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Abstract 

After years of scholarly debate, both our arguments and counterarguments regarding 

African American family life in urban communities continue to be driven by ideological 

positions rather than concrete reality.  More emphasis has been placed on broader 

sociocultural issues and deleterious outcomes than on the everyday lived experience.  

Thus, the high level characterizations offered by scholars and the concrete realities of 

families have often appeared disconnected.  To advance our understanding of the African 

American family living in urban America, we must deal with this conceptual disconnect.  

This hermeneutic phenomenological study explored the nature of the family-community 

relationship as a means to understand the lived experience of “home” within this context. 

It treated the narratives of 11 high school students as another school of thought regarding 

the phenomenon.  These narratives explicitly and implicitly captured the family-

community relationship within this context via storytelling, interviews and participant 

observation.  Two critical insights emerged from this interpretive process.  The first was 

the public nature of family within the urban African American context.  Here the family-

community relationship came to be understood through the notion of intersections versus 

the historical notion of boundaries.  The second was the public nature of the urban 

African American family and the implications of this essence for how families 

understand themselves and their relationship with the broader society.  In each of these 

cases, the assumption of the public-private dichotomy in family theory was brought into 

question.  New metaphors for understanding family life in this context are considered and 

future theoretical, research, practice and policy streams are explored. 
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Towards a “New Way of Thinking” about African American Family Life in Urban 

Neighborhoods 

 

Our Home 

You look at the ghetto and you see a mess,  
we live in the ghetto and we see the best.  
The ghetto isn’t always drug deals and gunfights,  
most days it’s parties, DJ’s and sunlight.  
Where else on earth you gonna see two Black children,  
standing up talking about how to make their first million.  
To fix up their home while discovering the truth,  
they might leave the hood but they won’t forget their roots.  
Believe me, making it big doesn’t mean you forget your past,  
it just means the struggle is changing from bad.  
Africa is our heritage, where we were stripped away,  
to work in America, but never lead the way.  
So we took our pain for all those years  
cried a few nights and shed a few tears.   
But we still stood up and came together as people,  
united is together, but it doesn’t mean equal.  
We have done so much yet have nothing to show,  
but a nine to five job and apartment in the ghetto.  
But it’s ok that we reach with the wrong-colored hand,  
deep in our hearts we know Africa’s our homeland.   
But the ghetto is where we all can stand strong man. 

     
    Ashley Nelson, The Combination 

 In her piece “Our Home” Nelson (2005) paints a portrait of everyday life in the 

urban African American community1she calls home.  She captures a reality where lived 

experience is “both-and” in nature; intersections of family and community life are 

pronounced and existence in this context is public.  Herein, the essence of “home” is 

                                                 
1 The term “community” rather than “neighborhood” is used when talking about this geographic space.  
“Community” was chosen because it (1) reflects not only shared physical space but also shared history, 
background and experiences and (2) notes the interacting quality of community—i.e. the interaction of all 
the individuals/families living in the same area. 
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socially constructed as (1) a “combination” (i.e. good and bad; strength and challenge; 

and tragedy and triumph) and (2) an intersection where family-community life is 

negotiated. 

“Home”--within this context-- is also characterized as public and thus depicted by 

“insider” and “outsider” views. In fact, it is Nelson’s keen awareness of the “outsider’s” 

discourse surrounding her home that prompts her to draw a forthright line in the sand 

between the truths of those who are internal and external to this space.  In doing so, she 

unearths the realities of situatedness2 in each of their understanding.   Her opening lines 

of “You look…we live” quickly reminds us that how we are situated in relation to the 

experience plays a role in what is seen, characterized and purported. 

In this short piece, Nelson illuminates aspects of lived experience that are 

untapped or under tapped (e.g. the combination of good and bad) in the “outsider’s 

dialogue”.  She breaks through pseudo boundaries, including the one between family and 

community, that don’t quite align with her lived experience. Moreover, she erects a 

boundary between the realities of the insider and outsider.  But most importantly, Nelson 

releases the “mute” button for a community where individuals and families, in many 

ways, remain voiceless and their perspectives silenced in “other authored” stories about 

them.   

Identifying “You”:  The Social Science Scholar as Outsider 

So, who is the outsider Nelson addresses in her poem?  With the centrality of the 

urban African American family and community in “high profile” public conversations 

                                                 
2 An approach that recognizes that all writings and other forms of representation emerge from people with 
particular values and in cultures that are distinct in time and space (Urban Social Geography) 
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(e.g. political and scholarly debates; news reports, commentaries and blogs), it is not 

difficult to imagine a host of candidates to fill the role.  Perhaps it is the journalist who 

reports relentlessly on the latest shooting or murder in this “urban war zone”3.  Maybe 

it’s the political candidate or avid blogger whose stump speech is to characterize 

Nelson’s community as a cancerous cell set to decimate the social and economic fabric of 

the country (i.e. everything wrong with this group of people in America) or the social 

justice advocate who magnifies “the ghetto” as the best case example of the persistent 

inequity that exists within the social structure of America (i.e. everything that is wrong 

with America).  Even more, it could be the social service provider, the law enforcement 

officer, the philanthropist or the community organizer set on eradicating the social and 

economic conditions that plague urban African American communities at 

disproportionately high rates.  

But let’s take for a moment that Nelson’s address is to the social science scholar4 

as outsider.  Would we be guilty of looking in and only seeing “a mess”?  Have we too 

constructed a problem saturated narrative (i.e. a literature where “problem” is the anchor 

for the argument and counterargument—e.g. strengths, resilience) in our longstanding 

plight to understand and respond to issues such as concentrated poverty, incarceration, 

drug abuse, violence, and teenage pregnancy within this context?   Or does our literature 

capture the voices and multi-layered reality of urban African American families as 

                                                 
3 Garbarino, J., Dubrow, N., Kostelny, K., & Pardo, C. (1992). Children in danger: coping with the 
consequences. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
4 The study of African American families living in urban environments cuts across a number of disciplines 
in the social sciences.  The use of “social science scholar” denotes this diversity in the literature.  While 
taken in its entirety here, the dissertation will provide a critical analysis of the viewpoints of various 
disciplines in the Literature Review Chapter. 
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experienced daily in the home and microcosm of the urban African American 

community?  Is Nelson’s portrayal of her home—i.e. as a place where “both-and” 

experiences, intersections (e.g. family-community), and shared meaning construction (i.e. 

insider and outsider) are commonplace--reflected in our literature?  And if not, why is 

this?   

Examining “You”:  The Study of African American Families Living in Urban 

Neighborhoods 

After years of scholarly debate, both our arguments and counterarguments 

regarding African American family life in urban communities continue to be driven by 

ideological positions—i.e. the intersection of political, racial, economic, religious and 

gender-based beliefs, values, and attitudes about a particular phenomenon (Dilworth-

Anderson, Burton, & Johnson, 1993)—rather than concrete reality.  Scholarship in the 

area has been guided primarily by high level conceptualizations of the African American 

family as a source (e.g. the breakdown of family); solution (e.g. the strengths and 

resilience of families); contributing factor (e.g. poor parenting practices) and/or; resource 

(e.g. social support and kinship networks) to persistent and pervasive social problems 

within this context. 

We have not engaged in substantial in-depth study on the urban African American 

family in its own right.  Furthermore, while scholars have considered context in the study 

of African American families, more emphasis has been placed on broader sociocultural 

factors (e.g. social and economic deprivation) and deleterious outcomes (Frazier, 1939; 

Moynihan, 1965; Rainwater, 1966; Wilson, 1984) than on the everyday lived experience.  
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Thus, the high level characterizations offered by scholars and the concrete realities of 

families have often appeared disconnected. 

Deeper analysis suggests that this disconnection between scholar and the family is 

related to four longstanding issues in the literature: (1) the cyclical debate and ideological 

impasse (i.e. Black families as equivalent to, deviant from or not to be measured in 

relation to mainstream white families) in the general study of African American families; 

(2) the lack of study and theory construction regarding the lived experiences of family-

community life (or families within context) in the African American urban community; 

(3) the limited ability of current conceptual frameworks to guide more complete and 

nuanced explorations on the lived experience of the urban African American family; and 

(4) the impact of the scholar’s situatedness and the relative silence of families in the 

scholarly discourse.  

To advance our understanding of the African American family living in urban 

America, we must deal with this conceptual disconnect.  Moreover, we must engage in 

meaningful and deliberative scholarship that examines the usefulness of existing 

conceptualizations as well as introduce new thinking into the dialogue. We can no longer 

succumb to long periods of theoretical silence only to reinitiate the debates of yesteryear.  

If we do, the theorizing done in everyday life by families will continue to outpace and 

remain distant to that which is found in the scholarly literature. 

Reconciling the Perspectives of “You”--The Social Science Scholar-- and “We”--The 

Urban African American Family 

 What is clear in the current narratives of the insider and outsider is that there is a 

story to be told and understood.  Moreover, given the importance of context, each 
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narrative gives way to the need for a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of 

the urban African American family.  The insiders’ critique of the outsiders’ limited 

characterizations of their “home” and the outsiders’ acknowledgement of persistent gaps 

in their understanding of the insiders’ world shed light on this need.  However, still to be 

negotiated are the issues of viewpoint and voice.  Who is best positioned to construct and 

tell the story? 

 According to Alice Walker (1989): 

…the truth about any subject only comes when all sides of the story are put 

together, and all their different meanings make one new one.  Each writer writes 

the missing parts to the other writer’s story.  And the whole story is what I’m 

after. (p.49) 

Thus, like Walker, this dissertation seeks to move us closer to the whole story; even if it 

differs from the dominant, comparable, and/or accepted narrative in the literature.  It 

explores the many voices that define and articulate the essence of African American 

family life within this context.  While it recognizes the multiplicity of voice, it primarily 

negotiates the narratives and voices of the scholar and the family in an attempt to create a 

dramatic dialogue that sparks new knowledge and action in a literature that has been 

conceptually void and stalled. 

Exploring New Ways of Thinking:  A Hermeneutic Phenomenological Study of the 

21st Century African American Family living in Urban Neighborhoods 

The family’s concrete reality within this context—i.e. the “home” Nelson writes 

about—becomes a natural entrée into this new dialogue.  Home, in the dissertation, is 

defined as (1) the place where a person, family or household lives; and (2) the place 
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where somebody was born or raised or feels that he or she belongs (Merriam Webster 

Dictionary).  It is also conceptualized by Nelson’s depiction of home as comprised of 

family and community life (i.e. house as home, community as home and the intersection 

of house and community as home).  Thus, the urban African American community is 

seen as the space in which families “live” (household and community) and not simply 

from the sociological view of urbanization or social and economic deprivation. 

In light of this, the dissertation explores the nature of the family-community 

relationship as a means to understand the lived experience of “home” within this context. 

A focus on “home” expands our thinking beyond family structure and parenting (the most 

common variables studied in the literature to date) to an array of family and family-

community processes that are socially constructed and anchored in this space.  It is 

anticipated that freshly developed insights, such as those emerging out of Nelson’s 

everyday depictions in “Our Home”, would lend itself to new ways of thinking about, 

studying and intervening with urban African American families.  It would also provide a 

renewed response to an ongoing call for applicable theories and conceptualizations in the 

study of African American families in general (Burton & Jarrett, 2000; Dilworth-

Anderson et al, 1993). 

The dissertation is both theoretical and empirical in nature—a hybrid.  It seeks a 

different understanding of family life within this context via the joint exploration of 

existing scholarly literature in the area and phenomenological data that reflect the 

concrete reality of the families themselves. It is neither driven by an inductive or 

deductive approach but rather by the dialogue that emerges between the literature and 

data (Burton, Cherlin, Winn, Estacion, & Holder-Taylor, 2009; Charmaz, 2006; Tan, 
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Wilson & Olver, 2009). 

Three general questions were used to guide inquiry: 

1) What is the essence of “home”—as it is experienced via the family-community 

relationship in urban African American neighborhoods?   

2) How is family experienced within this space? 

3) In what ways do the mundane lived experiences of families lead to a different 

way of seeing, understanding, and thinking about the intersections of family-

community life within this context?   

To answer these questions, the dissertation began with three critical paradigmatic shifts in 

the study of African American families living in urban neighborhoods: 

Shift 1:  A shift in focus from ideological positions to the mundane everyday lived 

experiences;  

Shift 2:  A shift in voice from the social science scholar as the primary story teller to 

a shared narrative of the scholar and family members themselves;  

Shift 3:  A shift in theoretical orientation regarding the relationship between family 

and community (i.e. from explanatory to essence of lived experience of home). 

 In this, it became important to adopt an approach to inquiry that would honor and 

support these paradigmatic shifts.  Thus, the dissertation invoked an interpretive frame to 

guide discovery.  According to the interpretive paradigm, there is no single reality that 

exists outside of consciousness. Rather, multiple realities exist and they are constructed 

by human beings who experience the phenomenon (Crotty, 1998).  This theoretical 

perspective is undergirded by an ontological stance that sees understanding and 

interpretation as essential characteristics of being human and it is supported by the 
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epistemological stance of social constructionism.  Social constructionism is defined as 

“the view that all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent 

upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human beings 

and their world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” 

(Crotty, 1998, p.42). 

Hermeneutic phenomenology is the theoretical perspective and methodology that 

substantiates the methods chosen for this inquiry (Tan et al., 2009).  Hermeneutic 

phenomenology seeks to understand the central nature of a phenomenon by interpreting 

and describing the essence of that experience (Charalambous, 2008; Plager, 1994; Tan et 

al., 2009).  According to van Manen (1984), this is done by: 

1) turning to a phenomenon which seriously interests us and commits us to the world; 

2) investigating experience as we live it rather than as we conceptualize it;  

3) reflecting on the essential themes which characterize the phenomenon; and 

4) describing the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting. (p.39)  

In this study, this process was carried out using narratives created by 11 high 

school students.  The narratives were written to illustrate family and community life 

within urban African American neighborhoods in New Orleans, LA.  The students’ 

stories were laden with thick descriptions of their experiences as well as with the 

experiences of other family members and families within the community.  Their 

narratives explicitly and implicitly captured the family-community relationship within 

this context via storytelling, interviews and participant observation.  Their texts were 

intentionally chosen as data for the dissertation because of their detailed multi-

perspective account of the everyday experience of family life in urban neighborhoods.   



   10 

 

The Significance of New Ways of Thinking:  Beyond the Academy 

The importance and significance of this dissertation extend beyond the academy.  

The insights garnered have the potential to not only address gaps in scholarly knowledge; 

but to also bolster on-the-ground “insider-outsider” interactions by strengthening policy 

and practice interventions.  This is particularly important as this study emanates out of a 

crisis in the academy (as illustrated above) as well as out of a crisis within the urban 

African American community.   

Here, the crisis in the community is viewed as one that is associated with a (1) 

local place—the urban African American neighborhood; (2) shared heritage –the African 

American community and; (3) society—the United States of America.  The exact nature 

of the crisis varies depending on the “community” of focus; however, across all, it is 

indicated by startling education, economic/employment, and health outcomes (National 

Urban League, 2012).  It is further magnified by staunch realities such as the mass 

incarceration of Black men and the epidemic of Black on Black violence (Alexander, 

2010; Anderson, 1999; National Urban League, 2012).   

There is outrage at these staggering statistics and there are outcries for change.  

The once unspoken is being spoken by insiders and outsiders alike.  For example, in the 

National Urban League’s State of Black America Report (2012), Mayor Michael Nutter, 

of Philadelphia, writes an essay entitled “Black Men are Killing Black Men.  There. I said 

it.” In it, he describes a painful reality while coming face-to-face with a deeply embedded 

cultural rule—i.e. never air your dirty laundry in public.  He writes: 

Now you might not expect me to talk about this issue.  I’m a Black man, proud of 

my race, my history and my heritage.  However, as the Mayor of Philadelphia, the 



   11 

 

largest American city with an African American Mayor, I feel an obligation to 

step forward to talk about these issues (pp. 107-108). 

Mayor Nutter is not alone in his subtle trepidation in publicly acknowledging a 

major issue in the African American community5.  As an insider, speaking out within a 

context where the African American male has been dehumanized and considered 

pathological for centuries comes the harsh reality of public scrutiny, fall out and 

blowback. However, the crisis in the community no longer allows for business as usual.   

Cries are echoing from the streets, homes and longstanding institutions nestled 

within urban neighborhoods.  Calls for action are swirling among African American and 

mainstream leaders from the ground up and the top down.  Increasingly the crisis in the 

community is being deemed as a “public” concern by those within and outside.  It is 

reverberating beyond the visible and invisible boundaries of the local community to the 

ethnic community and broader society.   

There are calls for deeper understanding as well as comprehensive and effective 

solutions.  However, one of the resources generally sought to help understand and 

respond to problems, the academy, is faced with a knowledge challenge of its own.  It is 

also marked with historical controversy (e.g. Daniel P. Moynihan’s The Negro American 

Family6); in that if not careful the scholar’s voice and influence has the potential to 

complicate rather than aid in increased knowledge and effective solutions.   

Thus, this dissertation matters because what the social scientist places in the 

public domain matters.  Billingsley (1970) illustrates this point in his assessment of social 

                                                 
5 Community defined as place and heritage in this instance. 
6 See Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion of the impact of this report in the public domain. 
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scientist influence in earlier periods of the study.  He writes:  “Because of their skills at 

communication and their acceptance as authorities…, social scientists do even greater 

damage to the understanding of Black family life than do ordinary citizens” (p.127).  The 

social scientist influence remains prevalent today. 

Consequently, the dissertation matters even more, because it introduces on a 

larger stage, perspectives that have remained unseen, overlooked and misrepresented.  It 

matters because it treats the voices of the family as another school of thought that can 

help explicate study in the area.   It matters because their “unadulterated” (i.e. not 

influenced by our research methods) voices and perspectives could be the very thing that 

moves our understanding forward.   

Garnering a different understanding at this time is so critical, as the crisis in the 

urban African American community can no longer withstand the trials, assumptions, and 

ideological debates of those who do not fully understand the everyday lived experiences 

of people in the community. For instance, the magnitude of the culture of violence 

permeating urban communities and its associated outcomes—murder, serious injury, 

posttraumatic stress, and mass incarceration—alone decry an approach that integrates 

multiple perspectives and engages an array of stakeholders in the development of 

solutions.  As Mayor Nutter (2012) writes: 

In Dr. King’s time the biggest threat to a Black man was that a white man, 

wearing a hood, would snatch him up off the street and take him away to beat 

him, shoot him, lynch him or burn him.  The Black man was not safe to walk the 

streets in many of our nation’s cities.  Today, in 2012, Black men are still being 

snatched from the streets, snatched from their families and their children by 
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individuals wearing hoods. Only this time the hooded person is not white, but 

Black.  Of the 316 people who were murdered in Philadelphia last year nearly 

75% of those killed were Black men.  Around 80% of those doing the killing?  

Black men…. Furthermore, this is a problem in cities all throughout America and 

that’s why mayors from across this country—Black, White, Hispanic, and 

Asian—stand united and are putting this issue on the national agenda…We’re 

building a culture in which everyone feels affected by the problem and everyone 

can be part of the solution. (pp. 107-108) 

In this case, the current dissertation becomes a part of a journey towards a solution.  It 

uses the influence of the academy to uplift voices that in everyday life go unheard in the 

national dialogue.   

Finally, the dissertation matters because it responds to a crisis in the academy and 

the African American community.  It addresses the disconnect that exists between the 

scholar and family in the conceptualization of African American families living in urban 

contexts.  Using a hermeneutic phenomenological approach, the dissertation engages in a 

deliberative process of interpretation that seeks to develop new understandings regarding 

the phenomenon.   

Moving to new understandings by way of an open ended interpretive process is 

seen as essential in the development of new conceptualizations, empirical study and 

interventions with African American families living within this context.   A better 

understanding of their daily experiences can lead to more comprehensive, effective and 

just practices, programs and policies that remedy social issues and enhance quality of life.  

Furthermore, a more nuanced understanding has the potential to not only shed light on 
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and transform the lives of “insiders” but also to serve as a reflective mirror and starting 

place for “outsiders” to examine and transform practices that contribute to the current 

state of urban America. 
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Chapter II:  Literature Review 

Creating new ways of thinking requires us to be mindful of where we have been, 

as these pre-understandings have implications for the interpretative process.  Thus, what 

follows is a comprehensive review of the study of Black family7 literature.    The multi-

disciplinary nature of this literature; its rootedness in both context and culture; and its 

reactive approach (i.e. key perspectives are often in response to preceding perspectives) 

to study provides a clear multi-view storyline from the point of origin to current day 

perspectives regarding African American family life in urban contexts.  This 

developmental account sheds light on critical debates, assumptions, and perspectives 

throughout the literature—all which are relevant precursors for the current work.   

It critically examines the study of Black families in the United States from the late 

19th century through the early 21st century.  Rather than provide a detailed account of all 

scholarship in the area8, it focuses on the contextual, conceptual and methodological 

arguments that have shaped development overtime.  It pays particular attention to 

emergent themes and periods of critical growth and analysis that have influenced 

subsequent stages of development.  As with other reviews in the area, it offers a reflective 

analysis of existing conceptual frameworks.  Consequently, it reopens the dialogue 

                                                 
7 The author has decided to remain true to the term (i.e. Negro, Black, Afro-American, African American, 
White, European American) used to describe racial and ethnic groups when using specific examples within 
the literature.  The terms Black and White are used when speaking in general as both are racial modifiers 
that have existed overtime.   They also speak to the race based tone of the literature. “The Study of Black 
Family” is used to describe the literature as a whole as it is the most consistent label for scholarship in this 
area. 
8 For more thorough reviews of the study of black family, see Bowser, 1986;  Dodson, 2007; Furstenberg, 
2007; Harris, 1979; Mathis, 1978; Nobles, 1978; Staples, 1971; Staples & Mirande’, 1980; Taylor, 
Chatters, Tucker, & Lewis, 1990 
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regarding applicable theories--particularly in the 21st century study of Black families 

living in urban neighborhoods.   

It is organized into three major subheadings (1) The Study of Black Families:  

Critical Periods of Development; (2) Critical Periods, Key Perspectives & Subsequent 

Influence; and (3) The Study of Black Families in the 21st Century:  Emergent Themes, 

Critical Analysis, and New Ways of Thinking.   

The Study of Black Families:  Critical Periods of Development 

The study of Black families has prompted much debate in the literature over the 

past century; in part because of the intimate connection between the emergent scholarship 

in the area and the socio-historical context in which it has developed.  This parallel 

relationship concerning the treatment of Blacks in American society and the social 

science literature has served as a linchpin in the study of Black families. It has been 

implicated in the primary themes that have persisted overtime.  It has also been a key 

initiator of critical periods for reflective analysis throughout the course of development.  

There have been six critical periods of development in this long and mired journey 

towards an applicable theory for Black family life.  And in each period, for every 

postulation there has been a rebuttal; making the need for ongoing reflective analysis just 

as critical as theory construction itself.   

The first period emerged alongside W.E.B. DuBois’ groundbreaking scientific 

study of the “Negro American”.  Prior to this, there was very little knowledge or even 

mention of the plight of Black individuals, families or communities in the social science 

literature.  The second period was ushered in by the work of E. Franklin Frazier.  Using a 
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race relations9 lens, Frazier paid particular attention to the effect of extenuating 

circumstances such as slavery, racial and economic oppression, and urbanization on 

family life (Frazier, 1939, 1950).  Social conditionality—i.e. the influence of social and 

economic circumstances on family organization and functioning--was at the heart of 

DuBois and Frazier’s work (Bowser, 1986).  In this, both challenged the biological-

genetic determinism perspective of the day by calling attention to the emerging social 

determinism or social pathology frame (Dilworth-Anderson et al., 1993; Johnson, 1977).  

These two periods served as precursors to the more active periods of study to follow. 

The third period, and one of the most noted in the literature, was the Daniel P. 

Moynihan era.  Moynihan (1965) moved Frazier’s propositions regarding the link 

between family organization and social conditionality into the public spotlight.  However, 

he departed from Frazier’s thinking when he identified the Black family unit as the 

primary causal factor for poor individual and community outcomes. Moynihan’s 

conceptualization was the source of major debate during this period and those to follow.  

His work was significant not only because of its influence on academic dialogue but also 

its influence on policy and public dialogues regarding the Black family.   

While Moynihan’s work took centerfield, it was not the only game changing work 

occurring during this time. The third period was also characterized by key urban 

ethnographies on Black family life (e.g. Hannerz, 1969; Liebow, 1967).  Similar to the 

work of DuBois (1899), these qualitative studies offered a more in-depth 

phenomenological view of Black family life in urban corridors.  Findings reflected a 

                                                 
9 Race relations—i.e. “the area of discipline that studies the social, political and economic relations 
between races and ethnicities at all levels of society” (Wikipedia) 
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much more nuanced understanding of the Black family than those postulated by 

Moynihan.   

However, it was Moynihan’s (1965) characterization of the Black family--as a 

“tangle of pathology”—that served as a rallying cry for Black scholars in the early 

seventies. Black scholars, across disciplines, began to shed light on a multitude of 

conceptualization and methodological issues surrounding existing scholarship on the 

Black family (Billingsley, 1970; Johnson, 1977; Nobles, 1978; Staples, 1971).  In 

addition, they lifted up the heterogeneous nature of the Black family and put forth 

alternative strength based perspectives on Black family life (Billingsley, 1968; Hill, 

1972; Staples, 1971).  The rebuttal of the Black scholar marked the fourth period of 

development.  Like the Moynihan era, propositions emerging from this outcry were also 

influential in shaping the future study of Black families.  

The fifth period was not quite as prolific, conceptually, as the Moynihan and 

Black scholars’ periods.  This theoretical imprint emerged in the early 80s alongside 

William Julius Wilson’s works The Declining Significance of Race: Blacks and 

Changing American Institutions (1978) and The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, 

the Underclass and Public Policy (1987).   Primarily, it refocused scholarship in the area 

on the issue of social class and the urban context—a longstanding theme pre the 1970s.  

However, with such a “vitriolic” reaction to the work of Moynihan in the sixties and the 

continued response throughout the seventies, scholars shied away from any real pursuit of 

theoretical inquiry surrounding what Wilson referred to as “the Black underclass” 

(Wilson,1984).  
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Finally, the sixth period (i.e. approximately 1985 through the present), has been 

less cohesive in terms of leading authors and perspectives.  There has also been little 

work in the area of theoretical advancements.  The critical thought of the seventies has 

been met with a slow decline of such focus over the past 25 years. With the exception of  

a moderate number of publications, namely in the nineties, (Allen, 1995; Allen & James, 

1998; Billingsley & Morrison-Rodriguez, 1995; Boyd-Franklin, 1989, 2003; Carroll, 

1998; Hill, 1998; Wright & Anderson, 1998) the number of theoretical articles regarding 

the study of Black families has paled in comparison to earlier periods.  Furthermore, both 

the theoretical postulations and empirical studies have also closely followed the threads 

of research and ideological perspectives coming before.  This has included a focus on the 

diversity of Black family life, racial socialization, family patterns (e.g. family structure, 

family formation), gender relations (e.g. sex and marriage), and cultural strengths (e.g. 

spirituality, kinship).   

Conceptually, there has continued to be an ambivalent relationship between 

family scholars, in particular, and the study of Black families living in distressed urban 

communities during this period.  However, social scientists working in related areas (e.g. 

child development, community violence) have continually returned to “family life within 

the urban context” as a key factor in their work.  This theme, in particular, has persisted 

as social issues (e.g. drug addiction, violence, HIV/AIDS, teen pregnancy) in the urban 

Black community have reached epidemic proportions.  Research in the area has (a) 

increasingly focused on the relationship between the individual, family and community; 

and (b) been guided primarily by the pre-existing views on Black family life or by 

general family or community based theories that are sensitive to context.   
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Each of these periods has led to or been undergirded by key theoretical or 

ideological perspectives10 on the Black family. The following section outlines key 

perspectives of each period and its influence on the developmental trajectory of 

scholarship in the area. 

Critical Periods, Key Perspectives and Subsequent Influence  

Period I:  W.E.B. DuBois:  The Scientific Study of the “Negro American”.  

The debate surrounding the study of Black families began as early as the late 19th century 

when W.E.B. DuBois addressed the “Blackless” nature of social science scholarship 

(Lange, 1983).  Until the emergence of DuBois’ work, social science was dominated by 

research on White American families and primarily conducted by White American 

scholars.  DuBois became the first “Black social scientist” and through his scholarship 

introduced the first study of Black America—The Philadelphia Negro (1899). 

The general aim of study of the Philadelphia Negro was “to ascertain something 

of the geographical distribution of this race [over 40,000 Blacks in Philadelphia], their 

occupations and daily life, their homes, their organizations and, above all, their relation to 

their million White fellow-citizens”(DuBois, 1899, p.1).  In this, DuBois personally 

interviewed over 5,000 Black Philadelphians, conducted a thorough document review 

concerning Blacks living in the geographical area, and administered six questionnaires on 

the family, individual, home, street, institution (i.e. organizations and institutions), and 

servant (i.e. house servants who lived at their place of employment) life.  Findings 

                                                 
10 Note the author’s distinction between theoretical and ideological perspectives; while much of what is 
offered is referred to as conceptual or theoretical many of the postulations are more in line with ideological 
positions—i.e. the intersection of political, racial, economic, religious and gender-based beliefs, values, and 
attitudes about a particular phenomena (Dilworth-Anderson, Burton, & Johnson, 1993). 
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reflected empirical accounts of the “Negro American” experience in the areas of 

population and migration patterns, housing conditions, social life, health care issues, 

crime, religion and family life (Saari, 2009).   Years after its completion, the study of the 

Philadelphia Negro was considered a model of what a study of a Negro community 

should be (Myrdal, 1944). 

DuBois continued his study of the Black community throughout the early 20th 

century.  During this time, he published the results of the thirteenth Annual Atlanta 

University Conference--The Negro American Family (1909).  In it, DuBois addressed 

such topics as family structure and functions, the home, economics and the daily life of 

Negro Americans (Saari, 2009).  At the heart of DuBois’ work on the Black family was 

his commitment to bring to bear an in-depth empirical, scientific approach to 

documenting family life.  He was reacting to predominantly theoretical approach of his 

day.  As Saari (2009) writes:   

Du Bois took issue with the highly theoretical approaches to the study of social 

phenomena that were popular at the time. He specifically reacted to Herbert 

Spencer and his synthetic philosophy, calling it "verbal jugglery" which Du Bois 

argued led to an abstract, descriptive sociology that could not be verified 

empirically (Du Bois, [1903-1904] 2000)). These "car-window" or "armchair 

sociologists" tried to study and understand the African American social situation 

from a distance without directly observing African American life. He accused his 

contemporaries of trying to comprehend the "Negro Problems" from the office as 

he criticized the work of sociologists like Franklin Giddings and Herbert Spencer 

(Green and Driver, 1978). Du Bois argued that social scientists were focusing 
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more on theory and scientific laws rather than empirically addressing relevant 

social issues. Du Bois argued for the need to move toward more measurement and 

less abstract theorizing. A more scientific approach would allow the social 

scientist to study the members of a family as human beings living in concrete 

reality rather than as abstractions (Du Bois, [1903-1904] 2000). (The Sociological 

Study, para.2) 

In the end, DuBois’ scientific approach led to a number of key insights regarding 

Black family life.  First, he grounded the inequality Black families experienced within 

social structures that could be changed.  Second, he named slavery—a period of 

deculturation and social control--as a key factor in the breakdown of the Black family 

(Furstenberg, 2007; Saari, 2009; Wilson 1984).  Third, he empirically highlighted the 

relationship between African culture and contemporary Black family functioning and 

often used life in Africa as a baseline to track progress of Black life post-slavery (Saari, 

2009).  DuBois writes: 

An attempt has been made to connect present conditions with the African past. 

This is not because Negro-Americans are Africans or can trace an unbroken social 

history from Africa, but because there is a distinct nexus between Africa and 

America which, though broken and perverted, is nevertheless not to be neglected 

by the careful student….Assuming, however, that the condition of Negro tribes in 

the nineteenth century reflected much of their earlier conditions, and that central 

and west Africa furnished most of the slaves, some attempt has been made to 

picture in broad outline the social evolution of the Negro in his family relations. 

(1908, p.9) 
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Fourth, he called attention to the impact of social and economic deprivation (i.e. 

the social condition) on the organization of contemporary community and family life.  In 

his analysis he spoke of four classes of Blacks—i.e. the middle and above, the working 

poor, the poor, and criminal classes.  DuBois saw social class, color and assimilation and 

gender as being sources of tensions within the Black community (Furstenberg, 2007; 

Saari, 2009). However, he believed Black assimilation, via the family, into the American 

way of life—e.g. educational attainment, property and wealth acquisition, moral 

cultivation—would improve the social conditions of the Black community and the 

disorganized (e.g. unstable unions, father-absent households, female centered families) 

state of the Black family (Harris, 1979). 

Lastly, in studying the Black family’s evolution overtime, he developed key 

beliefs regarding the “Negro American’s” ability to respond to social conditions in 

America.  Lange (1983) writes:   

One of those convictions firmly held and openly expressed by DuBois while 

engaged in his ‘social study’ of Philadelphia Negros is that ‘There does not stand 

today upon God’s earth a race more capable of muscle, intellect, and morals, than 

the American Negro, if he will bend his energies in the right direction.’ Hardly 

another American social scientist of the time shared that conviction, and many 

bent their intellectual energies in substantiating its opposite.” (p.141) 

While DuBois’ scholarship in the area of Black family life was important, it was 

not widespread.  Furthermore, the sociological community has been inconsistent in when 

and how it positions DuBois’ work in this area and has often marked the work of E. 

Franklin Frazier as the inception of study of Black families in sociology. 
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Period II:  E. Franklin Frazier:  The Disorganization of the Black Family. 

During the 1930s, the study of Black families began to take form with the seminal work 

of E. Franklin Frazier, a Black sociologist at the University of Chicago.  This was 

important because the “Negro family as a subject of serious sociological interest ha[d] 

been neglected” post DuBois (Frazier, 1939).  Frazier writes of his work:  “not until 

nearly a quarter of a century after the appearance of DuBois’ book [The Negro American 

Family] was a serious attempt made to study family disorganization among Negroes as a 

sociological problem” (Frazier, 1950, p. 269).   

Frazier sought to explain the process of race relations through the study of the 

Black family (Staples, 1971).  He examined the impact of social, economic, and political 

conditions on family form and functioning.   Using a natural history approach, he 

explained the state of the Black family as one strongly affected by slavery, racism, 

economic exploitation, and urbanization.  Frazier found that Black families developed 

alternative forms of functioning based on the shifts in their environment (e.g. slavery, 

reconstruction, urbanization) over time.  These alternative forms included (a) the Black 

family’s matriarchal character whereby males were seen as marginal and ineffective; (b) 

the instability of marital life as a result of the strains of slavery; and (c) the instability of 

family life because of the process of urbanization (Frazier, 1939, 1950; Staples, 1971).   

A major tenet of Frazier’s thinking regarding the relationship between the socio-

historical context and family functioning was social conditionality.  Like DuBois, Frazier 

found in his study of Black families in Chicago and New York, that when social and 

economic conditions improved “family disorganization”, as characterized by the issues 
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above, was no longer present (Frazier,1939; Mathis, 1978).  Bowser (1986) writes of this 

position: 

When Afro-Americans were able, at least, to attain freedom from economic 

deprivation, their family and community life were normative to Whites.  In this 

sense, contrasting the majority lower class with the small middle class was 

essential and the focus of both [Frazier and DuBois] scholars was on the differing 

social and economic contexts that each class lived in. (p.18) 

As with others of his time, Frazier used White middle class norms as a yardstick 

to measure Black family functioning (Bowser, 1986; Frazier, 1938, 1950; Harris, 1979; 

Staples, 1971).  This consideration of the Black family in light of White middle class, for 

Frazier and for that matter DuBois, was not done to prove Black inferiority (the 

mainstream position of their peers) rather to reflect the Black family’s social, economic, 

and political gain when ascertained. Thus from this position, just as the middle class 

ability to reflect these norms counter-argued the notion of the deviant Black family, the 

lower class Black family’s inability to reflect these norms in daily life suggested that the 

historical and contemporary social and economic conditions in which they found 

themselves proved too much for healthy (i.e. White middle class ideal) family 

functioning.   

Frazier labeled this “family disorganization”—i.e. the lower class Black family’s 

inability, as an institution, to conform to socially acceptable norms of family life (Frazier, 

1950). Furthermore, he identified “The City of Destruction”—the urban context—as a 

primary source for this family form.  Frazier, like others in the Chicago School, was 

particularly concerned about urbanization and the instability and disorganization it 
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produced for families.  Of interest were the stress and strain of urban conditions (i.e. the 

complex social and economic forces) and the impact of the family’s reorganization in 

response to the urban way of life (Bowser, 1986; Frazier, 1939).  It was Frazier’s belief 

that, in this new environment for example, social patterns developed during earlier 

periods of development would become dysfunctional for urban survival and advancement 

(Bower, 1986). 

In light of this, Frazier found the urban Black family to be “highly disorganized, 

economically unstable, demoralized and headed by females” (Mathis, 1978).  He 

connected this disorganized structure to negative child outcomes including (a) economic 

disadvantage because of a single mother income; (b) poorer emotional and social 

outcomes due to the absence of family traditions and family living (e.g. shared meals, 

laxed discipline); (c) delinquent and criminal behavior and (d) impaired child-community 

institution relationships (Frazier, 1950).   

Consequently, he sought a solution for the disorganized Black family.  The 

solution, according to Frazier, was assimilation (Frazier, 1950; Furstenberg, 2007; Harris, 

1979).  Harris (1979) writes:  “for E. Franklin Frazier and his colleagues, this constituted 

the only realistic alternative.   The Afro-American family had, beside its slave 

experience, very few cultural resources in which to build stable, productive familial units 

(p.4).” 

Frazier’s scholarship in the area of Black families led to the cultural assimilation, 

cultural ethnocentric, cultural homogeneity, or cultural equivalent11 perspective.  It 

espoused “that the survival of the Afro-American in American civilization depended on 
                                                 
11 It has been called each of these by various authors.  However, the concept remains the same. 
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the measure of his success in adopting White culture” (Staples, 1971 p.121).  According 

to Allen (1978),  “[the cultural equivalent] perspective makes the implicit value judgment 

that Black families constitute legitimate forms only insofar as their structures and 

processes parallel those of White, middle class” (p.170).  This was seen as particularly 

important in the contemporary and urban milieu where Blacks were physically and 

culturally isolated from Whites and their primitive culture became dysfunctional (Staples, 

1971).    

Frazier’s proposed solution of family “as the most fruitful approach to the 

problem of assimilation of the Negro and his adjustment to modern civilization” (Frazier, 

1939, p. xix) became the definitive conceptualization on Black family life in America for 

at least the next three decades (1930-1960).  In the same manner, his conceptual linkage 

of social condition, class and family disorganization, became a foundational framework 

for studies such as the Black Metropolis12 (Drake & Cayton, 1945) and Powdermaker’s 

(1969) study of the Black experience in the Deep South.  Frazier’s postulations also set 

the stage for scholarship emerging from, by far, the most controversial period on the 

study of Black families. 

Period III:  Daniel P. Moynihan:  The Tangle of Pathology.  The sixties were 

not only the most controversial period but also one of the most active periods for the 

scholarship of Black families.  This spike in momentum can be attributed to work of 

Daniel P. Moynihan.  Moynihan was a sociologist and Assistant Secretary of Labor who 

                                                 
12 Black Metropolis examined the influence of family experiences, neighborhood institutions, and distal 
political, physical and economic forces on social organization and stratification in a Chicago community.   
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used census data to offer, at the time, the next large scale framing on Black family life 

post Frazier.  As Staples writes in a review of the 1965 “Moynihan Report”13: 

In a sense, Moynihan attempted to statistically confirm Frazier’s theory that the 

Black family was disorganized as a result of slavery, urbanization and economic 

deprivation.  But he added a new dimension to Frazier’s theory, namely, that ‘at 

the heart of the deterioration of the fabric of the Negro society is the deterioration 

of the Negro Family’. (Staples, 1971, p.122) 

Moynihan (1965) saw this deterioration as a “tangle of pathology…capable of 

perpetuating itself without assistance from the White world” (p.47).  This pathological 

condition was mostly observed among “the unskilled, poorly educated city working 

class” family rather than the “middle class group” whom Moynihan indicated “managed 

to save itself” through cultural assimilation (Moynihan, 1965).  For Moynihan, the urban 

Black family was not seen as a system in a constant state of adaptation to an oppressive 

environment (i.e. Frazier’s postulation).  Rather it was seen as a causal factor for 

historical and current social conditions, similar to poverty and racism.  

Furthermore, the perpetual nature of what Moynihan called “deep –seated 

structural distortions” was not a new phenomenon.  In fact, his thinking on this matter 

was directly related to Oscar Lewis’ “culture of poverty” thesis.  According to Lewis, the 

poor organized around a subculture that enabled them to adapt to and survive in some of 

the most economically distressed environments (Furstenberg, 2007; Harris, 1979; Lewis, 

1966).  Lewis also argued that the economic and cultural marginalization experienced by 

the poor led to, for example, social disorganization of family systems, lack of impulse 
                                                 
13 Also known under its formal name The Negro Family: A Case for National Action 
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control, and strong present orientation--i.e. little ability to defer gratification or plan for 

the future (Furstenberg, 2007).  While Lewis’ interest was in impoverished communities 

across the globe, Moynihan and others saw the theory’s relevance to what was considered 

the deviant subculture of the urban Black family in America.   

Moynihan’s attempt to link social conditions--such as the dissolution of Black 

marriages, the high rates of children born out of wedlock, the prevalence of female 

headed households, and the high increase in welfare dependency among Black families—

to the breakdown or dysfunction of the Black family and deviant subculture was not met 

with favorable reviews, particularly by the Black community.  What further heightened 

the response of dissenters, at the time, was the role the report played in the broader social 

context.  The Moynihan Report served as an official government document whereby it 

influenced public policies and programs that addressed the effects of racism and 

economic oppression.  By squarely placing the blame of the current conditions within the 

Black community at the doorstep of the “deviant and dysfunctional” Black family, there 

was an implied shift away from the more structural and systemic changes needed to 

assure a just and equal society for everyone.  Staples (1971) writes: 

In effect, he made a generalized indictment of all Black families.  And, although, 

he cited the antecedents of slavery and high unemployment as important variables 

historically, he shifted the burden of Black deprivation onto the Black family 

rather than the American social structure. (p.122) 

Moynihan believed the real path to social and economic inequality for the Black 

community lay in its ability to strengthen the nuclear family structure (1965).  He writes: 
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In a word, a national effort towards the problems of Negro Americans must be 

directed towards the question of family structure. The object should be to 

strengthen the Negro family so as to enable it to raise and support its members as 

do other families. After that, how this group of Americans chooses to run its 

affairs, take advantage of its opportunities, or fail to do so, is none of the nation's 

business. (1965, pp. 47-48) 

Like Frazier, he saw the integration of the Black family into mainstream culture as the 

solution to the Black plight. However, because Moynihan saw the family as the problem, 

the family system became the target of the solution.  This was a stark difference to the 

calls for social and economic based solutions of the past. 

Just as important as the content of Moynihan’s work was the time period in which 

it emerged.  It came into view during a highly political time in the country—i.e. one of 

great debate over issues of racial and economic oppression (e.g. the Civil Rights 

Movement and the War on Poverty).  As a result, his work carried even greater 

significance given his racial, professional and political background.  Clearly, Moynihan 

wasn’t the first sociologist to call attention to the disorganization of the Black family (e.g. 

DuBois, 1908; Frazier, 1939); however, Moynihan was the first White intellectual to do 

so while in a prominent position of influence.  Furthermore, he was also the first to use 

data to support a shift in “blame” from societal structures and conditions to that of the 

family itself.  Consequently, Moynihan’s reach permeated beyond the walls of academia.  

His depiction orchestrated a shift not only in the scholarly perception of the urban Black 

family but also the general public perception.  The message in the memo (i.e. the deviant 
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nature of the Black family, the national call to action to address it), the political stage and 

the ever-present racially charged environment gave way and voice to the controversy of 

the pathological Black family.   

While the greatest debate was over Moynihan’s premise and work, it is important 

to note the influence of other works conducted and published during this time.  One 

example is Lee Rainwater’s study of Black families living in public housing.  

Rainwater’s thesis emerged as a compilation of Frazier and Moynihan’s thinking.  Like 

Frazier, Rainwater recognized the social and economic conditions as the root cause of 

family disorganization (Rainwater, 1966).  However, like Moynihan, Rainwater believed 

that the perpetual state of living in these conditions led to a subculture (primarily seen as 

destructive) among Black families living in urban environments.   This subculture would 

make attempts to improve the social and economic conditions more difficult.   Rainwater, 

saw urban Black families as perpetual victims of their circumstance in which they were 

both victimized by others and themselves.  In his article, Crucible of Identity:  The Negro 

Lower-Class Family (1966), he describes the following cycle as a way to understand the 

process by which Blacks adapt to their situations: 

White cupidity 

creates 

Structural Conditions Highly Inimical to Basic Social Adaptation (low-income, 

availability, poor education, poor services stigmatization) 

to which by Negros adapt 

by 
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Social and Personal Responses which serve to sustain the individual in his 

punishing world but also generate aggressiveness toward the self and others 

which results in 

Suffering directly inflicted by Negros on themselves and others. 

In short, Whites, by their greater power, create situations in which Negros 

do the dirty work of caste victimization for them…It is the central thesis of this 

paper that the caste facilitated infliction of suffering by Negroes on other Negroes 

and on themselves appears most poignantly within the confines of the family, and 

that the victimization process as it operates in families prepares and toughens its 

members to function in the ghetto world, at the same time that it seriously 

interferes with their ability to operate in any other world.” (pp. 175-176) 

According to Rainwater (1966), the family was not to blame for the deprived 

social condition; however, he did see them as responsible for the solutions they 

developed in response to these ongoing human conditions.  He referred to this patterned 

self-created way of behaving as the “Negro subculture”—i.e. “a distinctive patterning of 

existential perspectives, techniques for coping with the problem of social life, views 

about what is desirable and undesirable in particular situations” (p. 177).  Rainwater saw 

the intrinsic values of some of the Black family’s coping patterns, but for the most part, 

deemed them highly destructive.  Thus, his work in the area focused on the family’s role 

in the “tangle of pathology” (Moynihan, 1965) or “culture of poverty” (Lewis, 1966).   

Other examples came from ethnographic studies such as Elliot Liebow’s Tally’s 

Corner (1967) and Ulf Hannerz’s Soulside:  Inquiries into Ghetto Culture and 

Community (1969).  Like Moynihan, this work was also guided by data; yet, it offered a 
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more nuanced and less monolithic depiction of inner city Black family life. This is 

because these in-depth qualitative studies provided a more comprehensive understanding 

of the Black experience from inside the “urban ghetto” by detailing the everyday lives of 

residents, in this case Black males. While findings supported a number of the mainstream 

postulations (e.g. economic disadvantage, structural isolation, culture of poverty), they 

also expanded upon aspects of the Black family’s narrative that remained implicit or 

untold (e.g. their adaptations to their conditions and constraints).   

The sixties was the cornerstone for mainstream approaches to Black family 

research and theory construction. It introduced and explored at length the notion of a 

lower class Black subculture—a groundbreaking idea at the time.  The concept of this 

culture of poverty explicitly--in some cases (e.g. Moynihan and Rainwater) and implicitly 

in others (e.g. Liebow and Hannerz)—gave birth to a thesis that postulated the idea that 

Black families, through cultural transmission, perpetuated the social conditions in which 

they lived.  While, some of the identified cultural patterns were seen through a resilience 

lens; the overwhelming focus on the social pathology of the Black family during this 

period set the stage for the dissenting approaches of the seventies.  

Period IV:  The Rebuttal of the Black Family Scholar14.  The study of Black 

families peaked in the 1970s with the prolific response of Black scholars to the work of 

Moynihan.  It was a period of heavy critique of, as Billingsley (1970) called it, “White 

social science”.  He writes: 

                                                 
14 While DuBois and Frazier were black scholars, the use of “the black family scholar” here is intended to 
portray the collective movement of black scholars responding in the seventies as well as their specific and 
intentional focus on the black family. 
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Students of human behavior, policy makers, and citizens who look to the body of 

knowledge about the human condition which has been generated and reflected by 

American social scientists will find no area of American life more glaringly 

ignored, more distorted, or more systematically disvalued than Black family life.  

Thus, Black families who have fared so ill historically in White American society 

have fared no better in White American social science, and largely for the same 

reasons. For American social scientists are much more American than social and 

much more social than scientific.  They reflect all the prejudice, ignorance, 

arrogance which seems to be endemic to Americans of European descent. 

Furthermore, because of their skills at communication and their acceptance as 

authorities on race relations, social scientists do even greater damage to the 

understanding of Black family life than do ordinary citizens. (p.127) 

Black scholars were particularly critical of the “value-free” sociology of the 

earlier periods—i.e. the myth that sociologists reached conclusions objectively (Johnson, 

1977; Staples, 1971; Suarkasa, 1975). Specifically, they were concerned about the 

widespread dissemination of “unfounded myths and stereotypes” on Black family life 

that seemed to depict longstanding public perceptions rather than robust research findings 

(Staples, 1971).  Furthermore, as Billingsley (1970) indicates, even more alarming was 

the power that such characterizations carried in the public domain.  A picture of the Black 

family as a deviant and pathological system that perpetuates itself through cultural 

transmission had significant physical, social, political and economic implications.   

As a result, Black scholars called attention, throughout the seventies, to the state 

of Black family research including ethical, conceptualization, methodological and 



   35 

 

evaluative issues.  For example, there was a plethora of writings focused on (a) values 

and social science; (b) ideological differences between scholars (e.g. cultural deviant, 

cultural equivalent, cultural variant); (c) methodological issues including the level and 

unit of analysis (i.e. nuclear family as focus of study; lack of consistent and in-depth 

attention given to the family and its relationship to societal subsystems) and the use of 

conventional research methods (e.g. census data) for understanding Black family life; (d) 

the limited attention to fullness of family life vs. aspects (e.g. family structure, family 

formation, female headed households); and (e) the role of social scientist in public policy 

formulation (Allen, 1978a, 1978b; Billingsley, 1970; Johnson, 1977; Kilpatrick, 1979; 

Mathis, 1978; Nobles, 1978; Staples, 1971; Sudarkasa, 1975).  While each of these was 

the focus of attention, greater concern was expressed in the area of ideological and 

theoretical perspectives. 

Overwhelmed by deficit and pathological frames, Black scholars also offered new 

conceptual frameworks and research paradigms for examining Black family life.  

Emphasis was on (a) the difference between Black and White families in the United 

States; however, unlike their predecessors, they attributed the difference to the cultural 

backgrounds and experience of the group rather than social deviance; (b) the role of 

African heritage on current functioning of the Black family; (c) the varying structure of 

the Black family—i.e. the Black family as extended rather than nuclear; (d) the strength, 

resilient and adaptive aspects of the Black family; (e) the heterogeneity of Black family 

life, with a special focus on social class differences ; (f) the study of the Black family vs. 

the study of the Black community; and (g) the role and values of the social scientist 

(Harris, 1979; Nobles, 1978; Stack, 1974; Staples, 1971).  This emerging perspective was 
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often referred to as cultural relativism, cultural variant or cultural functional (Dodson, 

2007).   

The cultural variant perspective, viewed the Black family as “a culturally unique 

and legitimate unit” (Staples & Mirande, 1980).  The Black family unit was seen as a 

form that was distinct from the white family.  For Black scholars, this distinction did not 

exist because of pathology or deviance; rather it existed due to culture and context—i.e. 

Black families and white families operated within different social realities and thus their 

structures, processes, and functions differed as a result (Allen, 1978b).  Family life and 

functioning were considered culturally-relative.  The Black family was also seen as 

culturally functional in that family patterns were adopted to combat oppressive and racist 

conditions in American society (Mathis, 1978).   

Much of this new way of thinking was rooted in Africanity and Black Cultural 

Nationalism (BCN) models (Johnson, 1977; Staples & Mirande, 1980).  Both returned to 

DuBois’ idea regarding the relationship between the Black family and its African roots.  

From this viewpoint, the Black family was not “made in America” as postulated by 

Frazier, Moynihan, and Rainwater; in fact, the Black family was seen as a “continuing 

fountain of strength and endurance built upon its African cultural heritage” (Mathis, 

1978, p.671).  Both models emphasized the resilient and adaptive aspects of Black family 

life resulting from this heritage (Harris, 1979).  This included strong kinship bonds, a 

strong work orientation, adaptability of family roles, strong achievement orientation, and 

strong religious orientation (Hill, 1972).   Furthermore, Black scholars agreed with 

Moynihan and his peers regarding a partially autonomous Black subculture (Billingsley, 

1968).  However, for them, this subculture was not based on pathology and reactivity to a 
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white society; rather it was a healthy and functional cultural identity centered on a 

common past, present and future (Johnson, 1977).   

This new framework had implications not only in terms of the study of Black 

families but also the role of the social scientist in this study.  For the first time, a value 

espousal approach was adopted.  Black scholars recognized the inherent nature of values 

and rather than compartmentalize or ignore them as done in earlier periods, they began to 

explicitly state them. This allowed the audience to understand theory and research 

findings through the scholar’s frame of reference (Dilworth-Anderson et al., 1993).  

Furthermore, for those who adopted the BCN framework, values were embraced and used 

as justification for the Black social scientist’s role in the Black Liberation struggle.  In 

such, these Black scholars’ political ideology of survival and culture prompted them to 

act not only as researchers but activists for the Black community.  In their work, they (a) 

“develop[ed] new concepts/frameworks based on Black history; (b) [sought] to take 

leadership in interpreting Black reality to the masses and (c) provided any knowledge 

necessary to obtain self-defined goals” (Johnson, 1977, p.103). 

Black scholars, during this period, turned their focus away from the comparative 

approaches of earlier periods; and began to study Black families in isolation as a means 

to understanding Black family life in its own right.  Conceptual frameworks and research 

emerging during this time were heavily skewed towards the positive features of Black 

family life.  In that, this perspective shed light on the heterogeneity of Black family life 

namely through lifting up the positive attributes of the middle class Black family.  This 

was of particular importance, as this population was given less attention than the lower 

class in mainstream conceptualizations of Black family life.  However, the spotlight on 
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the middle class did not come without cost in better understanding the lower class family 

life—the central focus of previous decades. 

Period V:  William Julius Wilson—Race or Class?  Black scholars influenced 

the debate surrounding the Black family by (a) strongly critiquing those who depicted 

Black families within a pathological light; (b) shifting the lens by which Black families 

were characterized—e.g. strong and resilient vs. weak and pathological; heterogeneous 

vs. homogeneous; and (c) calling attention to conceptual and methodological issues that 

impacted a more balanced or accurate study of the Black family.   However, there 

remained a void even with this new conceptualization.   

The intense reaction to Moynihan and the Black solidarity movement (e.g. 

Africanity and Black Cultural Nationalism) crowded out the concerns of yesteryear—e.g. 

social conditionality, cumulative effects of racial isolation and class subordination, 

culture of poverty (Wilson, 1984).  The Black scholar’s determination to depict the 

resilience and strength of the Black family (i.e. family as an institution) limited the 

advancement of these longstanding debates.   

Consequently, this approach impacted the study of Black families living in the 

center of the country’s major cities.  According to William Julius Wilson (1984), the low 

income urban Black family was neglected during the previous period.  In his article The 

Black Underclass, he writes: 

It is no secret that the social problems of urban life in the United States are, in 

great measure, associated with race.  While rising rates of crime, drug addiction, 

out-of-wedlock births, female-headed families, and welfare dependency have 

afflicted American society generally and in recent years, the increases have been 
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most dramatic among what has become a large and seemingly permanent Black 

underclass inhabiting the cores of the nation’s major cities. And yet, liberal 

journalists, social scientists, policy-makers, and civil-rights leaders have for 

almost two decades been reluctant to face this fact… Some scholars, in an effort 

to avoid the appearance of “blaming the victim,” or to protect their work from 

charges of racism, simply ignore patterns of behavior that might be construed as 

stigmatizing to particular racial minorities.  Such neglect is a relatively recent 

phenomenon.  Twenty years ago, during the mid-1960s, social 

scientists…forthrightly examined the cumulative effects on inner-city Blacks of 

racial isolation and class subordination. (p.88)  

Wilson (1984) goes on to state: 

In the end, the promising efforts of the early 1960s—to distinguish the 

socioeconomic characteristics of different groups within the Black community, 

and to identify the structural problems of the U.S. economy that affected 

minorities—were cut short by calls for “reparations” or for “Black control of 

institutions serving the Black community.”  In his 1977 book, Ethnic Chauvinism, 

sociologist Orlando Patterson lamented that Black ethnicity had become “a form 

of mystification, diverting attention from the correct kinds of solutions to the 

terrible economic condition of the group.”   

Meanwhile, throughout the 1970s, ghetto life across the nation continued to 

deteriorate.  The situation is best seen against the backdrop of the family. (p.89) 

Wilson’s call for a refocus on the urban context and lower class Blacks marked 

the fifth critical period of development.   
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A key perspective emerging during this time was an intentional focus on what 

Wilson called the “Black underclass”15.  The Black underclass arose as a result of (1) 

structural changes in the economy (e.g. move of manufacturing jobs from inner city 

neighborhoods); (2) middle and working class flight from inner city Black communities 

(i.e. flight to the suburbs and higher class urban neighborhoods);  and (3) the 

concentration of poverty within this neighborhood context due to residential segregation 

(Wilson, 1987).  It was characterized by (1) persistent intergenerational transmission of 

poverty; (2) welfare dependency; (3) single parent families; (4) geographic concentration; 

(5) social isolation from mainstream society (i.e. the white middle class); (6) 

unemployment and underemployment; (7) low skills and education and; (8) membership 

in a minority group (Gephart & Brooks-Gunn, 1993; James, 2008; Small & Newman, 

2001).   

This emphasis on the Black underclass returned the focus of the study of Black 

families to community (e.g. spatial) based studies as seen in the work of DuBois and 

Frazier (Bowers, 1986; Wilson & Aponte, 1985).  Undergirded by Wilson’s concentrated 

poverty argument, the discussion revisited earlier conceptual ideas regarding (1) the role 

of economic deprivation on social conditions; (2) the Black urban subculture (e.g. the 

culture of poverty—intergenerational transmission of poverty); and (3) the Black family 

form within a context mired in poverty and increased social pathologies (Wilson, 1987).  

At the heart of the discussion, was the relationship between poverty status and such 

issues as female headed households; welfare policies and male joblessness.  In part, the 

                                                 
15 This term was controversial and has since been substituted for terms such as the ghetto poor.  The author 
has chosen to use the original term as a way of locating this work within its historical context. 
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discussion was a reaction to explanations that attributed the rise of female headed 

households to liberal welfare policies or social or cultural trends.  However, Wilson 

(1987) argued that male joblessness was a significant factor for the increase in female 

headed households, and thus higher rates of poverty. 

This period was heavily focused on the study of urban poverty rather than on the 

study of the Black family as an institution, as it was in the seventies.  There was grave 

concern for the collective of individuals or the segment of the population that may never 

escape poverty (i.e. the underclass).  Questions such as “what characteristics most 

distinguished them from the rest of the poor; was it the length of time that they remained 

poor (persistent poverty); was it the geographic concentration of the poor (concentrated 

poverty); was it their attitudes; was it their behavior; what created underclass poverty; 

and what sustained it” were pinnacle in the discussion (James, 2008, p.31).   

While there weren’t any “new” conceptual frameworks, regarding Black family life, 

to emerge, there was an ensuing debate regarding whether or not the underclass truly 

represented a separate class.  This theoretical debate was abandoned over time, only to be 

followed up by methodological debates regarding measurement of neighborhood 

variables (Small & Newman, 2001).  Despite the lack of theoretical advancement during 

this period, the reorientation back to the neighborhood and structural level set the stage 

for the sixth critical period of development.  By this time, there was a renewed public and 

scholarly interest in the problems of poverty. 

Period VI:  The Urban Context: Neighborhood of Residence is Important.  In 

the late eighties, the increase in concentrated poverty and the associated deleterious social 

and economic outcomes in urban communities led to a more intentional focus on the local 
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ecology (James, 2008).  With this came (1) a surge in child development studies focused 

on “neighborhood effects”--i.e. research that examines the dynamic between 

neighborhoods and residents in communities of concentrated poverty (Burton & Jarrett, 

2000; Sampson, Morenoff, &  Gannon-Rowley, 2002); (2) an emergence of urban 

ethnographies, journalistic works and documentaries (Anderson, 1999; Jones & Newman, 

1998; Kotlowitz, 1991) aimed to better understand the social problems plaguing the 

urban Black community; and (3) an introduction and-- in some cases-- a reintroduction of 

a set of holistic and resilience based frameworks for the study and intervention for Black 

families in the 21st century.   Each of these offered varying perspectives regarding Black 

family life in urban communities.   

In brief, the neighborhood effects research focused on the combined effects of 

individual, family and neighborhood factors on the development of children and 

adolescents.  Of particular interest were the risk and protective factors that influenced 

outcomes in this “socially toxic environment” (Garbarino, 1995).  The mediating and 

moderating role of family variables were at the center of this discussion (Burton & 

Jarrett, 2000).  Key theoretical frameworks linking the individual-family-community 

within this context included: 

• traumatic stress and coping frameworks (Pynoos et al., 1995) — these 

frameworks emphasized the stressful and dangerous nature of the neighborhood 

context and the impact of this context on family processes and/or the health and 

safety of child and adolescent family members. 

• ecological frameworks including Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) ecological 

systems, Cicchetti and Lynch’s (1993) ecological-transactional and Ogbu’s 
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(1981) cultural ecological—these frameworks considered the various 

environments in which child development occurs, privileging the family context 

as most influential, and examined the transactional and influential relationship 

that exists between microsystem and exosystem, in normal development, not just 

in extraordinary circumstances.  The cultural ecological framework emphasized 

the need to consider historical and present day cultural experiences as well as the 

cultural values, strengths, attitudes, and behaviors of ethnic families; and 

• general sociological frameworks—i.e. focused on socialization processes as 

well as the social structure and processes of the community including informal 

and formal social networks and structures, social organization and control, and 

social cohesion. 

With the exception of the cultural ecological framework, most of the other 

frameworks placed more emphasis on the interdependent nature of the child-family-

community relationship rather than on the study of the Black family itself.  While cultural 

and contextual factors were considered on some level, they were not the primary focus of 

study.  Furthermore, the study of family, in general, was limited.  This literature 

overwhelmingly focused on family structure, parenting, and child management strategies 

(Furstenberg, 2001; Jarrett, 1997; Jarrett & Burton, 1999; Miller-Cribbs & Farber, 2008; 

Roy, 2004; Tubbs, Roy, & Burton, 2005; Vereen, 2007).   Burton and Jarrett (2000) 

called attention to this narrow focus in a review of the “neighborhood effects” literature.  

They write: 

Paradoxically, our review of the literature indicates that although family has been 

a major focus of the contextual question of the decade, the conceptual and 
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methodological treatment of family variables range from unspecified and vaguely 

implied to modestly defined and measured in most studies.  We argue that, in part, 

this circumstance prevails because family scientists did not “weigh in heavily” in 

neighborhood effects research efforts in the 1990s. Thus, we couch our review in 

the metaphor, “in the mix,” connoting the designated centrality of family in the 

decade’s prominent research question, “yet on the margins” in terms of both the 

modest theoretical and methodological specificity received by family variables in 

this line of research and family scientists’ peripheral involvement in prevailing 

research efforts. (p.1115) 

Like earlier periods, child development experts intuitively recognized the 

importance of better understanding the Black family within this context; however, they 

were limited both conceptually and methodologically in doing so.  Although there was a 

clear call for family scientists to engage in research in the area, they too faced challenges 

in their ability to study Black family life within the context of urban neighborhoods.  

Given family science’s historical approach to control for “contextual noise” (i.e. rather 

than study families using a cultural and contextual lens) in research, the number of family 

based conceptual and methodological frameworks available was scarce (Mancini, Bowen 

& Martin, 2005).   

In many ways, this call shed light on a host of issues regarding the study of Black 

families living in urban neighborhoods during this period. It illuminated conceptual and 

methodological limitations for scholars who were: 

• sensitive to context, particularly in terms of deleterious outcomes, but limited 

in their grasp of family (i.e. child development experts); 
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• experts in the area of family, particularly mainstream family life, but limited 

in their contextual and cultural lens (i.e. family scientist); 

• interested in the Black community more broadly via the backdrop of the 

family but whose perspectives had not advanced beyond the stalemate of culturally 

deviant, equivalent or relative (e.g. sociologists); and 

• able to offer culturally relevant insights on Black family life but was 

somewhat removed from the local ecology of Black families in their  perspective (i.e. 

Black family scholar).   

However, while marginally recognized in other discourses, the local ecology of 

Black families took center stage in urban ethnographies, journalistic works and 

documentaries emerging during this period.  For example, Kotlowitz’s (1991) book There 

Are No Children Here: The Story of Two Boys Growing Up in The Other America 

chronicled the life—over a two year period-- of two brothers growing up in a public 

housing project in Chicago.  The book’s title was taken from their mother’s response 

when asked about writing the book—i.e. “But you know there are no children here.  

They’ve seen too much to be children” (p x).  As a way of better understanding the 

experience the boy’s mother described, Kotlowitz’s laid out what the boys saw, 

experienced and navigated in everyday life (e.g. violence, deleterious effects of poverty, 

and racism).   

Similarly, Jones and Newman (1998) shared their own experiences growing up as 

young Black males in the Ida B. Well’s public housing project in Our America: Life and 

Death on the Southside of Chicago.   And other works such as Code of the Street: 
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Decency, Violence, and the Moral Life of the Inner City (Anderson, 1999) provided an in-

depth look at street culture of the “ghetto poor”.   This included (1) the role of economic 

disadvantage, social dislocation and racial discrimination on the uptick of violence in the 

community; (2) the emerging subculture of the street; and (3)   understanding families in 

terms of decent (i.e. norms are in line with middle class values) and street (i.e. norms 

consciously opposed to mainstream values) and their impact on curtailing negative 

impacts. 

While a number of these narratives postulated the ideologies of earlier periods—

e.g. cycle of poverty (Kotlowitz, 1991; Jones & Newman, 1998); cultural deviance 

(Anderson, 1998)—each provided a more nuanced and in-depth look at child and family 

life within the community.  Like earlier ethnographic studies (DuBois, 1899; Hannerz, 

1969; Liebow, 1967; Stack, 1974) new insights emerged as the natives were given the 

opportunity to tell their story.  The native’s story was not only important to the scholar 

but to the storyteller.  Kotlowitz writes: 

LaJoe was not only agreeable to the project she felt it important that their stories 

be told.  She had once said to me that she occasionally wished she were deaf.  The 

shooting. The screaming.  Babies crying.  Children shrieking.  Sometimes she 

thought it would all drive her insane.  So maybe it would be best if she couldn’t 

hear at all.  Her hope—and mine—was that a book about the children would make 

us all hear, that it would make us all stop and listen. (p.xi) 

The story told by the natives, the general public and other scholars made it 

difficult for Black family scholars to remain silent.  Thus, in the late nineties, there was 
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recognition of the urban Black family crisis by the Black scholars of the seventies.  Hill 

(1998) writes: 

As the twentieth century comes to a close, African American communities across 

this nation are in crisis.  Unemployment, poverty, crime, drug abuse, and 

HIV/AIDS infection are at record rates in many low-income Black neighborhoods 

in both urban and rural areas.  The undermining of the social and economic fabric 

of the Black community is reflected in the destabilization of African American 

families.  Single-parent families, out-of-wedlock births, teenage pregnancy, child 

abuse and neglect, spousal abuse and homelessness among Blacks are at alarming 

levels.  On the other hand, the numbers of Blacks today who are college-educated, 

middle-class and upper-class are unprecedented.  While this is the best of times 

for many Black families, it is the worst of times for many other families.  How do 

we explain this paradox in the status and functioning of African American 

families? (p.15)  

In response, Black scholars, building on the strengths and resilience perspectives 

of the seventies, proposed holistic frameworks for understanding and intervening with 

urban Black families (Allen, 1995; Allen & James, 1998; Billingsley & Morrison- 

Rodriguez, 1998; Carroll, 1998; Hill, 1998; Wright & Anderson, 1998).  Hallmarks of 

these models included: (1)  the consideration of economic forces, social forces (e.g. 

acceptance of premarital sexual activity, divorce, out-of-wedlock pregnancy) and racism 

on the current functioning of the urban Black family (Allen, 1995; Allen & James, 1998; 

Billingsley & Rodriguez, 1998; Hill, 1998); (2) the examination of the interrelatedness of 
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institutional, interpersonal, environmental, temporal and cultural factors as a means to 

better understand Black family life in this society (Allen, 1995); (3) the exploration of 

everyday stress associated with racism (Carroll, 1998); (4) the use of cultural institutions 

such as the Black church as agents of change (Billingsley & Rodriguez, 1998); and (5) 

the development of proper frameworks for identifying problems and solutions within the 

community; this included consideration of factors at the societal, community, family and 

individual levels that enhanced resilience and assisted Black families in resolving and 

overcoming major challenges confronting them (Hill, 1998). 

These hallmarks reflected familiar and new ideas in the study of Black families.  

However, one of the most significant shifts in this body of work was the more explicit 

introduction of general sociological theories as useful paradigms in understanding Black 

families.  For example, Billingsley and Rodriguez (1998) and Hill (1998) incorporated a 

general systems and ecological perspective (i.e. mutual interaction and interrelatedness 

among subsystems in a social system) in their models. Allen (1995) used in combination 

Social Systems Theory, Ecological Perspective, the Developmental Conceptual 

Framework, and Multiple Social Realities Perspective in the development of the Black 

Family Social-Ecological Context Model.  Social Systems Theory and the Ecological 

Perspective were used to emphasize the family environment; while, the Developmental 

Conceptual Framework and Multiple Social Realities were used to illustrate the 

importance of understanding family functioning over the life cycle, including its dynamic 

relationship with agents, groups and institutions within society over time (Allen, 1995).  
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And Carroll (1998) adopted symbolic interactionism as way of understanding how race 

factored into the daily lives of Blacks. 

While some of the theories—for example the ecological perspective (Billingsley, 

1968) or the developmental perspective (Allen, 1978), may have undergirded the Black 

scholars’ original thinking regarding the Black family, the rejection of white social 

science meant on some level implicit rejection of their theories.  However, faced with 

major problems and different sets of challenges and opportunities in the new millennium, 

scholars have come full circle in search for an applicable theory in understanding the 

urban Black family in the 21st century.   

The Study of Black Families in the 21st Century:  Emergent Themes, Critical 

Analysis, and New Ways of Thinking 

The search for an applicable theory has been an ongoing staple in the study of 

Black family literature.  This quest has been driven by both the academic and public 

preoccupation with finding a solution for the suffering of Blacks in America. This 

solution focused effort coupled with the complexity of the Black plight in America has 

led to an ideologically16 driven literature mired in cyclical debates.  The following section 

explores the persistent themes in the literature –to-date and the relevance of historical and 

current thinking for the study of the 21st century urban Black family.  It also lays the 

foundation for new ways of thinking about and approaching the study of Black families. 

Persistent and Relevant Themes.  There have been a number of themes 

throughout the development of this literature that are relevant for future work in the area.  
                                                 
16 i.e. the intersection of political, racial, economic, religious and gender-based beliefs, values, and attitudes 
about a particular phenomenon (Dilworth-Anderson, Burton, & Johnson, 1993). 
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The first theme surrounds the public nature of this area of scholarship.  Its public 

presence stretches beyond the intellectual curiosity that generally drives empirical 

research.  It is rooted in longstanding public ambivalence regarding the perception and 

treatment of Blacks in America.  It undergirds the pressure to find a solution to one of 

America’s “largest social problems”—the Black community.   Moynihan (1965) writes: 

The thesis of this paper is that these events, in combination, confront the nation 

with a new kind of problem.  Measures that have worked in the past, or would 

work for most groups in the present will not work here. A national effort is 

required that will give a unity of purpose to the many activities of the Federal 

government in this area, directed to a new kind of national goal:  the 

establishment of a stable Negro family structure.  This would be a new departure 

for federal policy.  And a difficult one.  But it almost certainly offers the only 

possibility of resolving in our time what is, after all, the nation’s oldest, and most 

transient, and now its most dangerous social problem. What Gunnar Myrdal said 

in An American Dilemma remains true today:  America is free to choose whether 

the Negro shall remain her liability or become her opportunity. (preface para. 8-9) 

Scholars across critical periods of developments have recognized the public 

nature of scholarship in the area. For example, Rainwater (1966) writes: 

As long as Negroes have been in America, their martial and family patterns have 

been subjects of curiosity and amusement, moral indignation and self-

congratulation, puzzlement and frustration, concern and guilt of white Americans. 

As some Negros have moved into middle-class status, or acquired standards of 
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American common-man respectability, they too have shared these attitudes 

toward the private behavior of their fellows, sometimes with a moral punitiveness 

to rival that of whites, but at other times with a hard-headed interest in causes and 

remedies rather than moral evaluation. (pp. 172-173) 

Rainwater’s statement suggests that it isn’t just the curiosity of scholars but that of 

mainstream America.  Staples (1971) further highlights the public interest in this area, 

when he writes: 

The emphasis on the problems of poverty and race relations has made the Black 

family a central focus for dealing with these problems and their effects on lower-

income and Black families.  Consequently, research on the Black family has 

transcended the boundaries of family sociology and has become a matter of 

interest to the public in general and minority groups in particular. (p.119)  

Recognizing the impact of this public nature on the approach to studying Black families, 

Johnson (1977) concludes: 

Scholars of the best universities were determined to take the “Negro question out 

of the heated arena of politics, society and popular religious discussion and put it 

into “science” (Odum, 1910: 20-21, 300).  Thus it was hoped that an emphasis on 

objectivity, keeping to the facts, and value rejection would lead to a moral 

solution to the so-called “Negro problem”. (p.99) 

This attempt to move the conceptualization of the Black family into the academy 

has only been an illusion.  The public debate and dialogue has continued to run parallel to 
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academic study.  Ironically, the “heated arena of politics, society and popular religious 

discussion” has crossed over into the scholarly debate on the issue.   

This public nature has governed what has been studied, who has studied it, how 

it’s been studied, and how and what findings are disseminated both explicitly and 

implicitly at times.  It accounts for the sexiness (i.e. those drawn to highlight cultural 

deviance) and taboo (i.e. those who have remained on the sidelines of the debate because 

of fears of being criticized and labeled because of their position) of the topic.  It also 

accounts for the ideological stalemate around deviance, equivalence and relativism that 

exist in the literature.  This public nature has limited what scholars have been able to 

explore because while we have been working to understand, we have also been jockeying 

for position in this high stakes highly visible research arena.  However, not enough has 

been done to consider and discuss its impact at every level of study.  There’s an 

interesting parallel to consider in light of a postulate by Nobles and Goddard (1977): 

Any analysis of the Black community has to be aware of the nature of the 

interaction between that community and the wider society, a society which has, 

for the most part, dominated, oppressed, and subjected Black people.  A proper 

analysis of many local phenomena within the Black community becomes possible 

only when the researcher recognizes the pattern of extra-community involvement 

and assesses the importance of these ‘external’ influences on the way of life of the 

community he/she is studying. Thus, for example, the analysis of the Black family 

must recognize the fact that several ecological factors impinge upon the Black 
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community and make it difficult for the Black family to maintain its integrity. 

(p.106) 

The parallel for scholarship—any analysis of the Black community and family has to be 

aware of the nature of the interaction between the study and wider society.  A proper 

analysis becomes possible only when the researcher recognizes the “extra” involvement 

of societal factors and assesses the importance of these “external” influences on the 

analysis.  Otherwise, it becomes difficult for the study of the Black family to maintain its 

integrity.  Thus, moving forward, it is critical to keep at the forefront the personal, social, 

political implications for studying such a publicly important topic. 

The next theme surrounds what can be considered primary hallmarks in all 

perspectives of Black family life.  That is culture, class and context—The Three “Cs”. 

Scholars have been interested in the role each plays in better understanding the often 

complex and nuanced plight of the Black family and community. 

The characterization of culture, class and context have varied depending on the 

scholar; for example, Frazier’s consideration of culture was in light of the Black 

experience in America whereas DuBois and the Black Scholar’s consideration of culture 

included patterns and ways of being extending back to Africa. Thus, the “Cs” can be 

considered in terms of big “C” and little “c” classifications.  In this, big “C” is 

appropriate when the concept is used to express its broadest essence—e.g. societal culture 

or context, ethnic culture, class when linked to structuralized racism or economic 

deprivation.  Whereby, little “c” reflects more of a local use of the term—e.g. the 
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subculture of the urban underclass or the geographic/local context and not the broader 

socio-historical context.   

In the literature, culture, class and context have been presented independently at 

times but more often they have been presented in relationship to each other with varying 

degrees of connectedness.  Scholars have asked causal questions regarding all of the Cs 

when trying to understand social conditions (both ills and resilience) for Blacks in 

America—e.g. (1) is it culture—African or American born; (2) is it class—social 

conditionality or economic deprivation; or (3) is it context—the socio-historical context 

of racism and oppression or the local urban context of concentrated poverty?  However, 

exploration of these casual questions has provided less insight in terms of which is “the 

primary factor” to consider or even the explanatory relationship between them.  Even 

more, when they try to draw pseudo-lines of demarcation or punctuate one over the other, 

scholars very quickly return—implicitly and explicitly--to the interrelatedness of the 

terms for Black families. 

Thus, instead of a clear explanatory path, what has been produced is a cyclical 

dialogue with key thought leaders positioning along “party lines” in the discussion.  For 

example, when considering the big “C” of culture Burgess writes in the editor’s preface 

of Frazier’s (1939) The Negro American Family in the United States:  “the first 

prerequisite in understanding the Negro, his family life, and his problems is the 

recognition of the basic fact that the Negro in America is a cultural and only secondarily 

a biological group and that his culture with all its variations is American and a product of 

his life in the United States” (p.xvii).  This is in comparison to Nobles’ (1978) thinking 

regarding the culture of Black families.  He writes:  
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Accordingly, the analytical framework developed to “understand” the phenomena 

within a culture must be “sensitive” to the dictates of that culture.  Consistent with 

the axiomatic contention of a continued African world-view operating within the 

cultural milieu of white American culture, we suggest that the Black family 

system should be thought of as African in “nature” and American in “nurture” 

(i.e. Nobles, 1974a).  The intrinsic nature or integrity of Black family systems is, 

therefore African.  This “integrity” of Black families, we have termed the sense of 

“Africanity” (i.e. Nobles, 1974b). 

In the same manner, positions have been taken regarding context (i.e. little “c”).  

Bowser in his 1986 review article entitled Community and Economic Context of Black 

Families: A Critical Review of the Literature, 1909-1985 highlights a critical contextual 

shift in the study of Black families.  He notes:   

Current studies of Afro-American family life center on proving the diversity and 

normativeness of Afro-American family forms and structure.  These studies 

neglect the central role of the community and economic context of family life.  

The older studies of Afro-American family form held that the matriarchy, single 

parent households, extended families and temporary relations were adaptations to 

long-term economic deprivation.  One could not understand Afro-American 

family forms independent of the community and its economy.  It is within 

communities that individuals and families cope to survive.  When families are 

viewed within their community context, their coping skills or lack of them 

become apparent…Virtually all of our present insights into Afro-American family 

coping and family form predate 1970.” (p. 17) 
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Bowser (1986) attributes this shift to (1) a change in social science culture, post-

World War II, whereby family was treated as isolated and separate from the community; 

(2) Moynihan’s postulations on Black families, which weakened and obscured the link 

between economic deprivation and Black lower class pathology; (3) reaction to and 

rejection of Moynihan’s work by Black scholars and thus by association the rejection of 

Frazier’s work surrounding social conditionality and; (4) the goal of the Black scholar to 

view the family as a part of the larger social system and culture and worth studying it in 

its own right.  In this he encourages, scholars to revisit the community based nature of 

earlier works such as DuBois and Frazier.  

Lastly, Moynihan (1965) and Rainwater (1966) demonstrated the convergence of 

the small “c” of culture and context in their culture of poverty theory.    What these 

examples suggest for future study is that less attention should be paid to debating “who’s 

on first” as there is agreement that these factors are interrelated and are at play in the life 

of Black families (see figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1:  Intersection of Class, Culture & Context in Study of Black Families 
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However, given the stark differences (e.g. pathology vs. resilience) in what emerges 

when culture, class, and context are examined, it appears more important to understand 

what might account for these differences. On some level, it looks as if conclusions tend to 

be more associated with values, ideologies, frames, and methodologies of the scholars 

rather than the relationship among these factors. 

This point leads to the third theme in the developing literature over time—the role 

of the social scientist.  This includes the distinct role of the white social scientist and the 

Black social scientist.  The social scientist becomes particularly important in this 

discussion because of his or her role in the production of knowledge.  Dilworth-Anderson 

and McAdoo (1988) write: 

Researchers’ conceptual and theoretical perspectives are influenced by their 

personal life history, family of origin, value orientation, and group identification 

within the culture.  In the discussion on paradigms for the sociology of 

knowledge, Merton (1968) states that the existential basis of thinking which 

provides the context for the production of knowledge, is influenced by one’s 

social and cultural characteristics.  Therefore, one’s social position, class, 

generation, and occupation as well as, values, ethos, climate of opinion, and type 

of culture can affect the production of knowledge.  Butler (1987) asserts that 

researchers bring with them the baggage of a group experience, including cultural, 

social, and historical variables.  They think as their group thinks, using certain 

words that have meaning for their group.  Such baggage has an impact on the 

avenues of approach to the surrounding world of the creators of knowledge. 



   58 

 

(p.265) 

Black scholars’ heavy critique of the positionality, values and influence of white 

social scientists continued to persist as a theme beyond the seventies.  Since that time, 

there has been an ongoing call to prevent value intrusion into science.   Particularly by 

Black scholars, there has been a turn away from value rejection (objectivity) and value 

separation (compartmentalization) of the earlier periods.  There has been ongoing 

adoption of a value espousal position in which values are stated and the consumers of 

research are able to interpret research findings and theory in light of those findings 

(Dilworth-Anderson, Burton, & Johnson, 1993).  Even if value espousal isn’t adopted by 

scientists of other ethnic groups studying Black families, given history, the role of the 

scientist and societal values are considered in their scholarly contributions. 

Another subtheme emerging from the white scientists’ historical role in the 

literature is the influence social scientists carry within greater society.  The social 

scientist is a public figure; thus, he or she is in a position to influence public perception 

and policy with his or her theory and research.  Moynihan’s influence is a prime example 

of why this theme developed and has been sustained overtime.  Bowser (1986) writes:   

“Moynihan’s work has had a long term impact on social policy, which has gone far 

beyond the controversy it generated, or the proper role of research in social policy and the 

freedom of academic researchers” (p.20).  Billingsley (1970) further illustrates the 

position of power that social scientists operate when he writes:  “...because of their skills 

at communication and their acceptance as authorities on race relations, social scientists 

do even greater damage to the understanding of Black family life than do ordinary 

citizens” (p.127). 
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This position of authority was not limited to the white social scientist.  Though 

operationalized differently, the Black social scientist carried a different type of power in 

the historical study of the Black family.  The Black scholar’s positionality has allowed 

him or her to call attention to the Black plight in a world where it is so easily forgotten or 

misconstrued in a value laden science.  The work of DuBois and Frazier are prime 

examples in this area.  Lange (1983) writes:   

had it not been for DuBois’ prodigious efforts, that study may have well been 

postponed for over two decades and thereby have allowed significant 

developments in the Black community to have been lost in a quagmire of 

antiquated anthropometry and obscurantist statistics.  DuBois almost 

singlehandedly averted this disaster. (p.137) 

Not only did Black scholars open the door for the study of Black families and 

communities they also did so in a way whereby they were sensitive to voice of the native 

and thus able to open the door to other areas of insights in which traditional theories 

limited us.   

While the Black scholar has been instrumental in advancing the study of Black 

families via alternative conceptualizations and methods, we too have been faced with 

issues of reflexivity.  Thus, what has our lens prevented us from seeing?  In our attempt 

to highlight strengths and resilience in response to the deficient, deviant and pathological 

model, what might we have failed to see?  In our need to show the diversity of Black 

family life, particularly those that are not adequately represented in current 
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conceptualizations, how might we shed light on key aspects for some families while 

neglecting equally important aspects for other families?    

What is raised here is the relevance for considering the postitionality of the 

scholars/researchers in general in the future study of Black families. This is particularly 

important when engaged in this area of research given its public nature and its historical 

trajectory.  When reflexive, the Black scholar can play a critical role in the discussion; he 

or she can call attention to the Black plight in new and different ways.  This of course 

does not come without caution, as it can place the Black scholar in a precarious situation 

within a context that doesn’t always value the study of one’s own.   However, given 

history, one must ask if not me than who?  The ongoing consideration of the role of the 

Black scholar in bridging the gap between the world of academia and the Black 

community itself becomes a key point to ponder in future scholarship.   

Critical Analysis. The final theme draws attention to the ongoing conceptual and 

methodological constraints identified primarily by Black scholars.  Conceptual 

constraints include: (1) uni-dimensional (either/or) conceptualizations and foci in the 

study of Black family life—e.g. deviant or adaptive; middle class or lower class; (2) the 

study of family issues (namely structural) in isolation or the study of community with 

family as the back drop with very little attention paid to “family” or the intersection of 

family and community life; and (3) the overreliance on ideological perspectives versus 

conceptual or theoretical frameworks in the study of Black families. 
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While the longstanding goal of the literature has been to identify or develop an 

applicable theory, we are no closer to reaching that goal than when DuBois began this 

journey in 1899.  Although we have developed some critical insights, we have not been 

able to rectify some of the disagreements among scholars nor the inconsistencies between 

what exists in literature and that which is experienced in everyday life.  As noted above, 

we have relied heavily on ideology and as Dilworth-Anderson et.al (1993) write: 

Testable propositions are not derived from ideology.  Given the absence of formal 

statements of theory in empirical research and the careless use of ideologies as 

theoretical frameworks, the field of ethnic minority family studies might very well 

be considered a “theoretical abyss”. (p.639) 

More specifically to the study of Black families, Dilworth-Anderson et.al (1993) 

offer the following analysis: 

Building on the work of Allen (1978) and the earlier essays of Staples (1971), 

several scholars have attempted to promote further discussion of the applicability 

of theory and ideology to empirical investigations of ethnic minority families.  

Although these subsequent overviews represent summaries and/or restatements of 

the same issues using different language (Engram, 1982) they have nonetheless 

kept alive the discussion of a need for relevant theories in minority family 

research.  A review of the existing literature, however, indicates that in the last 

decade there has been little attempt to move beyond the reiterative claims about 

the lack of relevant theories for minority family research.  Scholars have outlined 
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meaningful ideologies such as Africanism (Nobles, 1978; Sudarkasa, 1980) and 

internal colonialism (Blackwell, 1985) but have not successfully reframed 

existing theories nor devised new ones that are relevant to studies of ethnic 

minority families.  Without such discourse, the infusion of theory in minority 

family research will not occur.  Moreover, without theory, the field of family 

studies will not move from description to prediction and explanation of family 

phenomena among minorities. (p.640) 

Not only have we been limited in our theoretical advancement, we have also 

struggled in the areas of methodology and methods.  There have been issues related to 

sample selection (e.g. haphazardly selected convenience sampling), definition of concepts 

(e.g. Black family as nuclear—v. single parent, multi-generational, extended 

family/fictive kin) and unit of analysis (e.g. individual or community) (Nobles & 

Goddard, 1977).   Family related topics have been studied in isolation—e.g. female-

headed households; out-of-wedlock births—and have been heavily weighted towards 

family structure.  Furthermore, Black families have very seldom been studied in their 

own right; they are generally measured against white middle class families (Allen, 1995; 

Sudarkas, 1975). 

Even with such vast interest in the Black family—it is understudied. We have 

historically taken a more reactive “one path at a time” approach, rather than treat the field 

of study as one with multiple streams to traverse simultaneously (lower class-middle 

class; problems-strengths).  As a result, scholarship in the area can best be characterized 

as reserved or narrow rather than expansive; often times with the same polarized 
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arguments recycled over and over again.  So while one may argue that the Black family 

and in particular the low income Black family has been over-studied, sheer numbers of 

articles are not good indicators of scale and quality.  Furthermore, even when one 

considers quantity, in comparison to mainstream studies on family life, one realizes the 

sizable difference.  This is partly because Black scholars have largely led the charge for 

further exploration for Black family life.  And with the realities of academic life (e.g. 

fewer Black scholars, political pressure) the amount of attention Black families 

explicitly/singularly receive in the social science literature pales in comparison to its 

white counterparts. 

Towards a New Way of Thinking. The current state of the literature bears the 

question:  what insights, garnered over the years, can help guide future study on the 

plight of the Black family living in the urban America in the 21st century?  The following 

list highlights some of the most critical factors in advancing this area of scholarship and 

sets the stage for exploratory inquiry undertaken in the dissertation: 

• Do not use the ideological debate that has characterized the literature since its 

inception as a starting place.  History suggests that such an approach will only 

perpetuate the reactive, cyclical, and polarized nature of the literature—a key 

limitation in current study.  One potential way to accomplish this is to recast 

the research question in terms of “is-ness” versus wellness or illness (Allen, 

1995).  This opens the door to the full array of family life within this context.  

Another way to move the discussion is to acknowledge and consider the 
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possibilities rather than react to the multiple realities presented in the 

literature. 

• Value the theoretical and methodological lessons learned during each critical 

period—e.g. the importance of empirical and phenomenological data 

(DuBois); the varying role of the Three “C”s (Frazier); the sensitivity we must 

have as scholars to the political implications of our work (Moynihan); the 

importance of value espousal and cultural relativism in the study of the Black 

family (The Black Scholar); the usefulness of thick description in illuminating 

hidden realities (Urban Ethnographers); the importance of the native story 

(documentaries and journalistic accounts) etc.. 

• Position the work as the exploration of one stream amidst a sea of others. 

Note that paying attention to Black family life in urban Black neighborhoods 

in the 21st century does not discount the existence of Black families 

navigating life in alternative community contexts. 

• Research the perspective of the family (i.e. native) via qualitative data 

collection methods as well as literary works that provide entrée to everyday 

experiences.  Get as close to concrete reality as possible (DuBois, 1899; 

Frazier, 1932; Rainwater, 1966). 

• Reopen the dialogue.  As a result of the changing nature of the Black family 

and the lack of conceptual and empirical progress made in the area there is a 
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need to reopen the dialogue and explore new ways of thinking in the 21st 

study of the Black family. 

Literature Summary.  This literature review has carefully traced the 

development of scholarship in the area of Black families.  While scholars have refuted 

claims of the homogeneity of Black family life, in that there isn’t a “Black family”, there 

has been an overwhelming interest in the Black family living in the urban centers of 

America throughout each of the critical periods of development.  In fact, the urban Black 

family has been a staple in the scholarly debate in this area; as scholars have either 

moved towards them or away from them in their study.   

The centrality of the urban Black family in the literature has primarily been linked 

to the broader study of social and economic deprivation within this community context.  

There has been minimal study of the Black family itself—i.e. beyond its role as a linking 

variable between individual and community outcomes or in comparison to mainstream 

values and norms.  In this work, we have largely followed the same script.  We have 

cycled ideological arguments without significantly moving the needle of understanding in 

the scholarly literature.  

Consequently, we are reminded of the limitation of our knowledge when it is 

considered in light of thick descriptions offered in documentaries, self-authored 

narratives and ethnographies.  For example, Chapter 1 of the dissertation, opened with 

Nelson’s poem “Our Home”.  This poem shed light on the disconnection that is often 

found between the scholar and native perspective (See Box 1 for detailed Case 
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Illustration).  Nelson, in addressing the outsider as her primary audience, communicates a 

simple yet profound message in her opening sentence — i.e. what you see is not how we 

live.   

Box 1: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

This message raises four questions—why are their stories different?  Why doesn’t 

our literature read as their stories or feature the lines of thinking in their stories?  What if 

we saw and thought differently?  What if we saw and understood it through their lens, 

how might our lens change? 

CASE ILLUSTRATION 
 

A look at Nelson’s poem in light of the existing scholarship on black families provides a critical 
insight.  Represented in the poem are the various arguments postulated by scholars over the past century.  
For example, “You look at the ghetto and you see a mess” aligns with E. Franklin Frazier’s (1932) notion 
of family disorganization within the urban black community or Daniel P. Moynihan’s (1965) 
conceptualization of the urban black family as a tangle of pathology.  Furthermore, her depiction of the 
positive attributes in her community—e.g. parties, sunlight, children planning their future—aligns with the 
strengths and resilience thinking offered by black family scholars. 
 
 Also present are the persistent themes of (1) assimilation (i.e. “Believe me, making it doesn’t 
mean you forget your past, it just mean the struggle is changing from bad”); (2) adaptation and resilience 
(i.e. “So we took our pain for all those years cried a few nights and shed a few tears.  But we still stood up 
and came together as people”); and (3) racial and economic deprivation (i.e. “to work in America, but never 
lead the way”, “united is together, but it doesn’t mean equal”, “But it’s ok that we reach with the wrong-
colored hand”) found in the literature.  Nelson even captures DuBois’ and the Black Nationalist argument 
that Africa is the origin of the black family (i.e. “Africa is our heritage, where we were stripped away”) as 
well as William J. Wilson’s thinking on concentrated poverty (i.e. “We have done so much yet have 
nothing to show, but a nine to five job and apartment in the ghetto.”).  Finally, as she closes (i.e. “But the 
ghetto is where we all can stand strong man”) and throughout her poem she connects to the notion of 
“homeplace—the individual and family processes that are anchored in a defined physical space that elicit 
feelings of empowerment, rootedness, ownership, safety and renewal” (Burton, Winn, Stevenson, & Clark, 
2004 p.397). 
 

However, there is one difference between Nelson’s depiction and that which is represented in the 
scholarly literature.  Many of these reflected themes have emerged as independent counterarguments in the 
study on black families—causing a virtual stalemate.   Yet, Nelson articulates them all in one literary piece 
and uses this writing as the opening for her self-authored book about life in her family and community—
which is entitled The Combination. 
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Dissertation Framework. Building on the key lessons learned from the existing 

literature and Nelson’s depiction of her home, the dissertation uses the framework 

presented in Figure 2 as a guide.  It focuses on developing a new approach, a new 

narrative, a new metaphor and ultimately, a new way of thinking.  The following chapter 

will discuss the new approach in more detail.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2:  Dissertation Framework 
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Chapter III:  Methods 

“Look through the eyes of others.  You may be surprised by what you see” 

      Anonymous 

 The development of “new ways of thinking” requires us to think differently from 

the onset of inquiry.  Thus, ontological (i.e. the theory of being), epistemological (i.e. the 

theory of knowledge), theoretical (i.e. philosophical stance behind the methodology) and 

methodological (i.e. research design) considerations become important.  This is because 

each offers foundational support for scholarly investigation.  They serve as a guide to (1) 

what questions are asked; (2) how those questions are asked; and (3) who asks and 

answers the questions.  It is from this guided inquiry that empirical findings, data 

interpretations and theoretical insights are brought to light.  What we see is shaped by our 

approach to discovery. 

 Consequently, the current dissertation was intentionally designed to increase the 

likelihood of new streams of thought. In this, rather than start with the ideological 

arguments that have stalled the study of Black families or the historical ontological and 

epistemological frameworks (i.e. foundationalist, objectivist, positivist) of general family 

studies that have paid limited attention to context and culture, a different approach was 

taken.  Here I briefly trace the ontological, epistemological, theoretical and 

methodological development of the dissertation.  Laying out a clear path of thinking is 

key in increasing trustworthiness and rigor for the current work (Whitehead, 2004).   

 Conceptual Framework. The dissertation is rooted in an ontological perspective 

that suggests to be human is to understand.  A critical aspect in the process of 
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understanding is interpretation.  Thus, all humans are interpretive beings. And every 

encounter becomes an interpretive experience that is influenced by “historicality”—a 

person’s history or cultural background that is transmitted over time (Laverty, 2003). 

 Moreover, it is also epistemologically grounded in social constructionism.  Thus 

meanings are not seen as discoverable; rather they are constructed by humans as they 

engage in the world they are interpreting (Crotty, 1998).  According to Crotty (1998): 

social constructionism emphasizes the hold our culture has on us:  It shapes the way 

in which we see things (even the way we feel things!) and gives us a quite definite 

view of the world.  This shaping of our minds by culture is to be welcomed as what 

makes us human and endows us with the freedom we enjoy.  For all that, there are 

social constructionists aplenty who recognize that it is limiting as well as liberating 

and warn that, while welcome, it must also be called into question.  On these terms, 

it can be said that constructivism tends to resist the critical spirit, while 

constructionism tends to foster it. (p.58)  

The ability to openly examine conventional meanings allows for ongoing interpretation 

and thus makes way for new or richer meaning (Crotty, 1998).  

 Using a hermeneutic phenomenological approach, the dissertation moves us beyond 

the unique instance of interpretation.  It allows us to explore the multiple realities that 

emerge about a phenomenon as a result of interpretation in everyday life.  Thus, the 

scholar’s interpretation becomes just one of many perspectives that exist on any subject 

matter.  And this understanding is open to critique and new interpretation when 

considered in light of other perspectives.     

 In hermeneutic phenomenology, the text and reader are engaged in an interpretive 
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process that sees the text as separate from its author (i.e. an account of the phenomenon).  

The process focuses on not only what the text says (description and explanation) but what 

the text talks about (interpretation).  Thus leading to greater understanding of the view of 

self and the world in which the interpreter interprets (Tan et al., 2009).  New 

understanding emerging from this discourse may be explicit or implicit in the text.  Often 

times there are meanings deeper than that which is explicitly articulated by the author to 

emerge.  According to Crotty (1998): 

Included in much hermeneutic theory is the prospect of gaining an understanding 

of the text that is deeper or goes further than the author’s own understanding.   

This aim derives from the view that in large measure authors’ meanings and 

intentions remain implicit and go unrecognized by the authors themselves.  

Because in the writing of the text so much is simply taken for granted, skilled 

hermeneutic inquiry has the potential to uncover meanings and intentions that are, 

in this sense, hidden in the text.  Interpreters may end up with an explicit 

awareness of meanings and especially assumptions that the authors themselves 

would have been unable to articulate.  (p.91) 

To reach these insights—both implicit and explicit—the interpreter engages in 

process which can be characterized as “a dynamic interplay among four procedural 

activities: 

1)Turning to a phenomenon which seriously interests us and commits us to the 

world; 

2)Investigating experience as we live it rather than as we conceptualize it; 

3)Reflecting on the essential themes which characterize the phenomenon; 
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4)Describing the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting. (van Manen, 

1984) 

Data 

Following the lead of scholars (Billingsley, 1970; Dilworth-Anderson et al., 1993; 

Dilworth-Anderson, Burton & Turner, 1993) who suggest the use of various means (e.g. 

art, music, literature, dance) and disciplines to better understand ethnic minority families 

as well as the increasing importance of narratives in the social science literature 

(Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998; Reismann, 1993;  Sandelowski, 1991), I used 

qualitative data, extracted from a series of books written by high school students in New 

Orleans, Louisiana, to undergird the current inquiry. The books were written as a part of a 

documentary book making project--The Neighborhood Story Project (NSP).  The NSP, 

following their mission, “Our Stories Told by Us” works with writers in neighborhoods 

17around New Orleans to create books about their lives and communities (NSPWebsite). 

While the project currently works with people of all ages, it began its work with 

students at a New Orleans high school.  The idea came after a shooting at the school.  The 

act of violence emerged from a community based feud.  It resulted in one student being 

fatally wounded and three others injured. This incident received national attention in the 

media. The media’s portrayal of the incident as a “gangland retaliation” story left 

students, teachers, and residents feeling frustrated—they felt the negative coverage 

tainted the entire community (Scharf, 2005).   

                                                 
17 i.e. community residents interested in documenting and sharing their stories—many are first time writers. 
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Using Our America: Life and Death on the South Side of Chicago (1999)18 as a 

model, the NSP emerged.  The goal was to empower students to write about where and 

how they lived.  It was a place where residents could tell their own stories and put the 

“lives of entire blocks between covers” (Scharf, 2005, para.2). The students wanted to 

address the overwhelmingly negative portrayal of their community.  They wanted others 

to know that their city and world was so much more complicated—a mixture of hope and 

tragedy, sadness and pride, fear and courage, challenge and strength.   To capture this, 

they documented the everyday experience of life, family and community in their 

neighborhoods. 

Since the inception of NSP in 2004, the project has published two series of books 

written by high school students.  The first was the stories of 6 students published in 2005 

and the second, the stories of 5 students published in 200919. 

The data for the dissertation were the narratives of these 11 students.  I chose this 

data set because of its detailed multi-perspective account of the everyday experience of 

family life in inner city neighborhoods.  The students’ narratives provided thick 

descriptions of the dynamic interchange between family and community life.  Some of 

the students initially planned to write about just their neighborhood; however, during the 

bookmaking process they realized how much their family story was a really a 

                                                 
18 Our America: Life and Death on the South Side of Chicago (1999) is a book written by two teens from 
Chicago's Ida B. Wells housing project.  The teens used radio documentaries they did with NPR’s producer 
Dave Isay as a basis for the narrative.   
19 The project was slated to work with a new group of students during the 2005 school year; however, 
Hurricane Katrina significantly impacted, not only the start of the high school program that year, but the 
years to follow.  Project staff didn’t begin recruiting again until fall 2007. 
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neighborhood story and vice versa.  Before long, they were weaving in personal 

experiences--as the two weren’t easily separated (Breunlin, Himelstein, & Nelson, 2008).   

Furthermore, the books are written from the perspective and in the language of 

those who are actively engaged in constructing and interpreting the social reality of the 

community—those who live, work, play and invest in them. In describing his book, 

another student states: “People talk about 'oh, yeah, this neighborhood this, and that 

neighborhood that,' but that's just out of their heads. They don't live around here, and they 

don't know,"…So when I write this book, I can show you what it's about. I can interview 

a few people and let them tell you. Instead of going by what other people say, now you 

can see for sure” (Scharf, 2005 para.4). 

Finally, what’s even more striking and what made these books a rich source of 

data is that in a community that generally shies away from study and interviews, 

particularly those conducted by outsiders—e.g. police, journalists, case workers, or 

researchers--the students and their books increasingly generated interest in the 

community.  On many occasions, residents moved from being hesitant to being curious 

and involved, to seeking the students out, sometimes in the early morning before they 

went to school to tell their story and be in “the book”. The book making process allowed 

the voices and experiences of those in the community to be captured as well as 

empowered them to be proactive in telling their story. 

The process created a space for new voices, perspectives and dialogues to emerge; 

hidden voices and candid dialogues that researchers aren’t always privy to or able to 

explore in any real depth when using more conventional research methods.  In essence, 

these students became native researchers and informants in the field, asking questions 
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and exploring with others--close to them and not so close to them--the issues of family, 

life and community in their neighborhoods.  And in turn, provided an opportunity, for 

scholars to hear, learn from and create new ways of thinking based on these immediate 

and intimate portraits of family life in inner city neighborhoods. 

Sample.  Five male and six female high school students participated in the 

bookmaking process.  Ten families20 (n=10) were chronicled in depth while the 

narratives and experiences of other families (n= 20) living within the community were 

interspersed. Nine families were of African descent while two families were of both 

African and Latin (i.e. Honduras and Belize) descent; while one student was a Black 

Honduran. All of the students lived in inner city neighborhoods overwhelmingly 

composed of African American individuals and families.  While most of the data in the 

books were collected from African Americans living, working, and/or invested in the 

respective communities, 8 students included data gathered from individuals who were of 

European, Middle Eastern, Asian, or Latino descent—they were community residents, 

business owners or community stakeholders. Those interviewed (n=75) by the students 

were male and female teenage, adult and senior members of the student’s family and/or 

community. 

Sources and Methods.  Students spent a year in the field creating detailed 

portraits of their communities. In preparation for fieldwork, students were taught how to 

conduct in-depth interviews and participant observation research by NSP’s co-director—

an urban anthropologist.  “They acquire(d) a number of skills that increase(d) visual 

(community mapping and photography), cultural (learning more about their own and 
                                                 
20 Two students were siblings.  They co-authored their book. 
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other cultures, being able to understand and appreciate cross-cultural communication), 

and written (field notes, transcriptions, editing skills) literacy” (NSPWebsite). NSP’s co-

directors also worked with the students to develop “sociological imagination”—“to see 

the connections between their personal biographies and larger histories, private problems 

and public issues” (NSPWebsite). Finally, they were also taught writing styles by the 

NSP’s 2nd co-director—an English teacher, author and publisher—and they participated 

in writing workshops and story circles. 

Students used multiple methods to explore and document narratives and 

experiences. They (1) kept journals (2) engaged in participant observation (3) 

photographed people, places and things in the neighborhood and (4) conducted in-depth 

semi-structured interviews with family members—mothers, fathers, siblings, aunts, 

uncles, cousins, grandmothers, grandfathers; family friends; peers; neighbors; teachers; 

community business owners; mentors; and coaches., Interviews were tape recorded—

except in instances in which tape recorders were not permitted (e.g. interviewing a person 

in jail).  Consent was acquired prior to each interview.  Project staff accompanied the 

students most of the interviews.   

Management and Editing.  Recorded interviews were transcribed by the NSP’s 

co-directors for expedience and consistency. The many ways people spoke (e.g. different 

New Orleans dialects) within the community were preserved in the transcripts. The 

stories were carefully pieced together and narratives written with the help of the urban 

anthropologist on staff (i.e. the urban anthropologist coached the students in qualitative 

analysis techniques to identify and write about themes). Journal entries, poetry, 

documents, photographs, and interviews were all used to construct the narrative and in 
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many instances were included as examples in the books. Family, friends, neighborhood 

residents, including some who were interviewed, came together as “book committees” to 

assist in the editing process.  They gave feedback about issues of representation, what 

they liked, what was missing, how to make decisions regarding what pieces stayed in and 

how to tell the untold parts.  All data were considered in the development of the 

narratives and the included interviews are verbatim.  Safety concerns were the only 

condition for excluding data and there was only one instance in which a decision was 

made not to include something because of the concern for safety. 

Description.  Data represented various aspects of family life, the intersection of 

family-community life, and community life. Students provided rich description of the 

everyday experiences of their own families as well as experiences of other—similar and 

diverse—families in the community through interviews, storytelling, and/or narratives 

documenting their experiences. While the primary unit of analysis was individual, 

conversations between family members during interviews often offered a glimpse into 

relational issues and dynamics. Experiences were explored at the individual, family and 

community level of analyses. Data (text) available for analysis in this dissertation include 

narratives (stories), interview transcripts, poems, family documents, and journal entries. 

Data Analysis Methods 

 Overview of the Dissertation Data Analysis Process.  The data was analyzed for 

this dissertation using Ricouer’s (1981) theory of interpretation.  In this, the text is seen 

as distant from the narrator.  Thus, the intent isn’t necessarily to determine the intent of 

the author, as much as it is to understand the meaning of the text itself (Charalambous, 

Papdopoulos, & Beadsmoore, 2008; Ricouer, 1981; Tan et al., 2009). This includes not 
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only understanding what the text says but also what it talks about.  It requires a back-and-

forth dialogue between the text and interpreter in which both the whole and parts 

(hermeneutic circle) are investigated in the inquiry.  As the interpreter interacts with the 

text in light of his/her traditions, the interpreter begins to make her own what was initially 

unfamiliar.   It is the coming together of existing traditions with new text that opens the 

door for new understanding. 

 Reflexivity.  Reflexivity is a critical part of the interpretative process.  However, 

unlike phenomenology this foreknowledge isn’t bracketed and suspended.  Rather it is 

welcomed and considered throughout the interpretive process. In the current work, I 

tracked and considered pre-understandings—based on the scholarly and mainstream 

literature and my own clinical and personal experience working and living in the New 

Orleans communities in which the texts were generated--throughout the data analysis 

process.  Particular attention was paid to the influence of such understanding on current 

interpretations as well shifts in understanding as these pre-understandings were opened to 

the perspectives of the students.  Memoing was used to explore and document pre-

understanding and reactions to the data.   

 Throughout the process, I was sensitive to my positionality as an African American 

scholar.  This included being mindful of how the origins of the dissertation were rooted 

not only in intellectual curiosity but also in my personal and professional experiences as 

an African American female in the United States.  With a clear belief in espousing one’s 

values in research, I both relied on and challenged my experiences as an individual, 

family member, community member, clinician, researcher, scholar, and consultant with 

intimate experience in the urban African American community throughout the data 
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analysis process.  I questioned my taken for granted notions through a process of critical 

examination in my writing and through conversations with peers.  I also used my unique 

perspective as a mining tool to unearth and discover data themes.  Like my predecessors, 

I did not take lightly my role in advancing scholarship in the area of Black family life.  

However, throughout the analysis I was also careful not to let the culturally imposed 

mantle cloud what I was able or willing to discover in the data.  I was consistently 

reminded of the public nature of the topic and readily questioned my interpretations in 

light of this highly political context.  It was through this openness to self-examination, 

that I was able advance beyond the polarizing positions of the field (e.g. deviant vs. 

resilient) even when ideology would naturally have me gravitate in one direction or 

another. 

 The process of reflexivity created space for my experiences, pre-understandings 

and the data to interact in new and different ways overtime.  New ideas emerged and old 

ones were challenged as I embraced the power (i.e. both in shedding light on and hiding 

important aspects) of my everyday experiences in understanding the phenomenon of 

interest (Collins, 2000). 

 Data Analysis Steps. My engagement with the text ensued over an extended period 

of time; the initial introduction, occurred prior to the conceptualization of the dissertation.  

In this, it was my exposure to the student narratives that lead to the current focus (i.e. the 

disconnection between the scholar and family perspective) and guided my approach (i.e. 

hermeneutic phenomenological approach to developing new streams of thought) to the 

dissertation.  During this time, I read each narrative in its entirety to familiarize myself 

with the data and to garner potential leads to guide inquiry. 
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 During data analysis, a phase based approach was used.  There were six phases in 

the data analysis process.  During Phase I, texts were read again in their entirety with few 

notes.  The goal was to immerse myself in the depth and breadth of the content (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006).  During Phase II, I began to open code (i.e. manually code within the 

printed books) and generated initial ideas regarding the text.  It is important to note, that 

during this phase, I paid particular attention to and acknowledged in memos the natural 

draw to highlight themes present in the scholarly literature—e.g. parenting within this 

context, exposure to community violence, crime and delinquency, ghetto subculture.  

Again, the goal was to recognize and consider how these pre-understandings were at 

work in the interpretative process.  I also considered these pre-understanding through a 

different lens.  For example, drug dealing was not simply coded as a community problem, 

rather it was considered within the context and meaning surrounding it (i.e. it something 

that happens alongside relationships, children playing and/or it was seen as the family’s 

business). Furthermore, a decision was made to pay more attention to implicit 

connections—i.e. instances that are mundane, nuanced, and subtle.   

 During Phase III, texts were read paying particular attention to the essence of their 

experience.  As a way to narrow focus, due to the overwhelming amount of data as well 

as the goal to better understand lived experience via the vehicle of “home” (family-

community relationship), coding focused on instances when family-community life 

intersected.  These intersections were identified by –e.g. (1) the use of language generally 

found in one domain (e.g. family) to describe or communicate an experience in the other 

domain (e.g. community); (2) the occurrence of family processes within community and 

community processes within family; and (3) instances of shared meaning, rituals, and 
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language.  Up until this point, coding was based on within case/book experiences and 

done manually.   

 During Phase IV, I scanned and exported all of the data into word documents and 

began cross case analysis using Nvivo as a data analysis and management tool.  In this, I 

grouped the authors based on gender for the first round of analysis.  I decided to take this 

approach to see if there would be any gender based themes to emerge.  I merged codes 

and identified themes across cases that reflected the intersection of family and 

community.  I also identified a critical phrase that captured the fundamental meaning of 

the text as a whole (van Manen, 1990).  This phase included at least two iterations of 

reading and rereading the text. (the first also included reading to check the accuracy of 

the text post transmission into Nvivo).  Nvivo, during this phase, was primarily used to 

organize and characterize data.   No significant queries were run, primarily because the 

methodology notes the interpreter’s engagement with the data as key in the interpretation 

process.  Memos regarding key themes and data were kept throughout this process.   

 During Phase V, I used concept mapping to further link and organize themes.  I also 

began to identify larger conceptual patterns in the data.  As a way to further explicate and 

describe the themes, I engaged in intentional memo writing during this phase.  Essential 

themes were identified.  Finally, existing and relevant literature was considered in light of 

these essential themes in Phase VI.   New streams of thought were explored through 

phenomenological writing. 

 Throughout the data analysis process, I paid particular attention to the themes 

the students chose to write about, the interviews they included and what they 

communicated about the phenomenon.  Using Ricouer’s hermeneutic arc (hermeneutical 
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circle), I moved back and forth between the whole and parts—including explanation, 

understanding, interpreter impact (Tan et al., 2009).  

Rigor and Trustworthiness.  In attempt to demonstrate rigor and trustworthiness, I 

engaged in a deliberative process that linked ontology, epistemology, theoretical and 

methodological frameworks (Charalambous et al., 2008; Tan et al., 2009).  Furthermore, I 

carefully documented key decisions via an audit trail (Whitehead, 2004).  I also engaged 

in ongoing reflexivity through writing and consultation with peers.  According to Ricouer 

(1981), the interpreter is also a part of the study and his/her background, beliefs, life 

experiences along with the data must be consistently assessed.   Because the approach 

values differences in interpretation and does not see as an aim the intended meaning of 

the author, I did not return to the authors for any checking procedures.  However, I did 

share insights with peers along the journey as a way to challenge my thinking as well as 

explicate on taken for granted notions.   

Limitations.  While I am quite sure there are limitations in using this data and/or 

even this approach, I am hesitant to talk about it as such.  This is because the idea of 

limitations emerges from the frame of reference of the academic and is intricately 

connected to traditional research paradigms.  Since the goal of the dissertation isn’t 

necessarily to align this work with traditional paradigms, to consider its strengths and 

weaknesses in light of it is problematic.  Given its goal to create a new and different 

mindset or stream of thought I must remain open and approach this work with a wonder 

and curiosity that values and allows new perspectives to emerge. Naturally, there is some 

uniqueness in terms of the students’ perspectives, New Orleans as home and my 
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situatedness that impact what is discovered and its implications for others.  However, the 

methodology accounts for and considers those factors, in that the text is no longer unique 

to the students but rather an account of lived experience within this context.  

Furthermore, the interpreter’s situatedness is understood and considered in the data 

analysis process. 

Summary 

Empirical study designed to verify findings is best accomplished when a repeated 

methods approach is used.  In the same manner, scholarly inquiry that seeks to explore 

and garner new perspectives is best accomplished when “new ways of thinking” are seen 

not only as outcomes of study but are also considered at the time of conceptualization.  

This chapter outlined the conceptual and methodological frameworks for the current 

dissertation.  A hermeneutic phenomenological approach was used to explore the lived 

experience of African American families living in urban communities.  Narratives that 

described the family and community life of 11 high school students were used to better 

understand the phenomenon.  They were analyzed using a six phase process that moved 

between explanation and understanding in light of the narrative descriptions and the 

interpreter’s key understanding, including existing scholarship in the area.  To assure 

findings were trustworthy, the interpreter was explicit in decision making from the time 

of conceptualization through the period of phenomenological writing.  Clearly there are 

some limitations in study given the situatedness of the text, students and the interpreter.  

However, the research methodology accounts for what might be considered bias and 
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limitations in approach.  The following chapter outlines the key insights emerging from 

the interpretive process. 
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Chapter IV:  Findings and Discussion 

The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological study was to explore the 

nature of “home” via the family-community relationship in urban African American 

neighborhoods.   Of particular interest was the relationship as experienced in everyday 

life by family members.    I believed that a better understanding of the phenomenon based 

on the mundane lived experiences of families would lend itself to new ways of thinking 

about, studying and intervening with urban African American families.  Following the 

hallmarks of hermeneutic phenomenology, lived experiences were considered in light of 

my pre-understanding (including understanding deriving from existing literature, 

personal experience, and professional experience) during the data analysis process.  In 

this, new ways of thinking came about as I engaged with the text through a circular 

process of thematic analysis and phenomenological writing.    

This chapter presents the key findings emerging out of this interpretive process.  It 

combines the traditional “results” and “discussion” chapters.  This is because the results 

from this process are a series of discussions that uses the student narratives and existing 

literature to develop new streams of thought in the study of the urban African American 

family in the 21st century.   Results were vast and too expansive to cover in their entirety 

in this dissertation.  Thus, the focus of this chapter has been limited to insights that I do 

not think are currently represented in the literature yet are critical in advancing our 

current understanding.    

The following discussion explores critical insights regarding the public nature of 

family within this context. 
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The Public Nature of Family:  From Private to Public, From Boundaries to 

Intersections 

Family as Private. Family has long been considered private in the social science 

literature (Doherty, Boss, LaRossa, Schumm, & Steinmetz, 1993; Gubrium & Holstein, 

1987; Laslett, 1973).  It has been characterized as having its own inner life--separate from 

that which is public. Consequently, the household—the place in which the family resides 

together--has been the presumed location for discovering and understanding realities that 

are natural to family life (Gubrium & Holstein, 1987)—e.g. family relationships, 

behavior, processes and problems.   

To maintain its privacy, social scientists have postulated that the family erects 

structural mechanisms that either prohibit or permit outsider observations of family 

processes and roles (Laslett, 1973).  Besides controlling what is observed, the family also 

controls their general interactions with the outside world, including how it interfaces with 

other families, its neighborhood, or social institutions. In family systems theory, these 

structural mechanisms and rules for governing outside interactions are understood via the 

metaphor of boundary.  In that, a boundary marks off one territory from another; it 

determines what is and what is not included in the system (Rosenblatt, 1994; Whitchurch 

& Constantine, 1993).   

Family-Community Boundary. A common boundary in family life is the 

interface between the family system and its environment.  Consideration of this interface 

is important as the family is embedded and consistently in transaction with its 

environment (Whitchurch & Constantine, 1993).   While environment can be classified at 
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the macro level (i.e. suprasystem), here, I will largely focus on the most immediate 

environment the family interacts with in everyday life—its community.   

Historically, the nature of the family’s interaction with community, in the study of 

the Black family as in the general study of family, has primarily been examined using an 

ecological lens (Billingsley, 1968; Bubolz & Sontag, 1993; Frazier, 1939; Hill, 1998; 

Phenice & Griffore, 1996).  Accordingly, the focus has been on system interdependence 

and adaptation—i.e. how do the family and its environment operate in relation to one 

another?  Herein, families are seen as “semiopen, goal directed, dynamic, adaptive 

systems.  They can respond, change, develop, and act on and modify their environment” 

(Bubolz & Sontag, 1993, p.426).   

The ecological perspective has been particularly appropriate in the study of Black 

families, as it has historically been the only family theory that considered, in a real way, a 

family’s relationship with its environment.  This relationship has been essential in 

understanding Black family life; as family life in urban African American communities is 

largely influenced by the interplay of race, class and culture (Allen, 1995).   Use of the 

ecological perspective has allowed the urban African American family to be understood 

within its historical sociocultural context; however, it still conceptualized it as a separate, 

private, and autonomous entity within the community.  

New Conceptualizations. This private-public dichotomy as mediated through the 

metaphor of boundary has led to certain characterizations regarding what are familial 

(private) and communal (public) and what are not.  In addition, with the primary use of 

the ecological lens, we’ve only been able to understand one type of relationship between 

family and community (e.g. transactional).  Furthermore, wrapped in both of these 
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conceptualizations is the longstanding tendency to analyze and interpret Black family life 

from the perspective of the mainstream white family (Allen, 1995).  Together they bring 

up similar concerns as those raised by Black scholars (Allen, 1978; Billingsley, 1970; 

Staples, 1971) in the seventies.  However, the concern here is not simply about the 

characterization of the Black family as deviant, dysfunctional or pathological; it is about 

whether or not the current theoretical (not ideological which has been the basis for 

previous debates) conceptualizations (private and bounded; adaptive) are what is 

experienced in everyday life.  Do they get at what Allen (1995) refers to as the “is-ness” 

of urban African American family life?  He writes: 

I wish to set aside debates over Black family wellness or illness.  The record of 

these families in ensuring survival and development of Black Americans on these 

shores since 1619 is sufficient evidence of their adaptability and viability.  

Instead, I am concerned with seeing the core of Black family life, with exploring 

their essential character.  To this extent, the research question is recast from 

“wellness” or “illness” to “is-ness”. (pp. 571-572) 

Like Allen, I sought to move us beyond the longstanding historical debate of scholars by 

exploring the “is-ness”—e.g. what is the case vs. what is the truth (Rosenblatt, 1994). 

The “Is-Ness”:  From Private to Public, From Boundaries to Intersections. 

Initial findings suggest there are alternative characterizations of family life and 

alternative ways of understanding the family-community relationship within this context.   

The emerging conceptualization moves away from the notion of family as private—i.e. 

the household being the primary location for discovering and understanding family life or 

the family having clear lines of demarcation (based on its degree of openness to the 
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outside).  Instead, it suggests that the natural realities of “family” can also be discovered 

and understood within the community; more specifically the places where family and 

community life intersect.  In this, family elements including processes, roles, problems 

and beliefs are seen, understood and experienced within a shared space with other 

families within the community.   

What it means to be family is socially constructed based on “knowing” others and 

their struggles rather than living in the household together.  However, as with the notion 

of household, they do live together—i.e. as a community of families or the family-

community—and are responsive to each other’s needs.  For instance, knowing the other’s 

situation often leads to the adoption of familial roles, routines, and responsibilities that 

extend beyond the traditional household.  Sometimes this “knowing” comes by way of 

shared implicit and explicit experiences rather than direct communication of 

circumstances.  Ashley’s grandmother speaks to this intuitive and responsive nature that 

is often demonstrated in this shared space: 

I always find good neighbors. People who look out for each other's kids or if 

someone is sick, they'll chip in. These kinds of people exist and in the housing 

developments they exist. People pull together because most everyone knows just 

about everybody else's situation. You'd be surprised.  

The intimacy in knowing each other and the other’s situation also led to the use of 

the term “family” when describing the relationship with others in the community or the 

“community of families”: 

In the project, practically everyone was family and many were going through the same 

struggles. (Kareem—in light of his mother’s addiction) 
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I moved to an apartment in Lafitte on Orleans Avenue in 1999. My neighbors 

were all family. There was only one door on our porch we didn't associate with.  

In and out, you didn't have to lock your door. I had lost the key to my door for two 

whole years and never went and got another one (Hope, Ashley’s Friend) 

 
A: And what do you like about the neighborhood? C: The people. We're all 

family. A:  If you could tell someone about Lafitte, like describe it to them, what 

would you say? C: It’s a nice place to live.  You know, it’s like it’s good and it’s 

bad.  But, it’s how you live it; how you make it through the bad times.  Like 

Ashley, and everybody around here, grew up together.  Everybody’s like one big 

family.  And that’s what makes it good.  There’s time things get rough and bad, 

but it’s how we pull together and get through it. (Charmaine, Family Friend--

Ashley) 

These depictions of family-community life shed light on two issues.  The first and 

the one most familiar in the literature, is that household responsibilities are often shared 

and negotiated among kinship networks, which could include members of the community 

(Stack, 1974).  The second, which suggests why this is the case---i.e. everyone knows 

just about everybody’s situation--sheds light on another reality. Family is not so 

private—i.e. what goes on in my household is observed and known by others.   

This leads one to ask, do most families within this context have open or easily 

permeable boundaries; thus, bringing that which is private into public?  Or could there be 

another metaphor that fits better?  Is this relationship best understood as the family 

system adapting to its environment (e.g. resourcefulness) or would a more appropriate 
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question be--in what ways do family and community life implicitly and explicitly 

intersect? 

From Boundaries to Intersections.  The students and their family members’ 

reflections on everyday experiences suggest that family and community life intersect—

i.e. meet and cross at a point, share a common area (Merriam Webster Dictionary).  What 

is communal and familial at times is interconnected and should be understood as such.  

While historical conceptualizations acknowledge the interconnectedness mostly in terms 

of system interdependence, students, in their stories, describe a much more intimate 

family-community relationship or shared space.  

One such intersection is in the area of problems.  Shared family and community 

problems were common throughout the narratives.  Addiction, economic deprivation, and 

social isolation, for instance, were experienced by individual families and the community 

of families. Kareem’s brother, Steven, illustrates this point in his response to Kareem 

regarding racial discrimination he may have experienced growing up in the hood.  Steven 

states:  —i.e. “I don’t think you can really have racial discrimination within the project 

where you’re all in the same predicament.”   Here he communicates “my experience is 

your experience” and it comes as a result of the space in which we live together.   

The significance of this shared space in shaping everyday experiences was also 

seen in shared world views—i.e. as geographically defined by life in the community.  For 

example: 

Same for everybody. 

At first, I didn't even think it was important to write about. I thought it was just a 

way of life. I thought it was the same for everybody (Arlet) 
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They felt safer from the world because most of the people were similar to them 

and living the same kind of lifestyle. (Waukesha) 

This is our world; It’s all we got.  

This is our world St. Claude, between Piety and Desire Streets, as we see 

it. (Sam and Arlet) 

So why is it so important to represent this little part of the world? Cuz Sixth Ward 

is like, (Brandon) It’s where we grew up at (Mike)…yeah. We grew up around 

here. Most of the people we know-(Brandon) love this little area right here.  It’s 

all we got.  If we had more, it’d be better, but this is what we gotta have right 

now. (Ebony) 

Findings suggest that it was the most immediate context that shaped their views of 

the world, family and self.  Their views were bounded by everyday life within this 

microcosm often referred to as “their world” —it was all they could see, experience and 

in some cases ascertain.  This geographic boundedness in perspective was implicitly 

expressed when considering worldviews from the inside-out; but it was more explicit in 

nature when the world was considered from the outside looking in —i.e. when the family 

member was exposed to something different, he or she realized the geographic 

boundedness of his or her perspective.  For example: 

 Being on the inside, I don’t think I would ever notice. 

But for me, coming from the Calliope and being able to be somewhere else and 

look back on the way we were living. Being on the inside, I don't think I would 
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ever notice, but being on the outside I could see pretty much what it is:""-drugs, 

violence, all in this little square. No one wanted to go anywhere because they're 

scared of the light bill, water bill. They didn't want to get a job because they 

didn't want the rent to go up, you know. Our kids didn't deserve that. (Daron’s 

mother) 

 
By living in the projects, you just have a projects perspective.  You don’t have a 

perspective of the world and other cultures.  . (Steven—Kareem’s Brother) 

 
Canal [Street] was full of everybody—white, Black, Vietnamese.  I wondered, 

“Where do all these people come from?” I always thought the project was made 

for Black people and I didn’t know too much about other neighborhoods. 

(Kenneth talking about his experience visiting downtown New Orleans—he 

didn’t realize how little he realized about others and their presence in the city until 

these trips) 

 This geographic boundedness of perspective (e.g. culture of poverty, subculture of 

the ghetto underclass) has been written about in the scholarly literature (Lewis, 1966; 

Moynihan, 1965; Rainwater, 1966; Wilson, 2009).  In the literature, it is most often 

depicted as cyclical and problematic.  However, in everyday life, it presents itself as 

“isness”.  It’s not wrapped up in discussions of wellness or illness but rather portrayed as 

what is—e.g. it is what we got; it is our world; it’s a way of life, made for me.   Notice 

that it is not until it is considered in light of other “cultures”, as is done in the literature, 

that value and judgment is attributed and the fullness of experience is minimized: 
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 but being on the outside I could see pretty much what it is: -drugs, violence, all in 

 this little square.   

 While the “outside” allows one to experience “a new world” and view the current 

world through a different lens, it comes at a cost to what is known and fully expressed 

about the latter world.    For example, it moves from being a world with a myriad of 

both/and experiences to one that is singular or uni-dimensional in nature.  In doing this, it 

misses, for instance, lived experiences such as the shared (intersecting) family-

community rituals that take place in the same square or shared space as the drugs or 

violence.  This is particularly important as findings suggest that everyday life was 

characterized by intersections in the area of rituals, just as much as it was in the areas of 

problems and worldviews. 

Weekly 

Fridays were hang-out days, when the courts were packed with people. On 

Saturdays, our neighbors would have block parties, a splash, card games on the 

porch (Kenneth) 

Holidays 

A few kids were sitting on the porch wondering when my mom was going to finish 

cooking.  My Palmyra family was inside trying to finish up the stuffing, seasoned 

turkey, mouth watering yams, delicious sweet potato and crispy apple pies, cheesy 

macaroni, and buttered cornbread. After Thanksgiving dinner, the big and little 

boys went under the Fisk Howard school yard shelter to play basketball. They 

played all afternoon….They went inside to get cleaned up and when they came 

back outside, the music was playing like it was some type of DJ…The 
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neighborhood started drinking and partying to the music.  The block was no 

longer quiet. (Jana on Thanksgiving Breaks) 

Each of these intersections points to the social construction of family-community 

life.  For example, the geographically bound view of the world is shared among the 

community of families (Note: There is still appreciation for multiple realities but the 

general sentiment is there).  Furthermore, as in celebrations, neighbors or community 

members might be invited to family celebrations and holidays outside of this context; 

however, here, these rituals are seen as familial and communal in nature. 

Similar to the discussion on worldview, shared rituals in kinship and social 

networks (Stack, 1974) are also represented in the literature.  However, one place of 

intersection discussed above that (1) significantly calls into question the “realness” of 

boundaries between family and community; and (2) truly begins to dismantle the notion 

of family as private within this context is the intersection around “the lifestyle”.   

“The Lifestyle”:  Alternative Characterizations and Intersections of Family-

Community Life. While the lifestyle is not the totality of the family-community’s nature, 

it is certainly central in its narrative. Even after bracketing, during data analysis, the most 

common (problem saturated) points of interest (e.g. violence, drug dealing) often 

depicted in the literature, the significance of these factors in everyday life was evident.  

However, unlike our problem and event driven approach to understanding these issues, 

the students and their families discussed them in a much more comprehensive way—

often termed “the lifestyle”. 

The lifestyle is characterized by drug dealing, violence, drug addiction, money, 

power and respect.  It is undergirded and governed by codes and behaviors (Anderson, 
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1999) that are known and understood by those who ascribe to it as well as by those who 

witness and are impacted by it.  It is a subculture that has sparked outcry both within and 

outside of the community; yet in the narratives it was depicted as a normalized and 

significant staple (i.e. what is) of everyday life. 

Each student talked at length about the life style and the ways family life 

intersected with it.  These intersections were pronounced, varied, implicit and explicit in 

nature.  The more nuanced perspective offered within the texts called into question 

existing characterizations.   

Existing characterizations have been historically connected to the “ghetto 

subculture” postulated by Moynihan (1965) and Rainwater (1966).  In that, the 

characterization of the family’s relationship to this subculture has been limited to 

understanding family “as a part of it or counter to it” (e.g. disorganized low-income 

families vs. working class or middle class families who subscribed to mainstream values).     

Later classified as “street” or “decent” families (Anderson, 1999),  families who live life 

counter to the lifestyle are depicted as strong loving families who subscribe to middle 

class values (decent families); while families whose norms are counter to those of 

mainstream society—as indicated by their participation in the lifestyle--are considered 

street families.  A potential problem with these longstanding distinctions is that when 

examined in light of this data set they did not hold in everyday life. 

Case in point:  Decent or street? The following excerpts, chronicle Daron’s 

reflections regarding life with parents who sold drugs—they include two stories in which 

he reflects on life within this context as well as an interview with his mother regarding 

her drug dealing past. In our current conceptualization, we would classify this family as 
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“street”, “deviant” or “dysfunctional,” but upon closer examination of these stories and 

the parent-child dialogue, characteristics of a decent family are present (e.g. family time, 

open communication, protection). 

Growing up in a house where drugs were sold wasn’t as bad as you think it would 

be.  Don’t get me wrong, there have been some nights where I wasn’t able to go 

to sleep comfortably because I was scared, but my dad made me feel protected.  

My dad had two guns in the house.  He always kept the guns in safe places to 

prevent accidents, but he always told me that he wouldn’t let anything bad happen 

to our family.  My dad would stay up all night and all day, but he never got tired.  

I don’t know how he did it, but I guess the dollar signs kept him up.  Friday night 

was our family night.  We all would sit in the living room, pop popcorn, and crack 

jokes with each other.  We could never watch a whole movie without pausing at 

least ten times because of the knocks on the door.  My brother, my sister, and I 

never got mad because we know that they were selling drugs to support us. 

(Daron) 

In another account, he describes an incident in which the police unexpectedly showed up 

at the house.  He writes: 

On September 4, 2004, my dad was helping me out with my homework and my 

mother was cooking.  Out of nowhere we heard two big bangs going against our 

back door.  The cops rushed in with their big guns and bright flashlights, 

demanding everyone to get on the floor.  They handcuffed my mom and dad and 

set them on the bed… (Daron) 
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As he continues he speaks of his mother’s response to his brother’s fear of the police 

officer’s k-9 dog.  He states, “even in this situation [i.e. street] my mom did a good job 

calming him down, saying that it was going to be all right [i.e. decent].”  Furthermore, at 

some point, the police officers assured the children that they were there to help them.  

However, help from police officers felt misplaced within this context because from his 

depiction he felt like he was in a strong and loving home that valued family time, parental 

support and guidance, and parental supervision.  This sentiment was further reflected in 

the following interview with his mother: 

Daron:  Do you think it had an effect on your family's life? 

Melvina:  I may be wrong, but we kept nothing from our kids.  We kept it open so 

that they could see what was going on.  It makes it easier to explain to ya'll, you 

know, that the things we had then, we don't have them now.  But we don't have to 

be looking over our shoulders.  It's better living, you know, I think seeing your 

parents go through that made ya'll a little stronger and wiser. 

Daron:  Like the fact that you were cutting it in front of us, we knew it wasn't the 

right thing, but that was what ya'll needed to do to help the family out and times 

were hard.  I mean, I couldn't ask for a better parent than I have. 

Melvina:  And I love you for that. [Laughter] 

Daron:  I love you more. 

So there is an inherent contradiction in this case when the current lines (i.e. street 

or decent) of demarcation are used.  Can a family be both street and decent or deviant and 

mainstream at the same time?  Daron’s family wasn’t the only one who presented this 

conundrum.  There were at least two other students whose parents engaged in drug 
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dealing to garner or supplement income.  However, in each of these cases, a more 

complex picture was presented. 

Case in point: “Decent” yet connected. A similar scenario was presented with 

Arlet and Sam’s family.  By all accounts, their family would be classified as decent.  

Often times, decent families are depicted as those whose boundaries are closed to the 

community; while they live within the community, they remain autonomous as a family 

unit.  Arlet writes: 

We never went outside—staying to ourselves was the best thing for us, or so my 

mom thought.  She didn’t want us conversing with the riffraff or “street trash” as 

she called them.  “Thugs” were also another word she used frequently. 

However, even with Arlet’s mother’s best attempt to protect her children, Arlet found 

herself outside out of curiosity, connection, and escape—i.e. to escape the general 

conflicts in the household but at times the domestic violence in her parents’ relationship.    

She writes: 

I went outside when I was bored or just tired of watching TV all day.  Maybe my 

mama or daddy made me mad and I knew if I stayed inside I’d be cantankerous.  I 

went outside to clear my head, but as I spent more time on my balcony I also 

started to get to know the guys that I had always seen growing up, but never knew 

personally. 

As Arlet journeyed outside, she soon discovered a different narrative than the one told by 

her parents: 

As I learned more about them, I started to realize that the stereotypes were not all 

true.  They were more complex than that.  Over time, I became more curious to 
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know what’s the word on the street.  I liked to listen to their conversations.  I 

knew if I sat outside, I was going to laugh. Sometimes when I’m having a really 

good time talking to some of the guys it’s hard to remember that they are caught 

up in a lifestyle that’s dangerous.  One day they could be clowning and the next 

day they could be killed. 

Arlet’s discovery of the “other” led to new insights about her family: 

A lot of times, people in my neighborhood think that our family is more than it 

really is.  They think we have perfect relationships and don’t have money 

problems since we own our house and collect rent from the store below.  People 

think we’re better off than them, but we’re dealing with many of the same issues 

other people go through. 

Growing up, we’re taught that the streets are dangerous and that your home is a 

refuge.  But as I’ve gotten older, I’ve realized it’s more complicated than that.  

Sometimes the people who are supposed to protect you end up being the ones that 

hurt you.   

I try to think that it’s not happening or just try to ignore it, but I’ve come to 

realize that it is a problem and it’s affecting my family.  But what do you do when 

you know something has to change?  It seems almost impossible to get out of the 

situation when we are so attached to the ones we love. 

Just as Arlet, Sam her older brother, recognizes his inherent connection to the 

lifestyle: 

Swimming in the Sea 

I think if I had been raised in a better neighborhood or around more positive 
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people I wouldn't have so many problems. Not that my parents didn't do a good 

job raising me, it's just the sea I'm swimming in. From the Avenue to my school, 

the police are casting their nets-looking for people to fill up the jails. It is easy for 

me to be caught. I have already started to deal with the courts and paying money 

for people to stay out of jail. 

See, the whole system is like a big net, and the Ninth Ward is where they do a lot 

of fishing. The net is not concerned whether they catch a good or bad fish. And 

me, I am just in the water.  

It's where I was raised, so a lot of the time I can't help or avoid being caught up. 

Just riding up the street is taking a chance for me: a young Black man driving a 

car. The police have pulled me over and acted as though I had stolen the car. 

Sometimes I have this sinking feeling that no matter how much I struggle to get 

free, I'll never be able to get free as long as I'm living where I'm living.  

Getting out is way harder than staying in. I feel like I'm in a river, trying to swim 

upstream, trying my best and my hardest to avoid problems. Roulette isn't making 

anything better for me. I mean, as far as motivation, having my back, and telling 

me to never give up-all that stuff is cool. But she's swimming in the same sea. 

She's gotten kicked out of John Mac and has managed to get caught up in the net. 

Now we have to pay into the courts and waste our money on bail.  

Being with her is exactly what her name is: "Roulette," a game of chance. Some 

days it feels more like Russian Roulette, because she brings heavy duty drama 

into our lives. Sometimes I am sure it will end up with me in jail or dead. I'm 

taking that chance by being with her. All of this is part of the sea I'm swimming 
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in, and it's rough, dangerous, and deep. 

Sam is not alone in his worry about the rough, dangerous and deep sea.  Arlet too 

expresses concern for him and his ability for to cope with the pressures he faces as a 

young African American male within this context.   

It gets worse, because Sam and Martin are smoking now too….Sam sometimes 

drinks because of some of the problems he's having with girls and his son…  

Sam's problems bother me a lot.  He often separates himself from the rest of us 

and that's not healthy.  He's torturing himself by trying to fight off his problems by 

smoking and drinking.  Sometimes I feel he needs to let his problems and give 

them to God…  All he has to do is sit, talk, and laugh with his family and I 

guarantee that would make him feel a hundred times better. 

Arlet and Sam’s experiences and insights dismantle the notion of clear cut 

boundaries, just as Daron’s story does.  However, it is the decent family, in all of its 

“autonomy” that finds itself connected to even the most unappealing lifestyle in the 

community.  The unsafe community serves as an escape from the unsafe home.  It serves 

as a mirror that reflects not how different their family is but how similar their family is to 

others in the community.  While they may not participate in the negative activities within 

the community, their lives intersect through the relationships they have with others.   

Each family member must come to terms with their own understanding and 

meaning of living in this space, including Arlet’s mom.  While she works hard to protect 

her children, she recognizes the complexity of life in this context.    For example: 

One Mother's Day, I was having a bad evening when I came home from my 

mother-in-law's house.  When we pulled up that night, she asked me how my day 
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was, told me happy Mother's Day and stuff.  I told her it wasn't good.  And she 

just reached out her hand, and took my hand, and she just put something in my 

hand, and said, "Well, I hope this makes your day better." And she just kept 

walking.  In her little fast, usual way, [she] kept going on about her business. 

I don't know if I opened my hand right then and there downstairs, or if I waited 

until I got inside, but when I opened my hand, it was five dollars.  And that was 

something that I never forgot about Kim because I never had a person in her 

predicament just to walk up and give me anything. Most people like that, their 

mentality is to take.  Or to get over.  Because they're sick.  But even with her 

habit, she wasn't that type of person. It was simple, it wasn't alot, but it came  

from the heart, and she meant it.  And ever since that day, we just had a real good 

relationship.  She would always ask about the children; she would always talk to 

the children in a positive way.  She would be very open and honest about her 

situation. 

 The same is seen with other “decent” families in the community, while they 

disown the lifestyle, they care for those affected including themselves.  Jana writes: 

She’s [my mother] a giving person; even in the neighborhood she feeds everyone.  

She really doesn’t mind cooking a meal to feed a soul.  There’s this thing that’s 

happening to my mother.  It’s just little children keep coming to her when parents 

need help.  But sometimes she gets close with the child, starts taking care of that 

child, and then the situation changes and she doesn’t see them anymore.  She said 

whatever child comes to her, she will take care of it until something comes up.  

“My blessings is going to come one day.” 
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The experiences of Arlet and Jana’s families readily demonstrate the limitation of 

the “boundary” metaphor and the potential of a metaphor such as “intersection” when 

understanding the family-community relationship within this context.  The intersection 

metaphor recognizes the inherent interconnectedness of family and community life and 

the importance of examining each in relation to the other.  It moves us beyond the 

rigidness of boundary.   While permeable, boundary maintains a certain level of 

separateness that isn’t reflected in lived experience.  Intersection offers the flexibility for 

the family-community relationship to vary in nature and differing degrees around shared 

and common points.  Thus, while a family may not be an active participant in “the 

lifestyle” their life may still intersect with it in both positive and negative ways.  Here, it 

isn’t a matter of being closed and separate rather present and understood in light of this 

shared context. 

Intersections:  Addiction.  This shared context is prevalent when examining 

addiction—i.e. the family with a member who is struggling with addiction.  Within this 

context, the secrecy and isolation that often accompany addiction is harder to come by 

because addiction is a family and community issue.  Behaviors associated with addiction 

including drug dealing, consumption, and crime often happen within the same 

geographical space as family and community life.  Familial outcomes, associated with 

addiction, are also experienced within this context—e.g. parental absence, kin caring for 

neglected children (Dunlap, Golub, & Johnson, 2006).  The magnitude and visibility of 

these issues allow families to be seen and “known” by others within this context even 

when such attention is not wanted.   
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Following the stream of the family-community intersection in the area of 

addiction, led to two new insights regarding the relationship.  The first is an interesting 

connection between spousal or parental addiction and drug selling.  For example, 

Pernell’s mom Tica connects her decision to sell drugs to Pernell’s father’s absence as a 

result of drug addiction.  

That’s when the drugs came in. He always was a man to work, but the drugs were 

messing up our relationship.  I could see the money difference where his habit 

was getting stronger…He went to North Carolina for most of my pregnancy with 

Rasheed, and I started selling drugs, running with the fellas.  I took care of ya’ll 

like that for six years on my own. 

Similarly, Daron’s mother and her brother, Uncle Derry, begin to sell drugs in response 

to their mother’s drug addiction.  

Daron:  How old were you when you started selling drugs?   

Melvina:  Maybe about 16.  We moved out of B.W. Cooper—something to do with 

my mom not paying a bill, and I took my sisters and brother and moved 

uptown…It was real hard.  It was just me and them, and I started selling 

marijuana. 

Her brother (Lil Derry) started selling drugs when he was around 13 years old.  When 

asked why he began, she replied: 

I would say it was wanting and needing.  My mom would even take the food 

stamps that the government was giving us and she would sell that.”  A defining 
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moment in her brother’s trajectory to the “streets” (synonymous with drug 

dealing) was a time “he had some drugs from some guy and my mom took the 

drugs and smoked them.  My brother didn’t have no other way to give this person 

their money so they got into it, and it seemed from there on out, he was just in the 

streets. 

Lil Derry explained it this way: 

(Why did you begin selling drugs?) I began to sell drugs at the age of 13, most of 

my friends was selling drugs I wanted fit and also because I wanted more 

expansive clothes and tennis shoes I wanted to be the flyest dude in school. (Who 

helped or showed you how to sell drugs?)  My friends helped me sell drugs in the 

beginning.  And when my mother found out I was hustling she started teaching me 

a little bit about selling drugs. 

Findings suggest that there is an inherent contradiction between addiction and drug 

selling.  They move to sell the very thing that caused them financial, emotional, social 

and spiritual strain as an individual and a unit. Yet, their decision to sell is rooted in those 

experiences as well as in the experiences of others in the community who are active in or 

impacted by “the lifestyle”.  Furthermore, it is these same experiences that also undergird 

their business decisions and their interactions with their customers (perhaps because they 

“know” them).  For example: 

(Learning the trade from watching mom):  he sat back real quiet and watched my 

mom go out spending the money that she was supposed to be spending on us.  
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He’s a real fast learner, so he caught on real quick that crack was selling.  Seeing 

my mom and them do the drugs, it’s just like he didn’t want no more.  He dropped 

out of school in seventh, or eighth grade.  He really wanted my mom off drugs. 

(Daron’s Mom)  

Hustling was a whole different world.  Noting’s unexpected.  You might see users 

carrying a whole sofa on their back in one minute.  I’m serious.  It was like I was 

selling drugs and counseling, because when they came to buy the drugs, they 

wanted me to listen to their problems.  That’s why I say, ‘Everybody’s got a story 

behind em, You never know what turned that person to drugs.  It might not be the 

thrill of drugs.  It could be something painful they’re hiding. (Pernell’s Mom) 

Finally, these experiences were at the heart of a contradictory message (both spoken and 

unspoken) given to younger family members regarding drug dealing--i.e. while we do it 

to provide for the family and get the things that we need you shouldn’t do it.  For 

example: 

Kareem:  What was it like being the oldest of nine children? 

Steven:  Shit, it was difficult.  I’d try to be the father to my brothers and sisters, 

which I try to still do.  But it’s hard when you’re doing wrong.  It’s like, “Do as I 

say but not as I do.”  I was a contradiction. 

In all of these cases, a complicated and circular relationship is noted in this 

intersection.  The relationship is punctuated at both the initial intersection (parental or 

spousal addiction) and follow up intersections (future drug dealing and discouragement 
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of younger generation from drug dealing).  For example, lived experiences could include 

past, present and future (forecasting) packaged in one.  For example: 

He was a drug dealer for a living…Sometimes I would try to hang out with him, 

but he didn’t like me around the dealing.  He told me he had started around the 

age of 12.  His mom was on drugs and his dad was in prison.  My mom had to 

take care of him and their two older sisters.  She did the best she could until their 

grandmother started helping out. Some days we could hear his car from six blocks 

away because the bumping music was so loud.  We would run downstairs, and he 

would already be out there screaming our names.  When we made it down there, 

he would pop his trunk and have a whole bunch of shoeboxes.  We would find our 

size, give him a hug, tell him thank you, and try them on.  (Daron on his 

relationship with Lil Derry) 

The potential message--I will not expose you to this lifestyle in the same way I was 

exposed to it (past—through its pain and hardship).  I will not teach you how to do it 

(past—as my mother taught me).  I will also not allow you to want in the same way I 

did—which led me to it (past).  So here I will provide those things (present) to protect 

you from a future like my present reality.  Notice the intent is not to hide but to construct 

a different reality around it.   

The second insight emerging from the intersection of family and community in 

relationship to addiction is the negotiation of family life within the public sphere.  
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Because addiction removes members from the household, many times interactions 

between family members occur within the public space.  For example: 

My mother would come through the cut and say, Hey KoKo.” I knew it was my 

mother because her voice and face had been programmed in my head.  She would 

give me a tight hug, kiss me on my forehead, and say ‘Aunt Alice being mean to 

you?’ I would say, ‘Yes.’ ‘Don’t worry, mama going to get us a house.’ Then 

she’d yell to my grandmother that she was taking me with her.  We would walk to 

where she lived in a third floor apartment with her best friend’s family.  In the 

project, practically everyone was family and many were going through the same 

struggles.” (Kareem discussing his relationship with his mother who struggled 

with addiction…) 

 
Kareem:  “Can you tell me about a time when you felt close with Ma?” 

Steven:  “When both of us were in prison, that’s probably the closest I ever felt to 

her because we were corresponding.  It was like, “Okay, now we 

communicating.” She was hitting me with spirituality scripts and talking about 

life issues.  She was telling me she was sorry for not being there.  She was off of 

drugs and I guess her mind and body were at peace.” (Kareem in conversation 

with Steven)  

When I asked my grandma about whether she would feel comfortable with me 

writing about my mom she said, “I don’t hide nothing from people—even 

neighbors.  I let them know.  Because I don’t want you knockin on nobody’s door 

for nothing.  And don’t have anything to hide.  I did what I was supposed to do for 
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you.  You ain’t do what you were supposed to do for yourself. (Waukeesha’s 

Grandmother)  

In each of these cases, the family navigated what has traditionally been considered 

“private” life in the public sphere. But most noticeable is their comfort level with being 

“known”.  It was okay for others to know because Kareem stated “many were going 

through the same struggles.” 

Intersections:  Trauma and grief.  This shared struggle was not only seen with 

addiction but also with trauma and grief.  They told countless stories of close calls with 

community shootings that sprawled into “family spaces”—namely the household and the 

family car--and family issues that sometimes sprawled into the community—e.g. “drugs, 

jealousy and abuse happen inside and sometimes spill outside onto the block” (Jana).   

Combined, the students and their families and friends had witnessed or experienced 

numerous deaths of family and friends over the years.  Even during the course of book 

writing alone, one student was shot while being robbed by someone; another experienced 

the homicides of his grandmother, friend and stepfather; while another, the homicide of a 

friend—one interviewed for the book.   

Because of the public nature of violence within this context, trauma, grief and loss 

among families is also navigated in this common space.   

I was asleep and it was raining.  I got a phone call from Duke, my auntie’s 

boyfriend.  He said , “Your grandma just got shot.” I was still asleep and said 

“Stop playing.” Then Melvin’s baby mama Samantha called crying, saying, 
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“Doo, they shot her.”…I tried to go on my grandma’s porch, but the police told 

me to stand back a whole block.  The ambulance rode off and I thought she was 

going to make it.  Ten minutes later, I got the worst phone call of my life.  She 

didn’t make it….Every day until my grandma’s funeral people from the project 

gathered at her house on New Orleans Street with DJs and barbecue. (Pernell) 

It was early in the morning—about two o’clock.  My mother started screaming my 

name.  “Jana! Jana! Wake up, Ms. G. just shot her boyfriend!”… “Jana, find 

Gennie, Gina, and Mami some shoes and clothes.”…I picked out sweat pants, 

shirts, and slippers and carried them outside.  It was dark. The streetlights were 

on.  I could barely see Ms. G’s daughters standing on the porch….I gave my mom 

the clothes and asked her what was going on.  And she told me she was sleeping 

when she heard someone holla, “Neil!” Neil lived in the house next to ours.  My 

mom went outside and Ms. G was across the street saying, “I shot him.  Yes, I 

shot him, and what are you going to do about it?” Ms. G said, ‘Neil, you can call 

the police.  I’m not going nowhere.  I am going to take my charge like a woman.” 

Ricki was on Neil’s porch, bleeding all over the place. (Jana) 

There are situations that happen in this neighborhood, like killings and you can 

go and ask some of the people [i.e. business owners] would they like to donate 

something, or would they like to give something?  They don’t.  The businesses 

won’t give, and the reason why they won’t give, because they feel like it’s not 

their problem, when it actually is their problem, because it’s a neighborhood 

thing.  I see the same people at the funerals.  If I go to a funeral, your mom and 
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them is there.  It’s the same people.  Cuz everybody around here know each other, 

so everybody should really go. (Arlet’s interview with Ms. Gwen a small business 

owner) 

Here again, the space shared in everyday living is the same space shared in times of 

trauma and loss; thus, the loss and trauma is a community experience.   

Intersections:  Rhythms in family-community life.  While the discussion thus far 

has been on the more poignant examples of intersections around “the lifestyle”, students 

also talked about more subtle interactions.  For example, the rhythms in family-

community life:  

But the project used to be so alive, like a drummer beating his drum (Kareem) 

 
 RAIN, RAIN  

Rain, rain, go away. Please come back another day is all I thought about on rainy 

days in the hood. No one's outside, nothing's on TV and if there is, someone's 

already watching another show. I wonder where are all the usuals who hang in 

the project. You know, the hustlas, the users, the kids who see the transactions, 

the moms and dads, the homeless men and women who know nothing but the 

Lafitte. Where are they? Once on a rainy day as this I realized something. Most 

people find peace on Sundays, "The Holy Day," but in the hood, we find peace on 

rainy days. Look out the window on one of these days and you'll see no one, and 

all you'll hear is raindrops. The kid playing, the women getting their hair fixed, 

boys playing basketball, and people making a living have all disappeared. There's 
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just echoes of women shouting to their children, "Sit yo assdown," and guys 

hollering, "Come here, shorty. You fine, yeah." See, Sundays come once a week 

but we all know rain comes every now and then so our peace isn't a weekly thing. 

It comes and goes, and to me, it's precious every time.  (Ashley) 

Summary. Over the past several pages, I have provided numerous examples of 

the intersection of family and community in urban African American communities.  And 

while some of it may be familiar in the academic, practice or mainstream literature, the 

goal of such a broad illustration was to lay out a common yet often unvoiced and implicit 

theme—the public nature of family processes, relationships and functioning within this 

context.  In each of the examples provided, family was lived, understood, defined, or 

characterized in relationship to its community—i.e. to those who knew them and shared 

and co-constructed experiences with them.  It illustrated a micro-level perspective of this 

theme in operation.  However, we can see the public essence in operation at the macro 

level as well. 

This next section explores the public nature of family in a broader sense (i.e. 

societal, socio-historical).  As with earlier ideas, while we may be familiar with some of 

the general ideas of the students; the focus here is on what we have tended to overlook or 

forget in our current conceptualizations.   

The Public Nature of the Urban African American Family:  “Locked in the Ghetto” 

The Negro, Black, Afro-American, African American family has been public—

exposed to general view; of or relating to community interest rather than private affairs 

(Merriam Webster Dictionary) --since enslaved Africans were transported to America’s 

shores. The slave family was public.  The study of Black families exists because of its 
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public nature (Johnson, 1977; Moynihan, 1965; Rainwater, 1966; Staples, 1971). And 

throughout the course of development, we’ve connected public issues (e.g. social and 

economic deprivation) particularly in our study of urban African American families.  

We’ve used public arguments to refute ideological positions, but we have yet to explore 

the “is-ness” of what it means to have family understood and treated in such a public 

light.  This is especially important when it appears private for everyone else.   

Is this experience for the urban African American family similar to what DuBois’(1903) 

describes here: 

Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question: unasked by 

some through feelings of delicacy; by others through the difficulty of rightly 

framing it.  All, nevertheless, flutter round it.  They approach me in a half-hesitant 

sort of way, eye me curiously or compassionately, and then, instead of saying 

directly, How does it feel to be a problem?  They say, I know an excellent colored 

man in my town; or, I fought at Mechanicsville; or, Do not these Southern 

outrages make your blood boil?  At these I smile, or am interested, or reduce the 

boiling to a simmer, as the occasion may require.  To the real question, How does 

it feel to be a problem? I answer seldom a word. And yet, being a problem is a 

strange experience,—peculiar even for one who has never been anything else, 

save perhaps in babyhood and in Europe (p. 7-8) 

The feeling of “being a problem” to larger society was present in the families’ 

depictions of their lived experiences.  They were blatantly and subtly aware of the 

outsider’s perceptions.  They spoke to it in their conversation with other family-
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community members, their wonderments about life and their anger at the system.   For 

example: 

 
ANSWER ME 

They told us to go school and our skills will enhance  

Then they pushed us to the world where we didn't stand a chance  

So they threw us some food stamps and told us we could spend em  

Then locked us in the ghetto but we couldn't live up in it  

And so we ride to earn the trust of the world  

And so we ride, fire young boys and young girls  

Cuz the future don't look too bright  

Where is the light? In the end one question, Will we be all right?  

Dear Lord, answer my prayer, answer my prayer, answer me. 

 Dear Lord, answer my prayer, answer my prayer, answer me.  

Who the hell are they to tell us we're not civilized  

When they rid in in their Benz I know they hearin our cries  

The cries of broken-hearted mothers who've been losin their sons  

In the battle of life where you chose your own guns  

It could be knowledge or rap or reload  

When you're raised in the street, there's only one G-code. 

 "Do what you gotta do, survive the way you can"  

Cuz they ain't got no room for a Black woman or man.  

And this world is based on one thing: the power of green  
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Having a life is a goal, but to us is a dream.  

And I'm not tryin to blame them people for all my faults  

But how the fuck are they gonna take water and give it a cost?  

I'm sick of being here, livin under the dirt,  

Seeing teardrops fall and I know it's the hurt.  

Dear Lord, answer my prayer, answer my prayer, answer me.  

Dear Lord, answer my prayer, answer my prayer, answer me. (Ashley) 

They not only expressed this awareness in their literary writing but also in their quest to 

better understand self in light of the thought of the other: 

  
As a Black female living in public housing, you already have stereotypes: You 

don't have anything. You're never going to be anything. You're just laying around, 

wasting up the government's time. Add to that being a woman and people look at 

you as though you're not supposed to have any sense. You're not supposed to 

know how to carry yourself. Your house is not supposed to be up to standards, 

you're not supposed to have any views, opinions, or know anything that matters 

like that.” (Hope, Ashley’s Friend) 

Here Hope, through her everyday experiences communicates a larger issue espoused by 

Black feminists regarding the intersectionality of race, class, and gender.  She is well 

aware of society’s attitudes towards her as an African American woman living in an 

impoverished community (Collins, 2000).   
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Both Hope and Ashley understood that though others have characterized them in 

such ways, they aren’t the only ones who could potentially fit the description.  However, 

because of where they lived they believed others thought it was expected.    

When you do go out and be in the world, and tell someone your address, they look 

at you. A person who's livin in a house could be all the things that you expect for 

me to be, but because they're livin in a house or neighborhood [they aren't 

judged.] (Ashley) 

Furthermore, because of the pervasive stereotypes, some were surprised when “others” 

wanted to move into their neighborhood: 

Why here?  

I've lived on St.  Claude,  and dealt  with  the  problems associated with it for so 

long, it seemed like nothing was ever going to change.  Sometimes the drama died 

down for awhile, but then it flared up again. 

Around the corner from   us in   the   Bywater, though, white people were moving 

in and fixing up houses.    Slowly, we started to notice that it was effecting our 

block of St.  Claude.  We'd see different people walking from around the corner 

until some of them finally moved in next door.  I wondered if more  people  like 

them  would  move in and why they picked the  Ninth  Ward  as a place to live 

because my family always talked  about  wanting to leave. (Arlet) 

Their awareness of the ever present outsider permeated their stories. However, it was also 

embedded in subtle messages in their overall narrative.  For example:  

The book is also about our neighborhood. It discusses what goes on.  We have 

lots of interviews for the curious: we've talked to drug dealers, business-owners, 
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circus punks and people hanging out.  We've  looked  beyond  the  violence  at 

the  real  people  that  the  rest  of the  world judges before they know.   And 

we've taken lots of pictures to help out your imagination.  Now get ready and 

prepare yourself, you are entering the Ninth Ward.  Welcome.   (Sam) 

 
Some people probably thought living in the project was stupid, but it wasn’t.  In 

the St. Bernard, some of us had fun, some of us had no fun, but all of us had 

responsibilities.  It was hard work living there. (Kenneth) 

While some were more direct, others carried a more subtle message to the outside 

alongside the more directed message to the family-community: 

I dedicate my book to my block of Palmyra Street. I want them to see that our 

block is not just negative. They have some positive things and people.  I really 

want them  to know  that  we are  not just neighbors, we are a grateful  community 

that  doesn't  take each other 's kindness for weakness.  When we receive, we give 

and when we give, we receive. Our family on Palmyra cares about one another 

and is willing to help at any time.  We believe if you give a blessing, you will 

surely get a blessing. (Ebony) 

Even more subtle is Kenneth’s reaction after seeing his great aunt on the cover of Time 

magazine in the wake of Hurricane Katrina.  The issue was entitled “The American 

Tragedy” 

I was shocked. My mouth stood open for a couple of minutes. My grandma 

started to cry, and she gave her mother a hug. Maybe millions of people saw this 

picture and thought it really was an American tragedy.  For my family, the 
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separation during the evacuation was hard, but the bigger tragedies came before 

and after the storm. Messy Man. Uncle Irvin. Kobey. We lost them for good. 

(Kenneth) 

While Kenneth is speaking of the loss of family members through death and the long-

term impact that has on families, one can only wonder if there is a deeper meaning here.  

Messy Man and Uncle Irvin were both lost before the storm to community violence—

ironically what some consider another American Tragedy.   

What the aforementioned examples illustrate is the keen awareness of the public 

nature of their existence.  It is seen in how they understand themselves as well as how 

they perceive others understanding of them.  It was a starting place when given the 

opportunity to share their stories with world.   

Toward a New Way of Thinking:  Exploring the Public Nature 

The findings of this exploratory study pointed to new streams of thought in the 

conceptualization of the family-community relationship in the urban African American 

community.  In particular, it dealt with the public nature of this relationship at both the 

micro (family in relationship to community) and macro (family-community in 

relationship to society) levels.  Findings were presented in a manner that demonstrated 

the expansiveness of the theme versus the depth of each example.  This approach was 

taken for two reasons.  First, it was taken to honor “the case” (i.e.—“the is-ness) 

presented by family members.  Second, it was taken because of the dissertation’s 

exploratory aim—i.e. to shed light on new ways of thinking.  Furthermore, given the 

nature of the data set more in-depth questions would only lead to speculative guesses. 

Nonetheless, what emerged from the student’s self-authored and co-authored (i.e. with 
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family and community) narratives about family life provided enough support to warrant 

further investigation from the scholarly community regarding the public nature of family 

life within this context.   

So what if we acknowledged and began with this public nature in mind; how 

might that change the course of the theory, research, practice and policy dialogues or 

initiate a new conversation between scholar and the urban African American family?  

What if we took on what Osmond and Thorne (1993) called “one of the most basic yet 

least questioned assumptions in family theory” (p.608)—i.e. the public-private 

dichotomy?  How would we do this? 

Perhaps, we could start where we remain in the current literature and explore the 

relatedness of the public nature to African culture—e.g. world-view--oneness of being or 

interconnectedness; point of reference—communalistic; relational focus—synthesis 

(connection) and contradiction (antagonism) (Nobles, 1978 p.686)—or to the impacts of 

urban poverty and the realities of the Black underclass (Wilson, 1984, 1987, 2009). 

However, while potentially relevant, would it lead us to the same stalemate?  Also, would 

those conceptualizations stand as presented in the literature decades ago in light of 21st 

century realities—e.g. the crack epidemic, “the lifestyle” including the crime, violence 

and mass incarceration associated with it?   

While some of the structural realities are the same, the cultural realities have 

changed. This calls into question the applicability of previous thinking; would it match 

this generation of families?  Even older generation family members, interviewed for the 

books, found themselves reflecting on the implications of cultural shifts within the 

community.   
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When I first moved into Lafitte, this was the very best housing development there 

was.  The kids could come outside and they could play.  You could leave all the 

doors and windows open.  We didn’t have to worry about breakin in, robberies, 

or anything like this.  We didn’t have to worry about anyone fightin, coming 

through shooting. It was just a nice area.  But now there’s drugs back here.  But 

before then, if there were drugs it wasn’t in the open, ya know.  But now you 

could see transactions goin on anywhere you might be passing.  They’re robbin.  

They’re fightin, killin each other, and stealin.  It’s not even safe with the doors 

open.  I’ve had someone run in my door twice and the police were there, and they 

ran in my house twice.  I just gotta be careful and keep my doors locked.  I don’t 

fear anyone because I know most of the kids that grew up around here.  I know 

them. They give me a lot of respect; I respect them. (Ashley’s Grandmother) 

Thus, just as the family has had to account for these cultural shifts, we as scholars need to 

do so as well.  

One way we can do this is through the exploration of new metaphors.  Metaphors 

are helpful when theorizing about families (Rosenblatt, 1994) and in particular 

contemporary families (Dilworth-Anderson, Burton & Klein, 2004).  Dilworth-Anderson 

et al (2004) write:  “Through metaphors, we may gain insights into why and how family 

members behave and interact as they do; we may also be able to see how different factors 

contribute to typical outcomes of family life” (p.52).  However, while helpful in shedding 

new light on phenomena, Rosenblatt (1994) cautions that metaphors also “focuses 

thinking in ways that make it difficult, if not impossible, to think in terms of alternative 
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metaphors” (p.11).  This is because metaphors have a powerful influence on what we see 

and how we respond (Freedman & Combs, 1996). 

We saw the power of metaphor at the onset of this chapter, when I explored the 

private-public dichotomy via the boundary metaphor. While potentially useful in some 

cases, it proved to be limited in helping us fully understand what appeared to be a 

different lived experience for the families in the books.  Thus, as Rosenblatt (1994) 

writes:   

phenomena do not exist independently of our framework for thinking about them, 

for considering them to be phenomena, and for knowing them.  That is part of 

why it is so important to understand that our frameworks are frameworks and to 

learn how to step outside of the familiar framework and into new ones. (p.16) 

The findings from this hermeneutic phenomenology study allow us to do just that.  

Even more, it allows us to explore metaphors that emerged from lived experience to 

better understand the public nature of family life within this context.  A better 

understanding can lead to new insights, conceptualizations, streams of research, and 

better policy and practice solutions.     

Two metaphors we might consider in future work are: (1) “Narrative” as 

metaphor to explore the public nature of the urban African American family and (2) “The 

Sea” as metaphor to further explore the lived experience of family-community life.  

“Narrative” as Metaphor.  Here we can think about their lives as stories (just as 

they have done in these books). In this, we experience them in a continuous state of 

authoring and re-authoring their story (particularly in light of the other narratives going 

forth about them).  This is particularly relevant as the book writing process became a 
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symbol or even a starting place for students, in particular, to see their ability to shape and 

tell their unheard stories.  The books represented their concrete narratives; however, 

weaved within and across texts was a greater narrative around “other” imposed realities.  

This included their ability to discover and activate a bold and empowered voice that made 

claims against those realities and shared an alternative reality.  The book writing project 

emerged out of this notion—i.e. “our stories told by us”. 

However, there was a certain amount of fear involved in sharing one’s story 

publicly because of the likelihood of being judged, rejected or pitied.  This trepidation 

seemed to be inherently connected to the public nature of urban African American family 

or the “ghetto”—i.e. open to view, potentially critical view.  Thus, to tell one’s story to 

those who “know” me –i.e. my family-community isn’t difficult.  It is when the outside 

world—those who typically judge me—are exposed to my story and actually hear my 

voice that I become afraid or hesitant.  Is it because my story belongs at “home” but may 

not be accepted beyond? 

This notion of belongingness isn’t just timely in light of the dissertation findings 

but also in light of an emerging conversation in the urban, anti- poverty literature. powell 

(2012) recently wrote: 

In a legitimate democracy, belonging means that your well-being is considered 

and your ability to help design and give meaning to its structures and institutions 

is realized.  Members are more than just individuals; they also have collective 

power and share a linked fate.  Those who stand outside of the community have 

trouble making claims on it.  It is not so much that they cannot speak as it is that 

they are likely to be heard.  This is what I define as poverty. (p.5) 
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Thus, concentrated poverty impacts belongingness in society both in terms of how others 

perceive those who live in these isolated spaces as well as how those living in these 

spaces perceive themselves.  Thus, powell (2012) sees the need to “bring the imagined 

other back into the sphere of community and circle of human concern” (p.23).  In taking 

the risk and sharing their stories, the students instigated, on some level unknowingly, 

their entrée into the sphere and circle powell writes about.  Thus, as we move forward, 

we must ask how do we use this narrative of belonging, one of many, to better understand 

this public essence? 

“The Sea” as Metaphor.  Sam, in his description of being a young African 

American male in his community, invoked the metaphor of swimming in the sea.  After 

careful thought about the public nature of family life —i.e. family-community 

intersections—I began to think about the potential of such a metaphor to further explore 

the family-community relationship.  Let me illustrate briefly. 

Let’s say the community is the sea and the surrounding land is society, both 

public in nature.  The families are the various types of fish swimming in the sea. 

Sometimes the fish (families) swim as shoals (i.e. swim closely together in the same 

general direction; individual variation within the group) and at other times as schools (i.e. 

swim closely together in a tight formation and coordinated manner; able to perform 

complicated maneuvers together when necessary).  Neither the schools nor shoals are 

“species specific” (i.e. not necessarily the nuclear family but a community of families 

swimming, hunting etc… together). 

 In the water, there are no boundaries, because water is fluid.  However, within 

the sea, there are private spaces and structures with varying points of intersections that 
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fish can use at their leisure but are never completely bounded by them. There are places 

to connect, protect and survive.  And while there is a boundary between the sea and the 

shore it is still visible and permeable by the outsider.  There are predators and victims 

that are native and foreign to sea.  There are also predators on shore.  The sea itself can 

also wreak havoc on shore, particular during times of storms and it makes its presence 

known (e.g. drug addiction, community violence).  There are also little subtle things that 

cause it to wash up on shore as well.   

The place that you are situated to view it determines how much you are able to 

see (e.g. from onshore or in the deep).  And the ability for a fish to get out requires 

careful attention and care to transition from being submerged in the sea to surviving on 

shore.   

Captured in this illustration are a number of ideas emerging in the findings, 

including the need to move beyond the study of the fish alone.  We have to pay deliberate 

attention to the interplay among the fish, sea and the shore.   Thus, a metaphor, such as 

the sea (especially given Sam’s clear characterization of the lived experience of 

swimming in it), could be helpful in moving our thinking to the next level. 

Summary 

This chapter presented the key findings emerging out of the interpretive data 

analysis process.  It explored two critical insights.  The first was the public nature of 

family within the urban African American context.  Here the family-community 

relationship came to be understood through the notion of intersections versus the 

historical notion of boundaries.  The second was the public nature of the urban African 

American family and the implications of this essence for how families understand 



   125 

 

themselves and their relationship with the broader society.  In each of these cases, the 

assumption of the public-private dichotomy in family theory was brought into question.  

Thus pushing us to extend our lens to see family life in new ways—e.g. outside of the 

household.  Finally, the remainder of the chapter was spent exploring potential 

metaphors—i.e. narrative and sea--that may help us get closer to the concrete realities of 

the families in this study. 

The final chapter will briefly explore the implications of these insights in the 

future study of the urban African American family. 
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Chapter V: Concluding Thoughts 

Using a hermeneutic phenomenological approach to better understand the lived 

experience of “home” via the family-community relationship in urban African American 

communities has led to new streams of thought.  These new lines of thinking, regarding 

the public nature of family and the intersection of family and community life, are not yet 

perfected, packaged and ready for delivery.  Nevertheless, as they are better understood, 

they have the potential to move the needle on the longstanding search for applicable 

theories in the study of Black families (Allen 1978, 1995; Dilworth-Anderson, Burton & 

Johnson, 1993).  They also have the potential to significantly advance research, policy 

and practice in the area.  The following is a brief overview of potential streams of thought 

to guide future scholarship in the area. 

Theoretical Streams 

Findings from the current study push us to think about the simultaneous 

development of family and community theory within this context.   However, this 

intentional focus on context and community in the study of family is relatively new 

territory for family scholars.  Historically, we have controlled for what has been 

considered contextual noise (Brossoie, Graham, & Lee, 2005; Mancini, Bowen & Martin, 

2005).  Thus, if we are going to advance our understanding of African American family 

life within urban environments, we need to get a better handle on the aspects of context 

and community that are worth paying attention to in our theoretical conceptualizations 

and empirical study of the family.   



   127 

 

The public nature of family, a primary theme in this study, provides entrée into 

this relatively uncharted area.  Paying attention to the more local mundane family-

community intersections and the more global public (i.e. exposed to and critically 

examined by the broader society) existence of the urban African America family will 

enable us to expand our conceptual and empirical reach in the area.  Yet, to do this, we 

must move beyond the limits of our current conceptual frameworks.  We must pilot 

frameworks that move us closer to an increased understanding of the nexus between 

community and family phenomena. 

 More recently family scholars have turned to the literature on communities—e.g. 

social organization, social ties, social capital, social networks (Brossie et al., 2005)—to 

help distill this relationship.  However, these broader community based theories, as with 

the ecological perspective, have only been able to provide a limited depiction of the 

essential characteristics of the family-community relationship—most notably function 

(i.e. what is the function of family in community life?  What is the function of 

community in family life?) .  Here, there continues to be a line of demarcation with 

varying degrees of fluidity.  This pseudo boundary suggests a level of explicit illusionary 

control regarding the influence of the community on the family and vice versa.  It doesn’t 

account for the natural, innate and often times implicit intersections that exist within the 

family-community relationship in urban African American neighborhoods.   

Two sociological constructs that may move us closer to the more complex and 

multi-dimensional view of the family-community relationship, provided by the students, 

are homeplace and intersectionality.  The homeplace anchors “multilayered, nuanced 

individual and family processes” in physical space (Burton, Winn, Stevenson and Clark, 
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2004, p.397).  Homeplace, according to Burton et al. (2004), “elicits feelings of 

empowerment, belonging, commitment, rootedness, ownership, safety, and renewal” (p. 

397).  It includes critical elements such as “social attachments and relationships 

characterized by distinct cultural symbols, meanings, and rituals in the context of a 

defined physical space” (pp.397-398).   

The homeplace constitutes the critical interface between individual and society.  It 

shapes social and cultural identity (Burton et al., 2004; Mallett 2004).  Particularly for 

African Americans, homeplace has also served as a site of resistance—“the place where 

African Americans could freely confront humanization issues, develop political 

consciousness, and resist racist stereotypes and oppression” (Burton et al., 2004, p.398; 

hooks, 1990).    This resistance was realized through the creation of  “homes where all 

Black people could strive to be subjects, not objects, where we could be affirmed in our 

minds and hearts despite poverty, hardship, and deprivation, where we could restore 

ourselves the dignity denied us on the outside of the public world” (hooks, 1990, p.42). 

Because the physical space characterized as “home” for these students and their 

families extend beyond household, the homeplace, within this context, can be viewed as 

both the household and community--even more, the spaces where family and community 

intersect (e.g. the porch, the courtyard, households with unlocked doors). The use of 

homeplace as a conceptual lens allows us to see how issues of race, class, and gender (all 

rooted in the family experiences at the societal and local community levels) come to 

together to shape everyday life (what is the essence of life in this place?) It also helps us 

understand the deep connections between routines, rituals, and processes and this 

physical and socially constructed space.  By better understanding the homeplace—the 
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space where all that really matter in life take place (hooks, 1990)—we are able to better 

comprehend family life within this context.   

For instance, by better understanding the homeplace, we are able to understand, in 

a very different light, the role of women in creating this space not only in their household 

but also within the community in the students’ narratives—e.g. Jana’s mother care of not 

only her family but the “neighborhood family”.  We are also able to better understand the 

resistance felt in Ashley’s poem “Answer Me” or in Hope’s depiction regarding the 

outsider’s expectation or views of her as a low income African American mother.  

Furthermore, we are able to understand through a different lens, Arlet’s yearning for the 

things she misses about St. Claude Street even after her family moves to what she calls “a 

real neighborhood” or even in light of the automatic reduction of intra-household stress 

after her parents’ separation. 

The use of homeplace has the potential to give us on the ground access to multi-

layered, complex, salient experiences in African American family life in urban 

neighborhoods (Burton et al., 2004).  It is contextually grounded both at the local level 

and within the broader society.  Furthermore, while it captures macro level realities of 

discrimination and marginalization—a key essence of the experience--its rootedness in 

geographic location, material form, and meanings and values grounds it in lived 

experiences in ways that, often times, broader contextually based frameworks aren’t able 

to do.  Understanding this connection to homeplace and the feelings of belonging, 

strength, and, at times, resistance it fosters can better help us understand the public nature 

of the urban African American family—i.e. how family-community life intersect in lived 

experience and  how the status as “problem” impact family life and functioning. 
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Similarly, the sociological construct of intersectionality may also be useful.   In 

that it, “references the ability of social phenomena such as race, ethnicity, class, gender, 

nationality, ability, and religion to mutually construct peoples’ notions of self and others” 

(DeReus et al., 2005, p.457)….it is [also] concerned with the politics of location in that it 

directs researchers’ attention to how mutual construction is shaped by social institutions 

and social interactions in the context of systems of inequality” (Burton, Bonila-Silva, 

Ray, Buckelew, & Freeman, 2010, p.446).  Use of intersectionality in the 

conceptualization of African American family life within the urban context will improve 

our ability to take into full account the realities of everyday life in this highly political 

and racialized context. 

This is particularly important because experiences of marginalization are 

explicitly and implicitly inherent in everyday life.  Data from the current study suggest 

that attempts to parcel out class from other factors such as race or gender are perfunctory.  

For example, we are reminded through Arlet and Sam’s story that we cannot look at class 

only.  While the family may have been fairing (economically) well in relation to other 

families in the community in some ways they reported being the same.  Similar to class, 

the interface of race and gender were prominent throughout the text both in relationship 

to the perception of the Black male and the role of the Black female. 

Thus, we are in need of a framework that allows us to examine the interface of 

these oppressive systems.  Intersectionality permits us to move beyond the earlier debates 

of scholars regarding the role of, for instance, race, class, culture, and context (all which 

have been linked to the longstanding social and economic oppression of Blacks in 

America) in shaping African American family life and functioning.  This is because it 
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allows us to consider how various factors of discrimination and oppression may be at 

work simultaneously in the lived experiences of families.  

Conceptual frameworks that focus on both macro (i.e. intersectionality) and micro 

(i.e. homeplace--family-community intersections in everyday life) hold tremendous 

promise for advancing our empirical study in the area.  This is because they broaden our 

starting place.  They allow us to understand family from the multiple and complex angles 

from which they see themselves.  They also allow us to study families within context 

without punctuating or isolating one element of what is often a full existence.   

Research Streams 

In addition to the promising frameworks above, future research should strongly 

consider the use of the metaphor examples (i.e. narrative and the sea) provided in the 

dissertation to further develop relevant frameworks.  These can serve as a guide with 

regards to the research questions and the methodology.  

In addition to the family as public theme, it is important to follow up on a related 

theme in the data—i.e. how do we account for the cultural shifts (e.g. culture of violence, 

crack epidemic, mass incarceration) when understanding family life within this context.  

We must orient ourselves to the 21st century urban African American family.  While, 

previous conceptualizations may have been helpful in distilling certain aspects of family 

life over the years, the local community and broader societal context are not comparable 

to the context in which previous theories emerged.  The theories of yesteryear, unrevised, 

are at high risk for losing relevance with rapid changes within the local community and 

broader society.  Considering new conceptualizations in light of the cultural shifts is 

imperative in our advancement of knowledge. 
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Our ability to advance knowledge in the area is not only dependent upon what we 

study but it is also dependent upon how it is studied.  Future research should get as close 

to the lived experiences of families as possible, including the use of literary works and art 

in empirical study.  It should also be attuned to the realities, frameworks and language of 

the families themselves as well as demonstrate reflexivity regarding the realities, 

frameworks, and language of the scholar.   

We must value the perspective of families as another school of thought, as their 

experiences, struggles, tragedies, triumphs, and even their contradictions open the door 

for insights that are not accessible to the general observer or seeker.  They are astute 

observers of the culture of their family and community and are a canon of knowledge 

which we can learn from.  However, in doing this we as scholars aren’t required to 

completely abandon our perspective (which isn’t possible even with our best attempts), 

we’re just required to think critically about our perspectives and situatedness and to open 

ourselves to new interpretations. It is the coming together of the family and scholar 

perspectives in the hermeneutic interpretative process that brings about new ways of 

thinking.   

Employing methodologies that involve families in the research such as 

participatory action research and collaborative ethnography could be useful; as both 

methodologies intentionally and explicitly collaborate with participants at every stage of 

the research process.  This type of collaboration is particularly helpful in historically 

marginalized communities, whose voices are often silenced.  In addition, use of 

methodologies that allow for critical interpretation (e.g. hermeneutic phenomenology) 

could also be useful.  
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Furthermore, methods that lead to thick descriptions (e.g. ethnography) regarding 

African American family life could be particularly helpful in a context in which funding 

and research priorities are geared toward the study of individual and community focused 

issues.  Using a methodological approach that seeks a more comprehensive understanding 

allows us to not only answer the more specific research question but to also better 

understand related phenomena.  Case in point, the ethnographic component of the 

Welfare, Children and Families: A Three City Study (Winston, Angel, Burton, Chase-

Lansdale, Cherlin, Moffitt & Wilson, 1999) has provided a wealth of data regarding 

romantic unions within the urban context even though this familial variable was not the 

primary focus of study.  Another classic example is DuBois’ study of the Philadelphia 

Negro which provided an entrée into African American life that had not been captured 

before. As family scholars, we have to think more creatively about capturing family even 

in contexts in which a more targeted study is not possible.  

Practice Streams 

The findings from the current study help us understand and contextualize urban 

African American family life in new and different ways.  This new way of thinking has 

significant impact on our practice with families.  The characterization of family as public 

pushes against the privatization of family. This includes shifting a) who we work with 

(e.g. move from nuclear and extended kin models to practice with communities of 

families), b) where we practice (e.g. in office, in home, on the porch, in the lobby), c) 

how we conceptualize family problems, processes, meanings and resources (e.g. the 

intersection of family-community) and d) where we focus interventions (e.g. singular 

family or the community of families).   
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It also challenges and has the potential to reshape some of our current practices 

with African American families in low-income communities.  For example, family 

strengthening and family empowerment programs have been popular over the past few 

decades.  However, often times these programs are designed with mainstream values and 

norms in mind, for example, Payne’s (1996) framework for understanding and addressing 

poverty.  Thus, the focus is overwhelmingly on the family unit versus the family-

community intersection or the community of families.  It also raises questions regarding 

the operationalization of outcomes such as “strengthen” or “empower”.  Who defines and 

determines what this looks like or mean for families?  How would such definitions align 

with Daron’s family whose family life offered an inherent contradiction to what was 

offered in the literature (i.e. street—in relationship to his parents’ involvement in the 

“lifestyle” but decent in relation to the family processes and functioning)?  The findings 

of the current study do not dismantle the relevance of such programs, but they certainly 

call into question how such models are conceived and delivered within this context. 

In line with this, often times interventions like empirical study, have fallen along 

the lines of problems or strengths.  The findings from this dissertation suggest a both/and 

approach in family treatment or practice as well.  Just as in research, we need to deal with 

the “isness” of the family within this particular context versus the “wellness” or “illness”.  

Dealing with the “isness” allows us to see and respond to what the students’ labeled the 

“tragedy and triumph” and the “good and bad” in their stories—to respond to what 

Nelson calls “The Combination”.  Therapeutic approaches such as Collaborative 

Language Systems (Anderson, 1997) and Narrative Family Therapy (Freedman & 

Combs, 1996) could be particularly helpful in working with families within this context 
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to author and re-author their stories in ways that reflect and support their lived 

experiences.   

Moreover, the findings also advocate for the expansion and revision of other 

practices among low income African American families—for example multi-systemic 

treatment and Boyd-Franklin and Bry’s (2000) “reaching out”.  Multi-systemic 

interventions addresses the often complex and multi-layered problems of families by 

using an approach that engages all appropriate systems and institutions in the treatment 

process (Boyd-Franklin, 1989; Boyd-Franklin & Bry, 2000).  This often times includes 

“reaching out” to the family’s environment and significant others to get a better 

understanding of their lives (Boyd-Franklin & Bry, 2000).  A family therapist or 

practitioner in this case may meet families and meet with families at places of importance 

in their daily routine (e.g. daycare drop off, church, the porch).  While such practice will 

shed light on the family routines, processes, and functioning, it still treats the family as an 

independent unit.  Findings of the current study suggest an expansion of reaching out not 

only to better understand and intervene with the individual family but also the community 

of families or the family community.    

The notion of the community of families or family community leads to another 

practice implication—the development of interventions that focus on family-community 

care.  This family-community level of care would focus on the intersection of family-

community life and adopt strategies that simultaneously work with multiple family units.  

For example, interventions that simultaneously allows all families (e.g. Hope, Ashley, 

Charmaine’s family) to address shared issues within the context in which they are 

experienced or discussed.  This may include practitioners partnering with the family 
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community (or community of families) as change agents in their own families, the family 

community and the community as a whole.   

One such practice example of this type of work is The Families and Democracy 

Model, which focuses on family centered community building (Doherty & Carroll, 2002).  

It is based on principles that see families as the catalyst for transformative change within 

their homes and communities.  Doherty and Carroll (2002) write: 

1. Strengthening families in our time must be done mostly by families 

themselves, working democratically in local communities. 

2. The greatest untapped resource for strengthening families is the 

knowledge, wisdom, and lived experience of families and their communities. 

3. Families must be engaged as producers and contributors to their 

communities, and not just as clients or consumers of services… 

4. A local community of families becomes energized when it retrieves its 

own historical, cultural, and religious traditions about family life—and brings 

these into the contemporary world of family life. (p. 583) 

Adopting models, such as the Families and Democracy Model, allows families to share in 

the solutions to their problems just as they share in the problems themselves.  It also encourages a 

model of intervention that fosters and builds upon therapeutic practices within the natural 

environment of families—the homeplace.  This approach and its communal nature fit nicely with 

the historical function of the homeplace in African American communities.  It allows families to 

develop a critical consciousness and explore with each other the roles of culture, class, gender, 

and politics in this geographic space.  It provides an opportunity for families to not only 

strengthen themselves but to also collectively respond to issues of inequality and marginalization 

felt in everyday life.  Communal spaces and interventions provide a safe and empowered place 
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for families to challenge others efforts to dehumanize them.  It allows them to recognize the 

power of their individual and collective voice and equips them to counter hegemonic narratives 

and representations of their lives.  We saw the power of this approach in the The Neighborhood 

Story Project, the source of the dissertation data. 

Finally, the findings have implications for such clinical issues as addiction, grief 

and trauma.  Because of the shared nature of these issues within this context, it is 

important for us to assess and treat these conditions with these communal and contextual 

bases in mind.  For instance, addiction needs to be considered not only as a disease 

impacting the individual and family but also the community (in real and intimate ways).  

We must consider how our traditional understanding and interventions in the area of 

addiction might account for the very public nature within this context.  We must ask if 

interventions such as Alcoholics or Narcotics Anonymous are culturally and contextually 

sensitive enough to take on the communal nature of addiction within this context, 

particularly given the dearth of these groups in the African American urban context.  

Furthermore, we must consider, in the mainstream, the role of religious institutions in the 

treatment of addiction within this context and learn from their own the ground lessons. 

Policy Streams 

As in the area of theory, research, and practice, policy interventions have also 

overwhelmingly focused on the individual nuclear family versus family in relationship 

with community.  We must push for policies that don’t isolate the family unit but rather 

look for and support solutions that encompass the broader scope of family life within this 

context.  This includes policies that explicitly acknowledge the communal nature of 

family and foster efforts that support the development and nurturance of the family 
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community.  Traditional funding streams designed to support family efforts or 

community efforts might also be better linked to address problems or implement 

interventions at the intersection of family-community life.   

We must also begin to think about how our policy solutions perpetuate the “urban 

African American family as problem”.  We must begin to view poverty not only from the 

place of economic disadvantage or the deviance of families themselves, but we must 

stretch our lens to understand this notion of belongingness the students’ described and 

john powell (2012) writes about.  We need to, in our policies, consider how we might 

bring urban African American individuals and families back into the social fabric of 

America—to re-humanize them. 

In conclusion, the results of this hermeneutic phenomenological study are 

particularly critical for the 21st Century study of urban African American families. There 

are increasing calls for a better understanding of family life within this context.  In this, 

the community can no longer withstand the trials, assumptions, and ideological debates of 

those who do not fully understand the everyday lived experiences of people in the 

community. Thus, the current findings and others emerging from similar lines of inquiry 

can provide direction in a faltering area of scholarship by creating space for untapped 

perspectives, unheard voices and newly discovered stories. 
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