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Since  1960, two vibrant and competing schools of thought have, taken together, 

thoroughly dominated scholarly discussion of the African American family.  In this 

essay,  I will call these regnant intellectual paradigms “economism” and “revisionism.”   

My main purpose is to understand, compare, and criticize them.    

 

On the surface, particularly at the levels of cultural sensibility and immediate socio-

political implication, these two frameworks have little in common.  Yet beneath the 

surface, at the level of guiding epistemological assumptions, economism and revisionism 

are much more alike than different.  The reason is that both of these ways of thinking are 

versions of what I will call determinism.  Both of them assume a priori that family forms 

and structures fundamentally derive from (are “determined” by) extra-familial economic 

trends and political forces.  I conclude by suggesting that, as a matter of scholarship, this 

assumption is deeply problematic and likely invalid.    

 

 

Economism, Part 1 – The Clark-Frazier-Moynihan Proposition 
 

...when one undertakes to envisage the probable course of development of the Negro 

family in the future, it appears that the travail of civilization is not yet ended. First, it 

appears that the family which evolved within the isolated world of the Negro folk will 

become increasingly disorganized...Of course, the ordeal of civilization will be less 

severe if there is a general improvement in the standard of living and racial barriers to 

employment are broken down. 

 

E. Franklin Frazier, 1948
1

 

 

 

The main goal of the Moynihan Report was to make, as the document’s subtitle put it, 

“the case for national action,” primarily in the area of job creation and better employment 

opportunities for Black men.
2
  Remember, in 1965 Daniel Patrick Moynihan worked for 

the Department of Labor. His assignment was to analyze and recommend policies that 

could lead to more and better jobs for U.S. workers. For obvious reasons, therefore, as 

Moynihan later recalled, he and his colleagues were eager in 1965 to shift the Johnson 

Administration’s anti-poverty strategies toward a clearer focus on “job creation and a 

national policy of full employment.” To pursue that goal, Moynihan began explicitly 

casting about for “new arguments” and specifically seeking “more evidence, something 

to make unemployment seem even more urgent.” 
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Soon enough, he found something he thought he could use: “we had come upon a 

remarkably strong correlation between unemployment and all manner of family 

dysfunction.” Encouraged, Moynihan thus began to examine “what for the Labor 

Department was a new set of issues, the various seeming influences of economic change 

on family change in the black population.”
3
 In November of 1964, he came up with a 

specific strategy for developing his thesis and promoting it within the government. 

 

He decided, as he was to put it a few months after the fact, to “write a paper about the 

Negro family to explain to the fellows how there was a problem more difficult than they 

knew and also to explain some of the issues of housing and unemployment in terms that 

would be new and shocking enough that they would say, ‘Well, we can’t let this sort of 

thing go on. We’ve got to do something about it.’”
4
 Three months later, in early 1965, he 

discussed the issue at a conference on poverty held at the University of California at 

Berkeley: “We are beginning to see something of the relation of unemployment to family 

structure.. .It may be that this line of inquiry will enable us to redefine the problem of 

unemployment – so easily viewed as a problem of economic waste, and therefore of 

relatively marginal importance in an age of economic abundance – and cast it in terms of 

the problem of delinquency and crime and welfare dependence and such, which by and 

large are problems the nation knows it has and would like to see dealt with.”
5
 

 

This basic “redefined” proposition – that a growing family crisis in Black America was 

closely linked to trends in unemployment and low wages – emerged as the intellectual 

foundation for Moynihan’s 1965 “paper,” The Negro Family: The Case for National 

Action. Moynihan’s argument in this document draws heavily upon the work of both 

Kenneth B. Clark and, especially, E. Franklin Frazier of the University of Chicago.   

 

Indeed, Moynihan’s 1965 depiction of the Black family as a “tangle of pathology” in fact 

differed little if any from Clark’s depiction, also published in 1965, of the Black ghetto as 

“a world of broken homes and illegitimacy” and “chronic, self-perpetuating pathology.”
6
  

And more than a decade earlier,  E. Franklin Frazier had written: “Since the widespread 

family disorganization among Negroes has resulted from the failure of the father to play 

the role in family life required by American society, the mitigation of this problem must 

await those changes in the Negro and American society which will enable the Negro 

father to play the role required of him.”
7
 

 

In his paper, Moynihan argues that “the single most important social fact of the United 

States today” is that “the Negro social structure, in particular the Negro family, battered 

and harassed by discrimination, injustice, and uprooting, is in the deepest trouble.” Why 

is it the most important fact? Because the currently unfolding “Negro American 

revolution” – “the most important domestic event of the postwar period” – is unlikely 

actually to succeed in producing “equality of results” for Black America unless the U.S. 

federal government intervenes with large-scale, coordinated policies “designed to have 

the effect, directly or indirectly, of enhancing the stability and resources of the Negro 

American family.” 
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He presents his case. The white family “has achieved a high degree of stability and is 

maintaining that stability.” But “the family structure of lower-class Negroes is highly 

unstable, and in many urban centers is approaching complete breakdown.” About 25 

percent of ever-married Black women living in U.S. cities in 1960 were divorced or 

separated. About 24 percent of all Black babies born in 1963 were born to unmarried 

mothers, up from 17 percent in 1940 and compared to a white illegitimacy rate in 1963 of 

only about three percent. As of the early 1960s, fewer than half of all Black children 

would reach the age of 18 having lived all of their lives with both of their parents. Each 

of these trends is getting worse, fast; as a result, the racial divide on family structure is 

growing wider each year. Given these trends, the immediate barrier to greater “equality 

of results” for Black America seems clearly identifiable. Because the family is society’s 

“basic social unit,” the “fundamental source of weakness of the Negro community at the 

present time” is “the deterioration of the Negro family.” 

 

Moynihan identifies five “roots” of the family structure crisis in Black America: the 

legacy of slavery, racism, the great migration of Blacks from the rural South to Northern 

and Western cities, unemployment and poverty, and low wages. The report pays 

particular attention to “the economic roots of the problem.” Black unemployment by the 

early 1960s had grown to twice the level of white unemployment. Moreover, for both 

whites and Blacks, at least through the late 1950s, trends in unemployment closely 

correlated with trends in family breakdown: “The conclusion...is difficult to avoid: 

During times when jobs were reasonably plentiful...the Negro family became stronger 

and more stable. As jobs became more and more difficult to find, the stability of the 

family became more and more difficult to maintain.” 

 

Some reports of this type don’t have much influence. This one did.  Indeed, it was no 

secret, as Christopher Jencks wrote in October of 1965 in The New York Review of Books, 

that what everyone was now calling the Moynihan Report, “while not an official 

statement of federal policy, has influenced recent thinking at every level of 

government.”
8
   

 

The report went to the White House on May 4, 1965. One month later, on June 4, 

President Johnson publicly endorsed the report’s main thesis in one of the most important 

speeches of his presidency, “To Fulfill These Rights,” delivered at Howard University.  

In the speech, using language borrowed directly from the Moynihan Report, Johnson 

essentially declared that the momentum of the Black civil rights movement was logically 

and necessarily shifting from “liberty” to “equality.” (The speech’s title, “To Fulfill 

These Rights,” was meant not only to echo the Declaration of Independence, but also to 

suggest a shift from an earlier presidential call, “To Secure These Rights,” issued by 

President Harry S. Truman’s Commission on Civil Rights in 1947.
9
 To “secure” 

suggested the right to liberty. To “fulfill” was intended to embrace the demand for 

equality.) As President Johnson put it: 

 

“This is the next and more profound stage of the battle for civil rights. We seek not just 

freedom but opportunity – not just legal equality but human ability – not just equality as a 

right and a theory, but equality as a fact and as a result.” 
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And what did the president view as the causes of racial inequality? What are the barriers 

that could prevent the nation from moving rapidly toward “equality as a result”? One of 

them is poverty. Another is racism, both as current practice and historical legacy. Another 

is the concentration of many poor Blacks in urban ghettoes. But “perhaps the most 

important,” said the president, is “the breakdown of Negro family structure.” This family 

breakdown, in turn, is closely connected to the “persecution of the Negro man” – an 

oppression that has “attacked his dignity and assaulted his ability to provide for his 

family.” The resulting crisis of the Black family is therefore a tragedy requiring national 

action: 

 

“Only a minority – less than half – of all Negro children reach the age of eighteen having 

lived all of their lives with both of their parents. At this moment a little less than two-

thirds are living with both of their parents.. .When the family collapses it is the children 

who are usually damaged. When it happens on a massive scale the community itself is 

crippled. So unless we work to strengthen the family, to create conditions under which 

most parents will stay together – all the rest: schools and playgrounds, public assistance 

and private concern, will never be enough to cut completely the circle of despair and 

deprivation.” 

 

What did the president propose as the solutions? First and foremost, jobs. Then: decent 

housing, improved health care, and necessary welfare assistance. Besides these obvious 

steps, he said, there were almost certainly other “answers still to be found.” Indeed, at 

least some of these new answers for strengthening the Black family would be sought 

immediately, announced the president, in a White House conference, also to be called 

“To Fulfill These Rights” and to beheld in the near future.
10

 

 

In retrospect, it seems clear that President’s Johnson’s Howard University speech of June 

4, 1965, was the shining moment – the intellectual and political high tide – of the Clark- 

Frazier-Moynihan proposition that the United States should pursue a coordinated 

economic and employment strategy aimed largely at reversing the trend toward father 

absence in the Black family. But then, almost overnight, the moment ended. Although the 

president’s speech itself was generally well received, the scholarly thesis upon which it 

was based, especially as articulated in the Moynihan Report, quickly became the subject 

of intense national controversy. 

 

Just how heated this controversy became –and how quickly, as a result, the entire issue of 

family structure essentially vanished from political discourse, almost as if it had never 

existed – can be seen from the fate of the immediate follow-up to the Howard speech, a 

White House conference of scholars and leaders. As promised by the president at 

Howard, the conference was held in the late spring of 1966 at the Sheraton-Park Hotel in 

Washington. The result of several months of work led by a 28-member Presidential 

Council, the conference involved over 2,000 participants. 

 

Many topics were debated at this conference, but, amazingly, the issue of family structure 

was not among them. As Rainwater and Yancey report, by the time the conference 
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planning sessions got under way in November of 1965, the Moynihan Report, even 

though it had “stimulated the White House to call the conference” in the first place, “had 

acquired such a history of controversy that it was far more an embarrassment to all 

concerned than anything else.”
11

 As a result, as Benjamin Muse put it in 1968, the entire 

subject of family structure was “eliminated from the Conference’s agenda.”
12

 Asked how 

this could have happened, the White House Chief of Staff, Clifford L. Alexander, Jr., 

explained: “The family is not an action topic for a can-do conference.”
13

 

 

As it turned out, of course, the conference was far from “can-do.” In the years since 1966, 

the conference as a public event has been little noted and not long remembered, except 

insofar as it illustrates the rare phenomenon of a high-level public gathering being 

successfully pressured to remove from its agenda, before it could even convene, the very 

topic that had precipitated the call for the gathering and that had originally been 

designated by the president of the United States as the gathering’s main intellectual focus.  

 

For the next few months, Moynihan continued to make his case, partly as a way of 

responding to the continuing public denunciations of his Report. What is most interesting 

about these efforts is Moynihan’s continued insistence that Black family problems appear 

to be primarily economic problems requiring economic solutions. 

 

In a paper published in 1966, for example, he insists again that “the most pressing 

question for American social policy is whether the essential first step for resolving the 

problem of the Negro American is to provide such a measure of full employment of 

Negro workers that the impact of unemployment on family structure is removed.” 

Obviously, for Moynihan, the answer to this “most pressing question” is “yes”: There 

“would seem to be no question that opportunities for a large mass of Negro workers in 

the lower ranges of training and education have not been improving, that in many ways 

the circumstances of these workers relative to the white work force have grown worse. It 

would appear that this in turn has led to, or been accompanied by, a serious weakening of 

the Negro social structure, specifically of the Negro family.” 

 

In short: “Inevitably, the underemployment of the Negro father has led to the break-up of 

the Negro family.” For Black America, therefore, “the principal measure of progress 

toward equality will be that of employment. It is the primary source of individual or 

group identity … For the Negro American, it is already, and will continue to be, the 

master problem.” In another 1966 essay, Moynihan’s economism was even blunter: “In 

itself,
14

 a national family policy need not be any more complex than were the provisions 

of the Employment Act of 1946.”
15

 

 

At least as regards this assumption of economic foundationalism, Moynihan in 1966 was 

being anything but idiosyncratic. Indeed, Moynihan’s basic economism – which, to be 

fair, he at times conceded to be empirically problematic and therefore speculative and  

perhaps ultimately inadequate
16

 – directly echo and draw upon the work of numerous 

scholars working in this field, especially E. Franklin Frazier and Kenneth B. Clark. Here, 

for example, is Clark in 1965: One of the inevitable results of the unemployment and 

menial job status of urban Negroes is family instability.” And again: ‘The roots of the 
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pathology of ghetto communities lie in the menial, low-income jobs held by most ghetto 

residents. If the occupational level of the community could be raised, one would expect a 

corresponding decrease in social pathology, in dependency, disease, and crime.”
17

  

 

Here is Lee Rainwater, wondering how best to approach the problems affecting Black 

Americans: “It is tempting to see the family as the main villain of the piece, and to seek 

to develop programs which attack directly this family pathology. Should we not have 

extensive programs of family therapy, family counseling, family-life education, and the 

like?” Rainwater’s answer is “no.” Would not such family service efforts be “pale” and 

therefore ultimately futile “without massive changes in the social and economic situations 

of the families with whom [such efforts] are to deal?” Yes, Rainwater concludes, they 

would be. Therefore: “A program whose sole effect would be to employ at reasonable 

wages slum men for work using the skills they now have would do more than any other 

program to stabilize slum family life. But the wages must be high enough to enable the 

man to maintain his self-respect as a provider…”
18

 

 

The author and socialist leader Michael Harrington probably did more than any other 

scholar-intellectual in the early to mid 1960s to put the issue of urban poverty on the 

public and political agenda, in particular through his highly influential book, The Other 

America, first published in 1962.
19

 On the one hand, Harrington in his own writings on 

poverty paid scant attention to the issues of fatherhood and family structure.
20

 On the 

other hand, he was a friend of Moynihan’s, and so he read the Moynihan Report with 

considerably more sympathy than did most of its critics. In 1965-1966, Harrington seems 

at least tentatively to have agreed with the basic family analysis contained in the 

Moynihan Report, while at the same time emphasizing much more strongly his 

agreement with Moynihan’s essentially economistic view of the processes of family 

change, and insisting repeatedly that the Report’s explicit and implicit economic 

prescriptions, especially the goal of full employment, was the key to reducing urban 

poverty. “As the Moynihan Report itself makes plain,” Harrington wrote in late 1965, 

“unemployment and under-employment are fundamental to the problems of the Negro 

family.”
21

 Indeed, some 20 months earlier, in February of 1964, when Harrington was 

serving temporarily on President Lyndon Johnson’s Task Force in the War Against 

Poverty, Harrington was a co-author of a Task Force memo arguing that “if there is any 

single dominant problem of poverty in the U.S., it is that of unemployment.” One of 

Harrington’s two co-authors of the memo, and a fellow Task Force member, was Daniel 

Patrick Moynihan.
22

 In 1969, Harrington similarly proposed “either a living income or a 

good job” for every citizen as the core of any effective anti- poverty strategy.
23

 

 

In Tally’s Corner, a remarkable study of “Negro streetcorner men” published in 1967, 

Elliot Liebow places failure at marriage and the related estrangement from children – 

Liebow calls many of these men “fathers without children” – at the very center of the 

crisis of Black ghetto life in the United States. Yet Liebow, an anthropologist, also 

repeatedly insists, when looking for solutions, on the primacy of economics: “Taking this 

viewpoint [that background economic and social conditions are more important that 

cultural values and preferences as determinants of family behavior in the ghetto] does not 

reduce the magnitude of the problem but does serve to place it in the more tractable 
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context of economics, politics and social welfare. It suggests that poverty is, indeed, a 

proper target in the attempt to bring lower-class Negroes ‘into the mainstream of 

American life,’ and it supports the long line of social scientists, from E. Franklin Frazier 

and Gunnar Myrdal down through Kenneth Clark and Richard Cloward, in seeing the 

inability of the Negro man to earn a living and support his family as the central fact of 

lower-class Negro life.”
24

 

 

This is an important intellectual tradition, with much still to teach us. Above all, perhaps, 

this “long line of social scientists” conveyed in their work an impressive social and moral 

realism regarding the harmful consequences of family disintegration for children and for 

society. Yet by the end of the 1960s, and for reasons I will explore later in this essay, 

what I am calling the Clark-Frazier-Moynihan proposition on the Black family was no 

longer viable in U.S. political and intellectual life. Indeed, for the next 20 years – until 

William Julius Wilson published The Truly Disadvantaged in 1987 – this school of 

thought was essentially leaderless and almost wholly without influence in the U.S. public 

debate. 

 

 

Economism, Part 2: The Wilson Proposition 

In 1987, William Julius Wilson of the University of Chicago
25

 published The Truly 

Disadvantaged, a study of urban poverty which, almost by itself, changed the scholarly 

and public debate on the Black family and, as Mitchell Duneier put it, “set the agenda for 

poverty research” in the U.S. for at least the next decade.
26

  In the book, Wilson explicitly 

declares his goal of helping what he calls “the liberal perspective on the ghetto 

underclass” to “regain the influence it has lost since the 1960s,” largely by reestablishing 

intellectually “the relationships between joblessness and family structure.”  

 

To begin to do so, Wilson minces no words in dismissing the currently regnant revisionist 

interpretation of Black family structure – an interpretation that, by 1987, had dominated 

U.S. academic and public discourse on this issue for at least 15 years. Quoting Kenneth 

Clark’s Dark Ghetto, Wilson openly seeks to rehabilitate the term “pathology,” the single 

most intensely criticized word from the Moynihan Report, by insisting that the 

predominant economic and social structures in U.S. inner cities in fact “produce modes of 

adaptation and create norms and patterns of behavior that take the form of a ‘self- 

perpetuating pathology.’”
27

 In an even more direct reference to, and affirmation of, one of 

the core arguments of the Moynihan Report, one of Wilson’s chapter subheadings is “The 

Tangle of Pathology in the Inner City.”
28

 

 

As Wilson saw it, beginning in the mid 1960s, “the controversy surrounding the 

Moynihan report had the effect of curtailing serious research on minority problems in the 

inner city,” insofar as it generated an intellectual milieu in which liberal scholars “shied 

away from researching behavior construed as unflattering or stigmatizing to particular 

racial minorities.” As a result, “by 1970 it was clear to any sensitive observer that if there 

was to be research on the ghetto underclass that would not be subjected to ideological 
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criticism, it would be research conducted by minority scholars on the strengths, not the 

weaknesses, of inner-city families and communities.” 

 

The results of this academic-intellectual phenomenon, in Wilson’s view, were largely 

tragic. While family and community life in U.S. inner cities continued to deteriorate, 

liberal scholars and policy makers responded with either defensiveness or, more 

commonly, stone-cold silence. Consequently, the policy debate on these issues in the 

1980s came to be dominated by “conservative arguments” that, in Wilson’s view, 

emphasized only “individual characteristics” of the poor while ignoring the economic and 

other social-structural determinants of those characteristics.
29

 

 

Wilson’s core scholarly proposition is that joblessness is the – or at least a – primary 

cause of Black marital instability, unwed child bearing, and welfare dependency in U.S. 

inner cities. He rejects the thesis that inner-city family dysfunction stems in any 

significant way from “changing social and cultural trends,” insisting instead that Black 

“marital instability and the incidence of female-headed families” are directly traceable to 

growing unemployment and other structural economic trends. In short: “despite the 

complex nature of the problem, the weight of existing evidence suggests that the 

problems of male joblessness could be the single most important factor underlying the 

rise in unwed mothers among poor black women.”
30

 

 

Wilson restates and further develops this argument in his 1996 book, When Work 

Disappears. In this widely influential book, Wilson not only continues to reject virtually 

out of hand the entire body of revisionist scholarship emphasizing the strengths, rather 

than weaknesses, of inner city Black families – one of his chapters is called “The Fading 

Inner City Family” – but also adds considerable ethnographic detail on the extreme 

fragility of marriage and, more generally, on “antagonistic” male-female relationships in 

the inner city, drawn largely from extensive interviews with residents of several low-

income Chicago neighborhoods. Wilson writes: “Inner city black women routinely say 

that they distrust men and feel strongly that black men lack dedication to their families. 

They argue that black males are hopeless as either husbands or fathers and that more of 

their time is spent on the streets than at home.” These women “tend to believe that black 

men get involved with women mainly to obtain sex or money, and that once these goals 

are achieved women are usually discarded.” For the men, Wilson concludes, “the birth of 

a child does not create a sense of obligation to marry, and.. .most young fathers feel little 

pressure, from either their family or their partner’s family, to marry. Having children and 

getting married are not usually connected.” His interview data “reveal especially weak 

support for the institution of marriage in the inner-city ghetto among black men.”
31

 

 

Moreover, compared to The Truly Disadvantaged, Wilson goes some distance in When 

Work Disappears to incorporate some consideration of values, attitudes, and norms into 

his overall explanatory model. At several points he directly suggests that family 

fragmentation in the inner city stems from a “complex interaction” between structures 

and norms, or more precisely, between the effects on family life of larger structural trends 

in the economy and the effects on family life of changing values regarding sexuality, 

procreation, and marriage.
32
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Yet in some respects, When Work Disappears is effectively two books, not one. One 

book, consisting mainly of the middle chapters, contains rich ethnographic research and 

strives for a multi-dimensional explanatory model of family and social change. The 

second and by far the most influential book, consisting of both the initial chapters, which 

frame the inquiry, as well as the concluding chapters, which summarize his argument and 

outline his recommendations, reflects a one-dimensional explanatory model of social 

change that is emphatically economistic, frequently to the point of dogmatism. 

 

In this second book, nuance fades away. “Family dissolution” in the inner city is 

“fundamentally a consequence of the disappearance of work.” Problems connected to 

joblessness are “the central problems” of the inner city – problems which in turn “trigger 

a whole series of other problems” such as marital instability and family dissolution. 

Wilson’s numerous recommendations to policy makers, centering around a national 

WPA-style public jobs program, all focus on the goals of reducing joblessness and 

increasing wages in inner city neighborhoods. “Increasing the employment base” in these 

communities, Wilson concludes, would effectively reverse the trends of family and 

community deterioration; problems such as family breakdown, “no longer sustained and 

nourished by persistent joblessness,” would “gradually fade.”
33

 

 

Wilson’s achievements are impressive. Almost single-handedly, he publicly revived and 

intellectually strengthened an argument about the economic foundations of problems 

affecting the African American family – an argument with a distinguished intellectual 

pedigree, including names such as E. Franklin Frazier, Gunnar Myrdal, Kenneth B. Clark, 

Thomas F. Pettigrew, Lee Rainwater, Michael Harrington, and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, 

but which had become intellectually unfashionable and had therefore lapsed into almost 

complete disuse until Wilson picked up the mantle again in the late 1980s.
34

 In turn, 

Wilson’s basic liberal and economistic proposition, combined with his blunt rejection of 

revisionism, especially as regards the importance of fathers, has clearly influenced, and 

has helped decisively to create the academic and public space for, a significant number of 

fatherhood leaders and “post-revisionist” scholars of the Black family in the 1990s, 

including Jeffrey Johnson, Wornie L. Reed, William A. Darity, Jr., Samuel L. Myers, Jr., 

and Ronald B. Mincy.
35

 

  

At the same time, as Glenn C. Loury observes, Wilson’s primary theoretical orientation is 

that structural (primarily economic) arrangements are determinative, while individual 

behaviors are derivative.
36

 As I have tried to show, Wilson is hardly alone in this view. 

Indeed, the great majority of those who have written about the African American family 

in the last four decades, from conservatives to liberals,
37

 from Moynihan to his harshest 

critics, seems clearly to have accepted as all but self-evident this basic understanding of 

causation.
38
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Revisionism 
 

In the magazine Commonweal in October of 1965, five months after Moynihan had 

delivered his “paper” on the Negro family to the White House and four months after 

President Johnson’s had delivered his “To Fulfill These Rights” speech at Howard 

University, Herbert J. Cans, a prominent writer and academic authority on urban issues, 

offered his “Reflections on the Moynihan report.” These reflections, particularly 

regarding Moynihan’s analysis of the Black family, were not complimentary. “At 

present,” Gans insists, “we do not even know whether the lower class Negro family 

structure is actually as pathological as the Moynihan report suggests.” For example, the 

“preliminary findings” of one study with which Gans is familiar “show no relationship 

between school performance and broken families,” thus showing that “the matriarchal 

family structure and the absence of a father have not yet been proven pathological, even 

for the boys who grow up in it.” 

 

Moreover, because unwed childbearing has “a different meaning in this population than 

in the middle class one,” children in Black mother-headed homes “may not suffer the 

pathological consequences that accompany illegitimacy in the middle class.” As a result, 

especially among urban Blacks, a “family headed by a capable if unmarried mother may 

thus be healthier than a two-parent family in which the father is a marginal appendage.” 

 

Regarding the presumed primacy of economics, however, Gans and Moynihan are in full 

agreement: “The fundamental economic causes of the present structure of the Negro 

family indicate that programs to change it must deal with these causes, principally in the 

areas of employment, income, and the provision of housing and other basic services. The 

history of the Negro family since the time of slavery suggests that the most important 

single program is the elimination of unemployment.” As a result, Gans is “confident” 

that, if genuine economic opportunity for African Americans is achieved, “a healthy 

Negro family structure will develop as a result.”
39

 

 

Several weeks after the Gans essay appeared, William Ryan, a psychologist on the 

faculty of the Harvard Medical School, offered his, even less complimentary, reflections 

on the Moynihan Report, first in The Nation (“Savage Discovery”
40

), then in The Crisis, a 

publication of the NAACP (‘The New Genteel Racism”
41

). Ryan later expanded his 

argument into a book whose title, Blaming the Victim,
42

 quickly entered into the popular 

lexicon and is probably the single most repeated and influential slogan to emerge from 

the entire debate surrounding the Moynihan Report, an angry riposte to Moynihan’s 

deeply resented phrase, “tangle of pathology.”  

 

For his subject, Ryan embraces a style that combines intellectual condescension with 

white-hot moral outrage. Indeed, probably more than the output of any other single 

author, Ryan’s analyses prefigure and help to establish the basic academic response to the 

Moynihan Report and also, therefore, lay down some of the essential intellectual and 

moral markers for revisionism as a newly influential school of thought about the Black 

family. 
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In The Nation, Ryan writes that Moynihan’s arguments amount to a “subtly irrational 

presentation” that ends up “in the manner of a propaganda document.” The report is 

“inexpert,” “highly sophomoric,” “smug,” “stupefying,” filled with “fantastic” factual 

errors, “narrow,” “portentous,” “damnably inaccurate,” based on “tiny scraps of 

evidence,” “oversimplified,” “inept,” “careless,” and “vague”: “No sophisticated social 

scientist would rest a broad concept on such crude and simplistic measures.” 

 

In The Crisis, Ryan describes Moynihan’s analysis as “inadequate and naive,” deriving 

“dangerously inexact conclusions from weak and insufficient data.” The report is “filled 

with errors of methodology and interpretation that reveal its authors as completely 

unequipped with the necessary skills to undertake the tasks that they assume.” In 

particular, the report’s treatment of data on out-of-wedlock births is “extraordinarily 

sophomoric.” The report asserts that rates of unwed childbearing are higher among 

Blacks than whites. Not so fast, replies Ryan. Racial differences in illegitimacy rates are 

probably more apparent than real, telling us “nothing at all about differences in family 

structure” and nothing about differences in family norms. Why? Because, Ryan reports, 

white women are less likely than Black women to report unwed births, more likely to 

have access to contraceptives, more likely to have abortions and to put their babies up for 

adoption, and more likely to marry the father after an illegitimate conception. 

 

These counter-punches about what were still, in 1965, called illegitimacy rates are quite 

revealing. Ryan may have had a valid point, albeit a small one, about rates of reporting 

versus rates of occurrence. But all of his other points – about contraception, abortion, 

adoption, and shotgun weddings – are almost wholly irrelevant to the basic empirical 

issue under dispute, which is the differences in the respective proportions of white and 

African American children who are born into, and grow up residing in, two-parent, 

married-couple homes. 

 

These points are also entirely tangential to the question of whether growing up in a 

fatherless home is harmful to children – a question for which Ryan literally has nothing 

but contempt, since he declines to address it directly in either of his articles. Both as an 

academic matter, and also as a reflection of a particular cultural moment, it is remarkable 

that the Moynihan Report’s first and seemingly most self-evident set of factual claims, 

heretofore almost universally accepted by scholars and the general public as 

uncontroversial – namely, that unwed child bearing is both problematic and more 

common among Blacks than among whites – is so fiercely contested by Ryan and also by 

others, but at the same time, contested primarily by indignantly waving the question away 

and demanding that we change the subject. 

 

In the later, book-length version of this argument, Blaming the Victim, first published in 

1971, Ryan requires only a few sentences to dispose of the subject of whether African 

American children need fathers. His basic answer is, not really. What about the 

importance of the father as a male role model? Ryan’s answer is remarkably glib: “the 

Negro child being raised without a father is not really deprived of the basic information 

that boys play baseball and girls jump rope.” True, growing up in a fatherless home does 

not represent “the best of all possible worlds.” At the same time, citing exactly one study 
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(showing that “there is very little effect [on the children] if the home is broken after the 

age of six”) and quoting exactly one other scholar (Hylan Lewis), Ryan concludes that 

“the absence of a father is really not quite the disaster is it sometimes made out to be.” 

End of subject.
43

 

 

It’s worth remembering that arguably the central, and in retrospect probably the most 

provocative, assertion in the Moynihan Report, of which Blaming the Victim is intended 

to be a comprehensive refutation, is that widespread father absence is harmful to children 

and society. Yet somehow, despite all of his detailed argumentation, Ryan all but ignores 

the very question that, more than any other, gave rise to the Moynihan Report and thus 

the entire ensuing controversy in the first place, and that is at the center of the split 

between what I am calling the Clark-Frazier-Moynihan proposition and the school of 

thought that would soon be called revisionism. 

 

The ultimate explanations for this curious lacuna, as well as for Ryan’s consistent tone of 

contempt and anger, are clearly moral and, broadly speaking, political. The fundamental 

issue for him is racism. In The Crisis, Ryan writes that the “main point” about this entire 

debate is that “we are in danger of being seduced into de-emphasizing discrimination as 

the overriding cause of the Negro’s current status of inequality.” For this reason, 

Moynihan’s report perfectly embodies “the new racism.” 

 

Similarly, in The Nation, Ryan warns that the Moynihan Report “seduces the reader into 

believing that it is not racism and discrimination but the weaknesses and defects of the 

Negro himself that account for the present status of inequality between Negro and white.” 

The report’s “explanations almost always focus on supposed defects of the Negro victim 

as if those – and not the racist structure of American society – were the cause of all the 

woes that Negroes suffer.” The report “singles out the ‘unstable Negro family’ as the 

cause of Negro inequality,” whereas in fact the current conditions of the African 

American family “reflect current effects of contemporaneous discrimination. They are 

results, not causes.”
44

 

 

William Ryan’s 1965 attacks on the Moynihan Report adumbrated some of the main 

principles of what I am calling revisionism. 
45

 

 

As a school of thought, revisionism is animated by five basic ideas:  

 

 First, the current reality of Black family structure, characterized by high rates of 

divorce and (especially) non-marital childbearing, does not represent deviation or 

decline, but rather resourcefulness and resilience.  

 

 Second, the mother-headed African American family, linked to extended-family 

networks and other community supports, is viable and in many ways beneficial.   

 

 Third, renewing marriage as an institution is not a realistic or desirable strategy for 

improving the well being of Black children. Fourth, pointing to fatherlessness as a 



13 

 

core problem in African American families reveals an uninformed perspective that 

reinforces racism.  

 

 And finally, and arguably most fundamentally, problems facing the Black family 

stem essentially from outside structures and forces, especially racism and the absence 

of good jobs. 

 

Beginning in about 1965, this body of thought emerged more or less formally, with 

increasing numbers of scholars consciously viewing themselves as participating in 

revisionism and in being part of a new and insurgent school of thought. Intellectually, 

revisionism developed quite robustly during the years 1965-1975, regularly adding to 

(and frequently radicalizing) its intellectual foundations as well as steadily expanding the 

number of its prominent spokespersons and its influence in higher education and in the 

larger public debate. 

 

Paula Giddings’ Foreword to Andrew Billingsley’s influential 1992 study, Climbing 

Jacob’s Ladder, recalls and embodies this intellectual and generational development. She 

remembers “feeling my mind expand in the late 1960s and 1970s” when she discovered 

“the new generation of black sociologists” studying the family. Giddings recalls: “Where 

a previous generation of scholars saw deviation and weakness, the new scholars saw 

resourcefulness and resilience.” Moreover: “If black families were in difficulty, it was not 

some inherent, cultural condition which was at ‘the heart of the deterioration’ but 

socioeconomic factors pressing in from the outside.”  

 

Regarding family structure and the role of fathers, Giddings continues, the new 

scholarship strongly emphasized viewing “non-nuclear families in terms of their own 

integrity...” Moreover, “less attention should be paid to the configuration of the family 

and more to empowering the mother with adequate child care so that she might remain in 

school and adequate health care for her and her children.” Along these lines, policy 

makers and community leaders should clearly resist the idea of “encouraging women to 

shift their dependence from the welfare rolls to that of a male breadwinner – as if the real 

problem is a lack of patriarchal dominance.”
46

 

 

Giddings nicely captures the main tenets of this new intellectual paradigm as it developed 

from the mid 1960s to the mid 1970s.
47

 Current African American family structures 

represent resilience more than deviance.
48

 Mother-headed African American families, 

linked to extended families and other community supports, are viable and in many ways 

beneficial, and therefore should be viewed primarily “in terms of their own integrity.” 

Strengthening marriage is unrealistic and undesirable as a major strategy for Black 

advancement and for improving outcomes for Black children. Focusing attention on 

unwed child bearing, divorce, and father absence as problems in the Black community 

tends to worsen the central problem, which is white racism.  And finally, problems facing 

Black families stem not primarily from intra-family dynamics or Black sexual and family 

norms, but instead from oppressive, white-generated external forces and structures. 
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A number of influential books on the African American family published during this 

period forcefully articulated these revisionist themes. These include: Black Families in 

White America, by Andrew Billingsley (1968),
49

 the first and probably most important 

comprehensive scholarly evaluation of the African American family from an essentially 

revisionist perspective; The Strengths of Black Families, by Robert Hill (1971),
50

 which 

builds on some of Billingsley’s major themes, developing more explicitly what Elmer P. 

and Joanne Mitchell Martin call the “strength-resiliency perspective” on African 

American families
51

; Tomorrow’s Tomorrow: The Black Woman, by Joyce A. Ladner 

(1971);
52

 All Our Kin: Strategies for Survival in a Black Community, by Carol B. Stack 

(1974),
53

 an ethnographic portrait emphasizing the viability and adaptability of extended 

kinship and family-support networks in a low-income Black community (and in many 

ways a revisionist reinterpretation of issues addressed by Elliot Liebow in his 1967 book, 

Tally’s Corner, which was clearly indebted to the older Clark-Frazier-Moynihan school 

of thought); Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made, by Eugene Genovese 

(1974),
54

 emphasizing the strength and resistance of Black families during slavery; and 

The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom: 1750-1925, by Herbert Gutman (1976),
55

 also 

emphasizing the strength of Black families, and a book that, according to the author, 

originated in part as a specific rebuttal to the Moynihan Report. 

 

Billingsley’s Black Families in White America has been particularly influential, both in 

the larger public debate and especially among what Paula Giddings terms “the new 

generation of black sociologists” beginning their careers in the late 1960s and early 

1970s. In this book, two themes stand out. First, Billingsley takes an important and 

clearly valid proposition – namely, that families do not exist in a vacuum, but are 

influenced by the surrounding society – and comes very close to absolutizing it. 

Consequently, after denouncing as simplistic the idea that what he calls “processes of 

causation”
56

 flow only or at least mainly in one direction, from the family to the larger 

society, Billingsley anchors much of his argument in the equally simplistic idea that 

processes of causation flow only or at least mainly in one direction, from the larger 

society to the family. 

 

For example, by way of criticizing the Moynihan Report for “singling out instability in 

the Negro family as the causal factor for the difficulties Negroes face in the white 

society,” Billingsley insists bluntly that: “It is quite the other way around.” That is, for 

Billingsley, white society is the causal factor for the difficulties that Negro families face. 

Billingsley reiterates this thesis of causation throughout the book, even suggesting in the 

Preface that it constitutes the book’s “major theme.” For example: “whatever ails the 

Negro family is a reflection of ailments in the society at large.” At another point, with 

only a slight hint of qualification, Billingsley concedes that the family and society are 

“interdependent,” but again insists that “the greater force for defining, enhancing, or 

obstructing, comes from the wider society to the family, and not the other way around.”
57

 

 

For this reason, in the book’s two concluding chapters, in which Billingsley details his 

proposals for strengthening Black families, he calls forcefully for a variety of economic, 

political, and normative changes in the wider (white) society, while saying nothing at all 

about the Black family itself – not a word in favor of seeking any changes in any of the 
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“inner” areas of Black family life, such as family structure, gender roles, marital roles 

and expectations, sexual behavior, or child rearing practices. Why this lacuna? Because 

for Billingsley, all of these dimensions of intra-family life are essentially dependent 

variables, overwhelmingly passive or derivative aspects of social reality that are, for both 

the scholar and the reformer, only “reflections” of “the society at large.”   

 

Second, although Billingsley writes carefully and in mostly measured tones, and although 

he does offer occasional gestures of respect for the older paradigm,
58

 his key arguments 

about fathers and family structure are clearly revisionist. Like William Ryan, Billingsley 

handles the overall question of fatherhood – the nature of fatherhood as social role for 

men, the meaning of the father-child bond, and the consequences of fatherlessness for 

children and society – primarily by ignoring it. Most of his views on the subject are stated 

tersely and indirectly, typically without mentioning the word “father.” 

 

For example, he describes the Black family overall as “an absorbing, adaptive, and 

amazingly resilient mechanism for the socialization of its children and the civilization of 

its society.” He insists that all contemporary “family structures” in the Black community 

“can sustain strong and viable family life” and that current scholarship on father absence 

in Black families typically “distorts and exaggerates the prevalence and consequences of 

the ‘matriarchy’ among Negro families.” Accordingly, he disagrees with any type of 

“direct intervention” by government “to effect types of family structure” and argues 

instead that “society would help Negro families meet their functions much better” if 

society “placed more emphasis on the values of freedom,” including “freedom of choice 

in family form.”
59

 

 

This clear suggestion that Black fathers ultimately do not matter – or that they matter 

comparatively little (at least not enough to spend much time discussing them), or that a 

far bigger problem than father absence is people who worry about father absence, or that 

in any event, nothing can or should be done directly to seek to bring the fathers back – is 

a major tenet of revisionism as a school of thought about the Black family.  

 

Consider the prominent anthropologist David M. Schneider, whose 1984 book, A 

Critique of the Study of Kinship, constitutes a landmark in revisionist family scholarship.  

A few years earlier, in 1968, he had a few things to say in the Bulletin of the Atomic 

Scientists about the Moynihan Report. None of them were very kind.   

 

Throughout his article, Schneider pointedly uses scare-quotes to single out those words or 

phrases from the Moynihan Report which he, Schneider, finds objectionable.  These 

objectionable terms include “breakdown,” “instability,” “disintegration,” and 

“matriarchal structure.”   Schneider rhetorically asks: “Is the ‘matriarchal structure’ of the 

family really pathological?”  Well,  maybe not.  Probably not!  For it turns out that father-

absent homes in Black communities may, as Schneider puts it, be “culturally valued 

forms.”  Overall, Schneider insists that the Moynihan Report is “bad social science” 

because “it reads too much like a white, urban, middle-class Protestant of almost 

Victorian vintage vigorously reaffirming his middle class values and deploring the 



16 

 

degeneracy of the Lower Orders, bound to undertake some uplifting missionary activity 

among them, for their own good.”
60

 

 

Here is the sociologist Albert Murray in 1973: If Moynihan’s “sophomoric theories about 

father figures were not being applied to black people, they would no doubt be laughed out 

of any snap course in undergraduate psychology.”
61

 

 

Here is the sociologist Robert Staples in 1971: “Children have a value independent of the 

legitimacy of their conception. In essence there is no such thing as an illegitimate child in 

the black community. All children are legitimate and have a value to their families and 

community. There are only children without fathers, and these children may incur special 

problems because of the national oppression of women in this society.” As ethnographic 

description, Staples’ observation that “there is no such thing as an illegitimate child in the 

black community” is unexceptional and is consistent with the findings of numerous other 

scholars.
62

 But note that, prescriptively and philosophically for Staples, the only 

problematic aspects of fatherlessness in Black America are due to “the national 

oppression of women in this society.
63

 

 

In All Our Kin, a study of domestic life in a poor Black community, Carol Stack is 

outraged about poverty and white racism, but completely accepting of the estrangement 

of Black fathers from their children and from their children’s mothers. Other scholars, 

she reports, have viewed the spread of fatherlessness as a sign of the “deterioration of the 

“Negro family” and therefore as a “social pathology.” She wants to “challenge” these 

flawed “assumptions.”
64

 

 

Traditionally, anthropologists have viewed the mother-father couple as the basis or 

nucleus of the child-rearing family unit. But for Stack, this view is “clearly inadequate,” 

since grandparents, distant relatives, “fictive” kin, and others (including mothers’ 

boyfriends, who may act for periods of time as “play daddies”) can and do perform the 

roles that fathers have played. “Parental role behavior,” Stack reports, “is a composite of 

many behavior patterns and these rights and duties can be shared or transferred to other 

individuals.” The biological father is not really necessary. In the community Stack 

studied, mothers “generally regard their children’s fathers as friends of the family” and 

“expect little from the father; they just hope he will help out.” But not to worry, at least 

too much. There are play daddies, grandparents, and fictive kin. And besides: “In 

principal, the dropping of a father from a network affects the shape of the network in the 

same way as if other more distant relatives on either side were to drop out.”
65

  

 

Stack’s analysis is conceptually one-dimensional and stridently ideological; a much more 

sophisticated treatment of Black kinship networks can be found in The Black Extended 

Family (1978), by Elmer P. and Joanne Mitchell Martin. (Reading the Martins’ 

ethnography, I frequently recognized in their careful descriptions the characteristics of 

my own extended family (especially on my father’s side) at the time of my childhood and 

youth in Mississippi and Alabama in the 1960s and 1970s – traits which, in turn, closely 

resemble the traits of other working class and lower-income Southern extended families, 

both white and Black, that I knew during this period.) Unlike Stack, for example, the 
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Martins examine some of the weaknesses as well as the strengths of extended family, as 

opposed to nuclear family, norms and structures. And unlike Stack, the Martins explore 

the ways in which a family form whose origins are largely rural and Southern can thrive, 

and fail to thrive, in the urban North and, more generally, within a larger society that 

increasingly embraces the values of individualism, materialism, and secularism.”
66

 

 

At the same time, the Martins, as well, largely ignore the fundamental question of 

whether children need fathers. Describing their concept of the “sub-extended family” (a 

family household that is closely linked to a larger, extended family), they write: “A sub-

extended family household with the father absent appears [to the outsider] to be a broken 

home, but it may really be a vital part of a strong and flexible extended family.. .An 

uncle, a male cousin, an older brother, a boyfriend, or even a grandmother or aunt could 

be a father figure to the children.” Of children who never even know their fathers, the 

Martins report that, “that child is usually told at a very early age who his father is, and is 

given some details, good or bad, about his father’s life. Hence, few children grow up 

feeling that they are without fathers.”
67

 

 

Scholars, particularly ethnographers, face a difficult challenge. The best of them properly 

seek to be as objective as possible, focusing largely on careful description, and striving to 

understand the people they study primarily as those people understand themselves; they 

therefore must frequently seek to jettison the distorting prism of their own, or any other, 

external moral perspective.
68

 At the same time, any social scientist, especially one 

concerned with a subject as intimate and complex as the family, necessarily 

communicates an “ought” as well as an “is”; prescription is literally impossible to 

separate fully from description, if for no other reason than the very questions we choose 

to ask indicate a set of values and intellectual traditions and a guiding epistemology.
69

 

 

Accordingly, when students of family life matter-of-factly report that a “boyfriend” or an 

“aunt” can be a “father figure” to a child – or that a mother or grandmother telling a 

young fatherless child “some details” about “who his father is” will help the child to 

“feel” that she or he has a father – we know that we are encountering more than pure 

description. We know it partly because such a description begs numerous fundamental 

questions, none of which are asked. More generally, regarding not just this book, but 

revisionism as an overall school of thought, whenever family scholars show little or no 

awareness of the fundamental dimensions – physical, psychological, social, spiritual, and 

others – of the father-child bond in human societies; whenever they fail to inquire in any 

systematic way about the role of fatherhood in the socialization of both the adult male 

and his offspring; and whenever they demonstrate little or no curiosity about the 

consequences of father absence for children, mothers, the surrounding community, or the 

larger society; we know that we are encountering these scholars’ values as well as their 

findings, assertions of philosophy as well as presentations of data. Time and again in the 

revisionist academic literature on the Black family (and on the white family as well) we 

find an appreciation of the role of fathers that is either weak and anemic, sometimes to 

the point of caricature, or absent altogether. 
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Overall, from the mid 1960s to the present, in the on-going revisionist interpretation of 

current trends in the Black family, the view that Black fathers are essentially unnecessary 

has become what amounts to a basic principle, an intellectual key to the overall point of 

view. A recent description of revisionism’s emergence and influence as a school of 

thought, as well as a friendly summary of its main themes, can be found in the 1995 

volume. The Decline of Marriage Among African Americans, edited by M. Belinda 

Tucker and Claudia Mitchell-Kernan. The Moynihan Report, according to these scholars, 

“was indeed a turning point for both scholarly and political assessment of the African 

American family” and became “the single most important stimulus” for a “new direction 

of inquiry” among scholars concerned with the Black family. Much of this “new 

direction” in scholarship “sought to challenge Moynihan’s supposition (and Frazier’s 

before him) that a family without a husband-father is by definition problematic.”
70

 

 

Drawing upon the work of Walter Allen, Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan identify three basic 

“perspectives” that have influenced recent and current scholarship on the African 

American family. The “cultural equivalence” perspective, by de-emphasizing the 

importance of racial differences, implicitly suggests that “white middle-class family 

organization and function constitute the norm that blacks must approximate to be viewed 

as legitimate.” The “cultural deviance” perspective “explicitly views the nuclear family 

with a male provider and head” as “normative.” The “cultural variation” perspective, by 

contrast, “views black distinctiveness not in negative terms, but as a positive outgrowth 

of distinctive sociocultural contexts.” The authors’ own assessment of these three 

“perspectives” is quite similar to that of most of their colleagues in this field: strongly 

critical of both the “equivalence” model and (especially) the “deviance” model, and 

strongly supportive of the “variation” model, which is part of what they and others term 

revisionism. In particular, if, as we should, “we view marital change as a function of a 

conflux of situational constraints, then social policy must confront those constraints, 

rather than moralize.”
71

 

 

A volume of scholarly essays published in 1995, African American Single Mothers, is 

entirely devoted to exposing as a “myth” and a “stereotype” the idea that the “mother-

centered” Black family is problematic. Bette J. Dickerson, for example, urges scholars to 

distinguish between father absence and male absence, since the presence of a “male” can 

compensate for the absence of the “father.” In some analyses, Dickerson complains, 

“Father-absent single mother families are erroneously assumed to be male-absent, 

meaning that there are no supportive males present.” Yet in fact, “other males” frequently 

“serve father/husband roles in the family.”
72

 In a chapter examining Black child well-

being in father-absent homes, Suzanne M. Randolph highlights the “adaptive strengths of 

African American single-mother families in fostering development in young children.” 

One of these “strengths” includes the presence of “play daddies.” Randolph concludes: 

“The presumptions about the lack of male presence or father involvement in African 

American children’s lives have been overstated and thus perpetuate the Moynihan-like, 

mother-blaming answers as to why children in these families fare less well when the 

evidence points that way.”
73
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The political scientist Andrew Hacker, in his best-selling 1992 study, Two Nations, skirts 

the issue of African American fatherhood with hardly as much as a nod or a backward 

glance. Announcing initially, in his chapter on “Parents and Children,” that this “is not 

the place to debate whether optimal family life requires the presence of two parents,” 

Hacker then answers his own question by approvingly quoting Andrew Cherlin of Johns 

Hopkins University, who “notes it has yet to be shown that ‘absence of a father was 

directly responsible for any of the supposed deficiencies of broken homes.’” And then 

several paragraphs later, in summary: “The real issue, Professor Cherlin points out, ‘is 

not the lack of a male presence but the lack of a male income.’” The “real” issue is 

money, not fathers. End of discussion of fathers.
74

 

 

Here is Donna L. Franklin in her 1997 study. Ensuring Inequality: “Policymakers will 

have more of an impact on the lives of poor African American children when they accept 

the irreversibility of the high levels of nonmarriage of their mothers as a starting point in 

thinking about changes in public policy. If the mother is drug-free, motivated to be a 

good mother, and considered to be fit to rear her child, resources should be directed at 

fortifying the mother-child dyad by strengthening her parenting skills.”
75

 Here is the 

family scholar Lena Wright Myers in 1996: “The matriarchal family structure with 

respect to the absence of a father figure has not yet been proven to be 

pathological...Moreover, many matriarchally structured families raise Black males who 

adapt successfully and have stable relationships with others, while performing societal 

roles expected of them.”
76

 

 

In her 1998 essay on “The Absent Black Father,” Dorothy Roberts of Rutgers University 

explicitly declines to evaluate whether or not Black fathers are important to their 

children. Why? Because to do so would encourage racist beliefs about Black males, 

which would in turn be used by racists and others to advance the fraudulent idea that 

fatherlessness is a harmful social trend. (Roberts denounces the idea as fraudulent while 

at the same time declining to present or evaluate any evidence.) Here is how she puts it: 

“Even when race is not mentioned, powerful images of promiscuous Black mothers and 

their shiftless partners shape the debate about fatherlessness. Race influences the reasons 

people think fatherlessness is a problem and the solutions proposed to address it.” Thus, 

for Roberts, absent Back fathers ominously illustrate “the critical role that Black fathers 

play in the [misguided] promotion of marital fatherhood as the panacea for children’s 

needs.”
77

  

 

As I have tried to suggest, there are several problems with revisionism as a school of 

thought about Black families.  First, revisionism typically either downplays or ignores 

altogether the importance of fatherhood as a social role for men and the contributions of 

fathers to their children.  Second, is a school of thought born of a particular political-

cultural debate occurring in the 1960s, and responsive to a particular set of demographic 

conditions, that are well behind us now, and not especially relevant to the challenges of 

the new century. A school of thought that emerged 35 years ago largely to rebut notions 

of Black family inferiority – to insist that society not single out the Black family as a 

cause of social problems – has continued to exercise great influence during a time in 

which the family can no longer be viewed primarily as a racial issue at all, since the trend 
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of family fragmentation now clearly and strongly affects all major racial groups in the 

society. 

 

Finally, like economism, revisionism is arbitrarily and harmfully deterministic. 

Revisionist scholarship is typically based on a theory of causation that is one-dimensional 

and simplistic. Like economism – and here we find the only major trait that is common to 

both economism and revisionism – revisionism consistently relegates family structure 

and family functioning to dependent variables, simply assuming that causation is a one-

way street, from the larger (primarily economic) structures of society to the family. As a 

result, especially when it comes to prescriptions, analyses which are putatively about the 

family actually end up having much to say about economics and politics, but very little to 

say about the family as such. Curiously, then, the subject itself, the family, eventually 

ceases to be the subject, and ultimately becomes viewed, wrongly, as essentially 

epiphenomenal.
78

 

 

 

For a New Revisionism 
 

The most consistent failure of scholarship on the Black family since 1960 has been the 

largely unexamined methodological assumption that the family is epiphenomenal, 

essentially a creature of external forces, usually assumed to be structural, and usually 

further assumed to be economic.  

 

A primary task of a new revisionism would be to test this assumption empirically. To the 

best of my knowledge, despite its enormous influence on social science methodology and 

practice, especially in the area of Black family studies, this cluster of ideas about the 

sources of family change have rarely if ever been systematically tested by scholars.  

 

I doubt that they will bear the weight of scrutiny. To the degree that they do not, another 

and even more important task of a new revisionism would be developing and testing an 

alternative set of assumptions in which “the family as such” is viewed as a partly 

autonomous generator of human and social capital and therefore a crucial topic of 

inquiry, both for scholars who want to understand family and social change, as well as for 

policy makers seeking to improve child and societal well being. 

 

Such an intellectual project – amounting potentially to a broader, more complex, and one 

hopes more accurate way of thinking about the family in society – would require a 

significant refocusing in the academy. Currently, for example, much of the nation’s 

academic thinking about the current state of Black families comes from two fields, 

sociology and economics; in addition, much of this thinking comes from scholars whose 

main area of expertise is not the family, but instead poverty and ways to reduce poverty. 

 

A framework focusing on poverty is certainly valuable, but ultimately insufficient, if our 

goal is to understand the family. A topic of inquiry in which the family is a corollary 

concern – relevant, but ultimately tangential to the main topic – strongly increases the 
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likelihood that the family as a subject will be viewed epiphenomenally, as a derivative of 

something else, rather than as a subject in and of itself.  

 

A new revisionism would therefore insist first and foremost that the focus of inquiry is 

the family, not some other, related topic. And because a new revisionism would insist on 

a complex, multivariate model of causation, it would also insist upon a thoroughly 

interdisciplinary approach, including history, psychiatry and psychology, anthropology, 

philosophy, theology and other fields in the humanities and human sciences, as well as 

sociology and economics. 

 

Much of the debate about determinism concerns when to study, and to evaluate the role 

of, cultural values.  The ultimate defense of what I am calling determinism in family 

studies is that explanations invoking values are essentially circular, virtually tautological 

– that is, they don’t really explain anything at all. Here is the alleged tautology: People 

with apparently different values behave differently because.. .their values are different. 

As William Julius Wilson puts it, such arguments are “circular in the sense that cultural 

values were inferred from the behavior of the underclass to be explained, and then these 

values were used as the explanation of the behavior.”  

 

But this formulation itself is deeply revealing. Wilson views “cultural” explanations – 

that is, those focusing on intra-family values and behavioral norms – as merely “circular” 

precisely because he can detect in them little or no causal importance. Ultimately, 

“culture” does not cause anything to happen because, as Wilson puts it, “cultural values 

emerge from specific circumstances and life chances and reflect an individual’s position 

in the class structure.” As a result, “changes in the economic and social situations of the 

ghetto underclass will lead to changes in cultural norms and behavior patterns.”
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What is the philosophy, and the epistemology, underlying this set of claims? Ideas derive 

from material circumstances. Economic status is the father of values, attitudes, and 

behavioral norms, including those about sexuality, procreation, and marriage. Ideals and 

aspirations have little or no autonomy; instead, they flow directly from one’s “position in 

the class structure.” This way of thinking about causation is one-dimensional to the point 

of dogmatism – an articulation of economic determinism that hardly differs at all from 

Marx’s classic claims about the economic “base” and the moral-cultural “superstructure” 

of society. This is an old and contentious debate, to be sure, but suffice it to say that there 

are powerful reasons to doubt the validity of this way of interpreting social reality, 

especially in the areas of marriage and family life. 

 

For example, a number of research findings have cast serious doubt on Wilson’s basic 

thesis regarding Black inner city family structure, which is that economic variables, 

especially job opportunities, ultimately determine fatherhood and martial outcomes for 

inner city men. Both Robert Lerman and Christopher Jencks have shown that marriage 

rates have dropped almost as much for what Wilson calls “marriageable” Black men – 

those who are steadily employed and those who are better educated – as they have for 

Black men who are poorer and less employable.
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No one argues that changing patterns of economic opportunity have no impact on 

changing patterns of family formation. Clearly, they do. But the venerable thesis that 

economic variables, particularly those related to the availability of jobs, are the primary 

determinants of family structure trends among Black Americans, or among any group of 

Americans, is simply no longer empirically viable. Something else quite important must 

be going on. 

 

What exactly is going on? I don’t know. My own hypothesis, following Jencks and 

others, would be that changing societal (not Black or subcultural) values regarding 

sexuality, procreation, and marriage are the most important determinants of changes in 

family structure since the 1960s, including changes in Black family structure.
81

 With 

respect specifically to Black families, I would also hypothesize, following Orlando 

Patterson and others, that comparatively conflictual male-female relationships, stemming 

in part from the historic and current marginalization of Black males, have also 

contributed importantly to Black father absence and to the weakness of Black family 

structure
82

 – particularly in recent decades, as the society as a whole shifted from a 

marriage culture to a culture that tolerates and times even celebrates nonmarital sexuality, 

divorce, and unwed child bearing.  

 

But these are only guesses. Regarding the necessity and possibility of a new revisionism 

in studies of the Black family, what matters is not the validity of these particular guesses, 

but instead the three core concepts through which these and other hypotheses can be 

developed and empirically tested – namely, that Black children, no less than other 

children, need fathers; that marriage is a primary guarantor of child well being and 

typically a precondition for effective fatherhood; and perhaps most fundamentally, that 

the family as an institution is a cause as well as a result of social change. 

 

Much of this essay is an insistence on both the ubiquity and the limitations of 

determinims in scholarly treatments of the Black family since 1960. I’ve tried to suggest 

that the family should no longer be viewed by scholars as a passive entity. As an 

institution, and as a set of relationships, the family acts, both in and upon society. It does 

things. This reality helps to explain, for example, why getting married in and of itself, 

according to Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher, appears to cause men to work harder 

and earn more money, and appears to cause married persons, as compared to unmarried 

persons, to be healthier, to live longer, and to be personally more happy.
83

 Conversely, as  

Steven L. Nock has shown, this reality also helps to explain why, even after controlling 

for income and other variables, having children outside of marriage appears to worsen 

educational and economic outcomes for men.
84

 In both cases, it’s “the family as such” – 

especially the in-close nature and destiny of the man-woman and parent-child bonds – 

that appears to be causing social change and generating, or failing to generate, human, 

social, and economic capital. 

 

Ultimately, however, the case against determinism in family studies may go beyond any 

particular understanding, or lack thereof, of the family as an institution. Fundamentally, 

this question forces us to confront our understanding of the human person. The political 

philosopher Jean Bethke Elshtain, in her wonderfully titled essay on “Methodological 
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Sophistication and Conceptual Confusion,” suggests that all scholars must either directly 

or indirectly answer the question, “What kind of being does your analysis presuppose?” 

The answer to this foundational question “sets the boundaries of the phenomena to be 

investigated.”
85

 

 

So what kind of person do scholars of the Black family typically presuppose? More 

broadly, what kind of person do the modem social sciences tend to presuppose? To me, 

the answer is clear: A person who is the expression of social forces. A person whose 

decisions and behaviors can almost always be explained, and thus objectified, by making 

them the logical products of external pressures and contingencies. 

 

In general, since the 19” century, when the behavioral sciences became finally severed 

from their earlier roots in theology and philosophy and first emerged as modern academic 

disciplines, this methodological determinism has clearly yielded many enormously 

valuable results. It obviously captures much of the truth of human affairs. It can organize 

a great deal of information intelligibly. It frequently produces elegant (often 

mathematically based) explanatory models with impressive predictive power. There is 

much to praise, in short, about this way of seeing the world.  

 

But ultimately, for me anyway, it is a false way of seeing the human person. For 

methodological determinism in the social sciences, whatever its other virtues, does not 

accurately recognize the phenomenology of human motivation and action. It recognizes 

structure and process, but not drama. It can seldom grant independent agency to human 

creativity. In the final analysis, it simply cannot account for the existence of the acting 

person. As Lawrence Mead observes: “A person who is only an expression of social 

pressures is not a person at all.”
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This is an old debate. In a 1958 philosophical symposium on “Determinism and 

Freedom,” Sidney Hook put it this way: “Sickness, accident, or incapacity aside, one 

feels lessened as a human being if one’s actions are always excused or explained away on 

the ground that despite appearances one is really not responsible for them. It means being 

treated like an object, an infant, or someone out of his mind.” He insists: “In spite of the 

alleged inevitabilities in personal life and history, human effort can redetermine the 

direction of events, even though it cannot determine the conditions that make human 

effort possible.” Ultimately, Hook concludes, “we can make different what we are 

responsible for.”
87

 

  

Vaclav Havel once wrote of the “essential aims of life” that are “naturally present in 

every person.” Thus: “In everyone there is some longing for humanity’s rightful dignity, 

for moral integrity, for free expression of being and a sense of transcendence over the 

world of existence.”
88

 These “essential aims of life” sometimes seem to rise up, against 

all odds, to shape history directly. I am thinking here, for example, of the Black freedom 

movement in the U.S. South in the 1960s, and the civic and religious movements to 

overturn communism in eastern Europe which culminated in the late 1980s. More 

commonly, however, they are simply ... present. 
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But these foundational attributes of the acting person are routinely and intentionally made 

to disappear – downplayed, denied, methodologically alleged to be something else – by 

the modern social sciences, in particular with respect to the family, and, I believe, most 

egregiously with respect to Black families. Confronting and seeking to redress this 

problem is the great challenge for a new revisionism. As Havel’s formulation about 

“transcendence” suggestions, this question of determinism and autonomy, in the social 

sciences and elsewhere, is probably ultimately a theological question, having to do with 

whether we do, or do not, believe that in every human person is a spark of divine 

creativity. 

 

-end- 
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