  and external to the 
household might assist not only in  the social ization process ,but 
i n  the socia l ization of identity for sons and daughters . 
According to H i l l  ( 1 999) African Americans' cultural heritage 
has fostered some degree of gender equal ity among African 
American sons and daughters ;  however research has been 
sparse. One reason for this is the gender roles of African 
Americans have been viewed as pathological (H i l l  1 999) . 

H i l l  states:  "Cu ltural ly defined notions of the appropriate 
attitudes and behaviors for males and females shape parents' 
expectations for the i r  chi ldren and may even affect their per­
ceptions of the parenting role" ( 1 04) . Block ( 1 983) studied sex 
role social ization and found that parents expect the i r  sons to be 
" independent, self- re l iant, h igh ly educated, ambitious, hard­
working ,  career oriented , inte l l igent and strong-wi l led" ( 1 34) .  
Further research i ndicates that mothers view sons a s  more d if­
f icult to rear than daughters and that the mother of sons are 
more l ikely to bel ieve that sons should work outside of the 
home (Downey, Jackson , and Powel l  1 994) . H i l l  studied gen­
der attitudes of a sample of 729 African-American and Euro­
American parents. Overal l  she found a h igh level of support for 
gender equal ity among black and white parents ; however black 
parents felt that gender would make the i r  sons' futures more 
difficult. She also found with less affluent and less educated 
black parents a tendency to emphasize happiness and self­
esteem more for daughters than for sons and for affluent b lack 
parents to emphasize more respect and obedience for sons.  As 
for the d iscip l ine of chi ldren al l  black parents emphasized the 
loss of privi leges for sons more than for daughters .  This pattern 
is more prevalent among affluent and educated black parents 
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who are in a better social class position to make avai lable more 
privi leges and thus are capable of decreasing privi leges to thei r 
chi ldren .  

Although these data show s imi larities and variation by race 
and class in sex role social ization ,  black mascul in i ty of African 
American youth cannot be omitted a crucial e lement in the 
social ization process. The vital question is :  how do parents or 
kin social ize the i r  sons to be black in  American society as wel l  
as to acqu i re a mascul ine sense of  self? Charles Horton 
Cooley ( 1 962) contends that what we th ink of ourselves is 
l inked to how we th ink others perceive us. I n  other  words i f  
African American males th ink that others see them in  a certain 
manner, it is l ikely they wi l l  th ink  of themselves as such . And 
from most indications, especially in the press, African American 
males are not viewed positively. In Nurturing Young Black 
Males: Programs that Work, Robert M incy ( 1 998) states: 

Young b lack boys need more .  H istorical ly, b lack 
males have had a d ifficult time in the United States. 
They have not been granted traditional mascul ine 
privi lege or power. Social , cu ltura l ,  and economic 
forces manifested in  racism and oppression through­
out American history have combined to keep black 
men from assuming traditionally accepted mascul ine 
roles. Black boys coming of age in  neighborhoods 
surrounded by violence and poverty face insurmount­
able odds. Often this stressful and difficult envi ron­
ment is further compounded by educators with the 
predetermined negative views about black male youth 
and their learn ing potential ( 8) . 
Corbin and Pruitt ( 1 999) state that the African American 

male identity can be shaped by a number of factors including 
ethnic inf luence, role models, and peer groups. Undoubtedly 
this means the inf luence of African American cu lture and role 
models i n  nuclear, extended fami l ies and the kin network. They 
contend that African American males compensate for i nsecuri­
ty in  a Eurocentric society by redefin ing manhood. "For the 
most part this i ncludes sexual promiscuity, machismo, risk tak­
ing and aggressive social ski l ls" (72) .  Harris and Majors ( 1 993) 
remarked that many of the academic problems of African 
Americans males are related to thei r rejection of academic 
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traits as European . The consequences of this rejection m ight 
i nclude poor academic performance or pursuing other activities 
that may or may not be in thei r  best i nterest. Taking into 
account the status of African American males, parents i n  need 
of mentors who would enhance the social ization process m ight 
enrol l  the i r  sons in nurturing programs that serve young black 
males. More than seventy local and national nurturing pro­
g rams through the Urban I nstitute are avai lable throughout the 
U nited States for young African American males . Such efforts 
to assist African American young males embody the solution 
theme of the hol istic perspective. 

The role of the unmarried mother is not observed as 
pathological according to the adaptation argument. I nstead , as 
Ladner ( 1 971 ) points out, if an unmarried woman gets preg­
nant, she is l i kely to carry the pregnancy to fu l l  term and l ive off 
welfare . An unmarried mother l iv ing off welfare temporari ly is  
no i nd ication of  that becoming  a permanent l ifesty le .  
Furthermore becoming a mother is  viewed as a step up in  sta­
tus rather  than an act of deviance. From this perspective the 
unmarried mother is looked at as a positive role model , at least 
in her capacity to bear chi ldren and receive publ ic support i n  
the  face of economic hard times and the sex ratio imbalance. 
The unmarried mother may obl igate herself to others in  the kin 
network for chi ld keeping during a crisis or hardship or over­
seeing chi ldren's play. These examples and others revealed 
before young g i rls  help to develop with in  them a sense of value 
toward motherhood and reinforce the notion of "obl igation" to 
the kin network. These patterns do not suggest pathological 
behavioral on behalf of the unmarried woman but rather show 
that non-marital b irth is appreciated as a cultural element. 

The adaptation argument views the role performance of 
s ing le parent mothers in African American fami l ies as it would 
any mother, s ing le or married. Some single mothers may be 
overloaded with obl igations and suffer role stra in .  The same 
could be general ized about mothers in two-parent fami l ies. 
Thus many single-parent mothers may move in with extended 
kin where obl igations are shared by older sons and daughters ,  
grandmothers ,  grandfathers, and other  adults .  These same 
persons may provide social ization, discip l ine ,  and other care 
givi ng activities. These patterns of i nteraction ease some of the 
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strain of a s ingle parent mother and perhaps reduce her stress 
leve l .  The large number of adult members counterbalances 
i nadequate maternal supervision of chi ldren v iewed by the 
deficit perspective, making the supervision of ch i ldren less 
problematic. If a s ingle parent mother is employed, very young 
chi ldren may be left with a resident grandparent who supervis­
es the i r  dai ly activities such as feeding,  p laytime,  and other 
social activities whi le the mother works. The mother may in 
return assist with the payment of rent or house payments .  
Chi ldren may be taught domestic or social sk i l ls by  a grand­
mother, grandfather, or an uncle. Kin may fully cooperate i n  
chi ldcare activities during t imes when chi ldren do not l ive with 
kin .  Not only adults but also older boys and g i rls  may be given 
the role of caretakers for young chi ldren .  If a mother has sev­
eral ch i ld ren and is employed , the oldest daughter  or son 
becomes the leader of the "chi ldren's gang" which is  composed 
of younger brothers and s isters .  The leader of the chi ldren's 
gang cooks and prepares meals, supervises playtime,  and 
safeguards the chi ldren from harm . Often chi ldren of non-res­
idential kin are embodied in the ch i ldren's gang. Not all s ingle­
mothers have chi ldren old enough to care for younger ones. 
There may be a "fami ly l ife cycle" pattern in  which s ing le moth­
ers receive help at some point from their parents, from other 
ki n ,  or  from older ch i ld ren .  (Antonucci 1 990 ;  Bengton , 
Rosenthal ,  and Burton 1 990; Hatch 1 99 1 ; Hoyert 1 99 1 ; 
Johnson and Barer 1 990; Taylor and Chatters 1 99 1 ; Taylor, 
Chatters , and Mays 1 988; Hernandez and Myers 1 993; Rossi 
and Rossi 1 990; Tienda and Angel 1 982 ; H i l l  1 999) . 

I n  addressing frequent poverty of female-headed house­
holds the adaptation model asserts that kin swapping or 
exchanging goods and services al leviate poverty in s ingle par­
ent households and among kin .  The larger the k in network the 
greater the potential for the exchange of goods and services. 
The exchange of aid among black fami l ies is  a pattern of adap­
tation rather  than deficiency and is viewed as a common pat­
tern among African Americans. Because of these exchanges, 
k in are the most uti l ized category of informal helpers .  Women 
and persons of h igher i ncome have the larger he lper network. 
As individuals g ive they obl igate others to g ive in return . The 
exchange is more promis ing if i ndividuals have a reputation as 
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a good exchange partner. The adaptation model argues that 
k in may assist and take over the economic function and chi 1 -
drearing functions of the "traditional" fami ly among the poor. 
According to Hatchett and Jackson ( 1 993) , many researchers 
contend that the African American extended kin network is  both 
an adaptive response to situational constraints in America 
(Aschenbrenner 1 973; Stack 1 972, 1 996; H i l l  1 97 1 ; Bi l l i ngsley 
1 968/1 988; 1 992) and an element of West African culture 
(Herskovits 1 941 ; Nobles 1 974; Sudarkasa 1 980) . The adapta­
tion model has d ifferent evaluations and d ifferent empi rical 
assertions of the African American fami ly and kinship.  It argues 
that the deficit model leaves out important "domestic struc­
tures"-the kin network. The adaptation/deficit argument is not 
a settled issue. Perhaps it wi l l  never be. However the empi rical 
evidence presented in this article is a clear indication that the 
functional ity of the African American fami ly in the United States 
has been one of adaptation in response to numerous i l l s  
i ncluding slavery, J im Crowism , and dejure segregation . 
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