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ABSTRACT

THE ROLE OF SUPPORT NETWORKS IN THE
LIVES OF A GROUP OF AFRICAN-AMERICAN SINGLE MOTHERS

By
Norman Anthony Peart

This exploratory study seeks to identify and examine the
ways Black single mothers gain support. Special focus is
placed on three sources of support--kin, church, and the
father of the children. The data for this small-scale
qualitative study is collected through in-depth,
semistructured interviews. Interviews consists of open and
closed questions. The study reveals that the research
families are still receiving support from their community.
The three traditional sources of support are found to be
operative for this study. The study also identifies the
effect certain demographic variables have on the reception
of support by these single mothers. The study found that the
factors which attributed to women receiving the greater
amount of support included: younger age of the single
mother; younger children; a greater number of children;
close proximity of the single mother’s mother; closer
proximity of the single mother’s family; younger age of the

children’s father; and either having church membership



and/or being active in a church. The findings of the study
are similar to Carol Stack’s findings from 20 years ago as
to the significance of support networks to African-American

women.
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Chapter I

Problem Statement & Survey of Literature

Research has shown that the social support network of
urban Blacks is an important facet of their survival. This
network is a very important part of this group’s ability to
overcome the socioeconomic struggles they confront (Ladner,
1971; Stack, 1974; Shimkin, Shimkin, and Frate, 1978; Ladner
and Gourdine, 1984; Willie, 1985). One subgroup for which
this network holds special significance is the Black urban
single mother (Stack, 1974; Belle, 1982; Kotlowitz, 1991).
For this group the social support network’s various
components have worked to supply the diverse needs of this
population. These components include extended families,
churches, friends, and African-American males of various
relationships to the single mother.

Extended families comprise the core of many Black
social and support networks (Taylor and Chatters, 1988;
Taylor, 1990; Hays and Mindel, 1973). In comparison to
Whites, Blacks have a greater interaction with, and a
greater evaluation of kin cohesion (Hays and Mindel, 1973).
Nonkin ties may be less reliable and durable than kin bonds,

since kin networks are more obligatory in nature (Ellison,
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1990) . Black churches are only second to families as an
important social institution (Taylor and Chatters, 1988).
The church is a very important source of social support
since it uniquely endures over most of a person’s life
(Taylor and Chatters, 1988). Although African-American males
have been a much maligned source of support for single
mothers (Stack, 1974; Kotlowitz, 1991), some researchers
have argued that Black males have been an important source
of support for their children and the mothers of these
children (Danzinger et al., 1990).

Yet, some scholars argue that the migration of middle
class Blacks from the inner-city has injured these important
support networks. This migration has injured these networks
by destroying community solidarity, and weakening friendship
and kin ties. Although noting the past role of the Black
support system, Martin and Martin (1985) do not believe that
this system is functioning as it once did. They argue that
the system is not functioning as it once did because of the
erosion of the Black community’s social underpinning. They
point to four factors as the reason for this erosion: first,
the growth of the "bourgeoisie ideology," which stresses’
individualism to the detriment of the communal perspective;
second, the "street ideology," whose emphasis on
manipulation and exploitation has undermined the helping
tradition; third, "urbanization"; and fourth, the growth of

government funded programs. Martin and Martin summarize this



present situation in noting,

But today, although the extended family is still a

powerful mechanism for the survival of black people in

both rural and urban areas, its major elements have
grown weak. Its elements of mutual aid and social-class
cooperation are plagued by the bourgeoisie and street
ideologies and a reliance by blacks on governmental aid

(1985:95).

Another author who has echoed the view that the Black
community and its support system have been undermined by
contemporary social changes is William Julius Wilson
(Wilson, 1978; 1987). Wilson argues that civil rights
reforms and a change in the opportunities for Blacks have
caused many upper class Blacks to leave the inner-city area.
This has resulted in an isolation of lower class Blacks from
employment networks (resulting in the establishment and
perpetuation of a weak labor force attachment), mainstream
behavioral modifications, different class and racial
contacts, and mainstream social institutions and their
values (Wilson, 1987:60-61; McLanahan and Garfinkel,
1989:96) . Wilson also notes that contemporary urban Blacks
differ both from their counterparts of earlier years, and
from poor Whites because they are becoming increasingly
concentrated in dilapidated territorial enclaves. These
enclaves epitomize acute social and economic marginalization
(Wilson, 1978:9; 1987:8).

In contrast, many scholars argue that there are various

active support networks that are still operating within

urban Black communities (Wellman, 1979; Wellman and
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Leighton, 1979; Oliver, 1988; Garcia, 1989).

The reception of support has also been related to the
age of the individual. As individuals get older they receive
less support (Taylor, 1986; House et al., 1988). Based on
this present condition in the African-American community it
seems that many young Black single mothers who need support
may not receive this support from the traditional sources of
support in the African-American community---extended family,
friends, church, and spouse, or boyfriend.

From this cursory overview I can see that there are two
major foci I will examine in respect to this subject. The
first, is a determination as to whether these networks
presently exist. The second, is to determine the ability of
younger single mothers to receive support through
established support networks.

Still, there are various issues that have direct
bearing upon this study. To appropriately analyze these
relevant areas I will examine the pertinent literature by
using four overviews. The first will be an overview of
research on minority families; the second, an overview of
research on female headed households; the third, an overview
of research on support networks; the fourth, an overview of
research on the present condition of the "urban underclass."

An Overview of Research on Minority Families:

There are three theoretical perspectives under which

this work can be categorized. The first theoretical
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underpinning, which is the basis for a large amount of the
contemporary research on the Black family, is an ethnicity-
based theory that uses the assimilation/modernization
framework. This analytical paradigm espoused the view that
the families of minority groups hinder the access of
minorities to political power, social status, and economic
rewards (Stone, 1985; Banton, 1983; Omi and Winant, 1986).
As minorities are impacted by the modernization of American
society, through urbanization and industrialization, these
families would take on American values, attitudes, and
behavior while discarding their own cultural peculiarities.
The result of this process is that these families would
become modernized and assimilate into the dominant society
(Baca Zinn and Eitzen, 1990; Baca Zinn, 1990b). This theory,
which was originally used to describe the process by which
European immigrants integrated into modern American culture,
came to characterize minority families (Omi and Winant,
1986:16; Baca Zinn and Eitzen, 1990:65; Abercrombie et al.,
1988) .

The classic study of the noted African-American scholar
E. Franklin Frazier, r mi i Unij
(1939), epitomized and popularized this theory (Baca Zinn
and Eitzen, 1990; Farley and Allen, 1987; Adams, 1978). The
position of Frazier was based on the teachings of the social
scientists of the University of Chicago, and especially by

the work of his mentor Robert Ezra Park (Hughes, 1974:6;
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Staples, 1971:120; Banton, 1983:80). Park believed in
studying the various kinds of economic, political, and
social arrangements that develop when races and nations
meet. He was especially interested in the arrangements that
develop when one nation or race has great power over the
other (Hughes, 1974). This perspective became the basis for
Park’s theory, "the race relations cycle." This theory
espoused the belief that a universal process existed through
which minorities assimilate into society (Baca Zinn and
Eitzen, 1990; Dodson, 1988). The theory stated that this
cycle was initiated when dominant and minority groups came
into contact. This process would then continue until the
minority group assimilated into the majority group’s
patterns and processes (Baca Zinn and Eitzen, 1990; Omi and
Winant, 1986).

Frazier revealed this perspective in his 1939 work as
he used the "natural history" approach to trace the
evolution of Black families. He used this approach to show
that there was a series of disruptive social changes in the
Black community that dissolved the cultural bases for family
relationship, structure, and marital stability among Blacks.
The culmination of this evolutional process was the
dysfunctional nature of the Black family. These disruptive
social changes included enslavement, emancipation, migration
from the rural South to the industrial and urban centers of

the North (1948:361-362; Allen, 1978:119; Staples,
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1971:121). Frazier argued that there are four primary
variations of family patterns that resulted from these
changes. The first, was that Black families took on a
matriarchal character that placed Black males in a marginal
role and limited their significance in the family structure.
This variation was considered to be the principal pattern of
the Black family because of slavery. The second variation,
was the instability of marital life. This resulted from the
fact that the institution of marriage had no legal basis in
slavery. Therefore, the practice of having multiple sexual
partners became the norm. The third variation, was a total
dissolution, by the process of urbanization, of the
stability of family life enjoyed by Black peasants in an
agrarian society. The fourth variation, which primarily
characterized only two small classes within the Black
community--the "brown middle class" and the "black
proletariat," was the two-parent family pattern (Frazier,
1948; Staples, 1976). Frazier believed that since the end of
slavery the disorganization of the race, as expressed in the
predominance of the first three family type variations,
worked to hinder Blacks from achieving success in mainstream
society. He states,

When one views in retrospect the waste of human life,

the immorality, delinquency, desertions, and broken

homes which have been involved in the development of

Negro family life in the United States, they appear to

have been the inevitable consequences of the attempt of

a preliterate people, stripped of their cultural

heritage, to adjust themselves to giviljigzation....
However, when one undertakes to envisage the probable
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course of development of the Negro family in the

future, it appears that the travail of cgivilization is

not yet ended (1948:367).

Frazier believed that as assimilation occurred in the
future, Blacks would adopt modern family patterns and family
disorganization would disappear (1948:367-368; Baca Zinn and
Eitzen, 1990:70; Hays and Mindel, 1973:51). From the great
emphasis Frazier places on this process one could deduce
that the very success of Blacks in America was based on
their adoption of white culture. Unfortunately, that was
just how his statements were accepted (Staples, 1971:121).

The next major development in the construction of this
theoretical perspective was the resurrection of Frazier’s
position in the mid-1940’s to the mid-1960’'s by suéh social
scientists as Gunnar Myrdal (1944), Kenneth B. Clark (1965),
and Lee Rainwater (1966). The most widely contested
expansion upon Frazier'’s perspective, though, came from
Daniel P. Moynihan and his influential work The Negro
Family: The Cage for National Action (1965). Operating
within the assimilation/modernization framework of Frazier,
Moynihan categorized the family structure of lower class
status Blacks as dysfunctional and a hindrance to the
progress of these Black Americans. This conclusion was based
on the high rate of out-of-wedlock births, female headed
households, matriarchy, and Black male emasculation. These
factors were presented as pathological features of the lower

class Black family patterns (or structure), and were
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highlighted as the reason for the present problems of the
race, including "poverty and deprivation." Moynihan’s use of
this framework is evident in his comparative statement,

But there is one truly great discontinuity in family

structure in the United States at the present time:

that between the white world in general and that of the

Negro American. The white family has achieved a high

degree of stability and is maintaining that stability

(1965:5) .

Although Moynihan had set out to statistically prove
Frazier’s theory, he instead succeeded in pushing his own
theory into public prominence. Whereas Frazier wrote that
the Black family was disorganized as a result of various
disruptive social changes, Moynihan wrote that the
deterioration of the Negro family was the reason for the
deterioration of the Black community’s infrastructure
(Moynihan, 1965:5).

There are various criticisms that can be lodged against
this ethnicity-based theory in respect to its use in the
study of minority families. The first is that this approach
is rooted in a structural-functionalist perspective of the
principles of family organization (Allen, 1978). Structural-
functionalism views the nuclear family as a universal human
institution because of its supposed numerous and important
functions within society (Thorne, 1982; Abercrombie et al.,
1988) . The mainstream family pattern is, therefore, held up
as the standard to which all other family forms are to

conform (Frazier, 1948:359-360; Moynihan, 1965:5). Hays and

Mindel note,
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From this perspective, the two-parent family, typically

with father as breadwinner and head, which is often

used interchangeably with the term ’‘white, middle-class
family,’ is seen as the ’‘normal’ or 'healthy’ type, and
the standard by which other families are evaluated. The
assumption, apparently, is that if a particular family
structure does not approximate the dominant American
model then that form is somehow pathological. This

outlook, in part, derives from the view that a

particular type of family structure best serves the

needs of an industrial society (1973:51).!

But, this perspective is teleological, or circular, in
that the very society that sets the goal is also the
establisher of systems of racial stratification that hinders
these minority families from sufficiently obtaining this
goal (Thornton Dill, 1988). It is, therefore, impossible for
many Black families to achieve the mainstream family pattern
that this perspective advocates (Allen, 1978).

Secondly, the ethnicity-based perspective does not
adequately address the issue of racial stratification and
how this factor affects minority families (Baca Zinn, 1990).
The assimilation/modernization framework has not been proven
to be correct in its view that a minority group’s
assimilation into the dominant culture leads to the equal
distribution of socioceconomic and political resources (Baca
Zinn, 1990). An explanation for this failure is that Park,
who laid the foundation for this framework, based his
beliefs on European, white immigrants who lay outside the
experience of those identified as racial minorities: Afro-

Americans, Latin Americans, Native Americans and Asian

Americans. As Omi and Winant further note,
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The continuity of experience embodied in the

application of the terms of ethnicity theory to both

groups - to European immigrants and racial minorities -
was not established; indeed it tended to rest on what

we have labeled the immigrant analogy (1986:16).

This can also be seen in the fact that Frazier and
Moynihan’s belief that as Blacks assimilated and adopted a
modern family form they would advance socioeconomically has
not been proven to be true (Coner-Edwards and Spurlock,
1988; Updegrave, 1989).

The third criticism is that this perspective’s
categorization of the mainstream’s family pattern and its
processes as normative demands that ‘any deviation from this
pattern be given a negative value judgment (Dodson, 1988).
This has resulted in the categorization of minority families
as either deviant, dysfunctional, deficient, or unstable
(Farley and Allen, 1987; Baca Zinn, 1990b). This
categorization has primarily been used to describe the
American Black family (Baca Zinn and Eitzen, 1990; Adams,
1978), but it has also been used to describe other minority
families as well. A negative model of the family has also
been used to characterize Chicano families (Baca Zinn and
Eitzen, 1990). Miguel Montiel calls this the social science
"myth of the Mexican-American family." The three
characteristics of the Mexican-American family that caused
this approach were fatalism, patriarchy, and familism

(1978:71; Becerra, 1988). The results of this

characterization have had some major effects on the race as
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"Cultural differences were thus treated as cultural
deficiencies and were considered the reason Chicanos are
disproportionately found in subordinate positions in
society" (Baca Zinn and Eitzen, 1990:72). Another minority
family that has also been categorized by this negative model
is the Native American family (John, 1988).

The categorization of minority family patterns as
culturally deviant has been refuted by many scholars who
have argued that alternative family patterns are responses
to, but not responsible for the social location of
minorities. These differences in family patterns have come
to be viewed as survival strategies in light of conditions
of racial inequality and poverty (Baca Zinn 1990b;
Billingsley 1968; Gutman 1976; Ladner 1971; Stack 1974).

The final criticism is that the studies, and therefore
the findings, of Frazier, Moynihan and others of this
perspective focus on the poor Black family. The adaptations
that these lower-class families implement for survival are
then compared to middle-class White families that leads to
these poorer families being characterized as dysfunctional
and damaging. This approach reveals an intentional
researcher bias since these poor families cannot be expected
to resemble the White middle-class family. The results from
such a study are, therefore, more appropriate for making a
case that blames the victim for his/her situation instead of

addressing the discriminatory nature of the social structure
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(Staples, 1971; 1985).

The second theoretical perspective in the study of
minority families is the social system theory. A system is
defined as two or more social actors (institutions, things,
organisms) engaged in a moderately stable interaction,
within a delineated environment, which exists to fulfill a
certain goal or function (Billingsley, 1968:4; Abercrombie
et al., 1984). The prototypic analysis of Black family life
within the social system framework was accomplished by
Andrew Billingsley in his work Black Familieg in White
America (1968). In this work he sums up his theoretical
basis by stating,

Theoretically, we urge that the Negro family might

appropriately be viewed as a social system inextricably

bound up with and heavily influenced by the major
institutions of the larger society. At the same time we
argue that Negro families would function much more
productively if the Negro experience were more
adequately reflected in the dominant values and

programs of the larger society (3).

Billingsley’s work clearly challenged the thesis that
the Black family was deviant and pathological. He argued
that the principal subsystems of the larger society that
directly influenced Black family life must be noted for
their impact on these families. These forces of the broader
social network he identified as the values, the political,
the economic, the educational, the health, and the
communication subsystems. These subsystems affect both the

variety and dynamic quality of family structures, and

determine the extent to which families are able to function
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in meeting the needs of their various members (Billingsley,
1968:4,32).

On this basis Billingsley argued that the structures
and processes of Black families directly result from
adaptive reactions to the severe socioeconomic hardships
that threaten their existence (1968:145; Allen, 1978:119).
The ability of this perspective to highlight the
"instrumental realm issues" that affect the Black family is
probably its greatest strength. These issues include such
concerns as the effect that institutional racism has on the
quality of life of African-Americans (Coner-Edwards,
1988:39; Jenkins, 1988:116). This perspective is important
in respect to this issue because it mandates that the
researcher not only focus on the Black family, but also on
the institutional structures that have worked to marginalize
these families (Staples, 1971).

Other scholars who used and expanded upon this theory
were quite numerous. Scanzoni (1971), along with
Billingsley, argued that those who categorized the Black
family as deviant and pathological did not take into
consideration the effect that different contexts and values
had on the structure and processes of Black families. Stack
(1974) identified the adaptive nature of many lower class
Black families by noting the important role that friend and
kin networks played in the survival strategy of Black

families. This point was also noted in the works of Hays and
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Mindel (1973), Hill (1971), and Aschenbrenner (1978).

The social system view was very popular during the
early 1960’s and the mid-1970’'s since it was the primary
perspective to hold when attacking the position of Frazier-
Moynihan. The view’s prominence has diminished since the
position of Frazier-Moynihan decreased in popularity in the
1980’'s (Adams, 1978; Farley and Allen, 1987). Through the
years there have been other important works that attacked
the "deviant" characterization of the Black family. These
works attempted to show that either the information that was
used was inaccurate, or that a different view of the Black
family should be taken. The authors include: Gutman (1976)
who revealed that even during slavery Blacks often found
ways of organizing stable and supportive family contexts for
themselves and their children; and Wilson (1978, 1987), who
argued that the present growth of Black female-headed
households is caused by the inability of many Black males to
obtain stable employment, and the resultant decrease in the
pool of marriageable Black males.

There are various criticisms that can be lodged against
the social system approach to studying minority families.
The first is that it is rooted in a structural-functionalist
perspective of the principles of family organization.
Consequently, the approach suffers the same deficiencies as
the assimilation/modernization ethnicity-based theory. The

second is that the theory’s emphasis on the ability of Black
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families to adapt to the tremendous pressures of the social
structure can be overestimated (Allen, 1978). This can have
detrimental consequences, especially when research findings
espousing this viewpoint are taken as the basis for social
policy.

The third theoretical underpinning of studies of
minority families is the view that their patterns and
processes are culturally unique and valid (Staples, 1971;
Allen, 1978; Adams, 1978; Farley and Allen, 1987). This
categorization represents the view of scholars that the
family form of a minority group is inherently different from
the mainstream family pattern. The primary reason for this
difference is the uniqueness of the minority group’s
culture.

One of the primary developers of this perspective is
Robert Staples. Staples argues that to accurately examine
Black family patterns and processes, a researcher must not
only analyze the socioeconomic factors that impact it, but
must also analyze the distinctive family life style of the
Black subculture. In analyzing this subculture’s life style,
a researcher must examine its unique values, norms,
sanctions, etc. (1971:126). Staples argued that when
socioeconomic status is controlled, the distinctiveness of
the Black family is still very evident on the basis of its
cultural uniqueness. Therefore, this family form should be

viewed as valid and not deviant.
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Staples leveled much of the blame for the
categorization of the African-American family as
dysfunctional and deviant on the "equilibfium models" of the
discipline of sociology. He describes this flaw stating,

What this means is that the traditional approach to the

study of black family life has been to define the

consequence of their family behavior on the basis of
standards of the white community, and not only the
white community in general, but white, middle-class
people in particular. Rather than using a more
objective approach and accepting the fact that black
families are different and one must understand the way
in which they live and try to understand their values
and standards--other values and standards--white values
and standards have been imposed on the study of black
family life. The result has been that the black family
continues to be defined as a pathological unit whose
unique way of functioning sustains the conditions of

its oppression (1971:133).

Staples also cites the discipline’s tendency to focus
on the most deprived segment of the Black population and to
then make sweeping generalizations about the race’s
pathological nature (1985:8, 113-114).

Other major forces in the development of this
perspective were two developments that occurred within the
Black community. The first was a concern about the origins
of Blacks in America, and a desire of the community to learn
about its African identity. The second, was the community’s
concern with its contemporary ethnic identity (1985:176). To
give validity to this position studies were undertaken to
show the link between the family pattern of Africans and
American Blacks. This group of Black scholars has been

categorized as a part of the "Africanist" school (McAdoo
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1988:9) . Such scholars, as historian Benjamin Quarles
(1964), and sociologist Robert Staples (1971, 1976) and
Niara Sudarska (1980), wrote to highlight the similarities
of the extended family structure in both African and
American Black family patterns (Adams 1978; and McAdoo
1988) .

The perspective that the patterns and processes of
minority families are both unique and valid differs from the
social system perspective in a very important way. The first
is that this view sees the Black family as unique because of
its cultural history alone. The adaptation that this family
makes has only enhanced this uniqueness, not created it. The
social system perspective places a greater emphasis on the
adaptations that have occurred because of the interaction
that takes place within the overall social system. Secondly,
those who hold this view take issue with the degree to which
the social system theory ties the minority family into the
values of the broader social system. The minority family
must be judged by its own standards and not by the standards
of White mainstream society. Any one researcher who attempts
to study the Black family must approach the task with full
objectivity (Staples, 1971; Billingsley, 1968).

Other scholars who would hold to this viewpoint that
minority family patterns are both culturally unique and
valid are: Reynolds Farley and Walter Allen (1987); Charles

Willie (1981); Niara Sudarska (1980); Bert Adams (1978) ;
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Harry Kitano (1988); Juan Gonzales (1985); and Robert John
(1988) .

There are a few criticisms that can be raised against
this perspective. The first is that although the position
allows the researcher to appreciate the values of the family
being studied, it can cause the researcher to overlook
"factual deficiencies" in a minority family because it
serves a functional purpose (Allen, 1978:126; McAdoo,
1988:9). The second is the danger that many researchers will
not bé able to use this framework since they must be able to
eliminate normative, and often bias, sociological
assumptions while retaining their analytic skills (Allen,
1978; Staples, 1971).

An Overview of Research on Female Headed Households:

An area that also has much literature relevant to this
study is the female headed family. This body of literature
has noted the rapid increase in households headed by
nonmarried women in American society. In general, women now
head 60% of single person households in the United States.
They head 28% of America’s 91 million households, which is
nearly twice the 15% share of households headed by men.
Female-headed families with children under 18 years of age
account for just 25% of all female-headed households.
Another 12% of all female-headed households include adult
children, and 5% include relatives other than children.

These three types of families make up 42% of all female-
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headed households. Women who live alone account for 52% of
female-headed households, and the other 6% live with an
unrelated person or a roommate (Crispell, 1989). The primary
reasons for the growth of this household structure vary by
race in respect to Whites and Blacks. For Whites the major
cause of growth has been the increase in women’s employment
opportunities. For blacks it has been a decrease in male
employment (McLanahan et al., 1987).

More specifically for this study, the last three
decades have seen mother-only families become increasingly
common. Since 1960, when only about 7% of the families in
America were female-headed households, the prevalence of
these households has increased to the point that in 1985
over 21% of the families in America were female-headed
households (MclLanahan and Garfinkel, 1989; MclLanahan and
Booth, 1989). At the end of that decade it was noted that
86% of single-parent families were headed by women, and that
single-parent families accounted for 27% of all households
with children under the age of 18 years old (Crispell, 1989;
Jayakody, 1993). Largely, single-parent families are headed
by women under age 45 as 77% of these householders are 25 to
44 years old (Crispell, 1989). The needs of these two groups
of women vary by age. For younger single mothers the primary
needs are child care, affordable housing, and shopping
convenience. For the older mothers, who don’t always have

someone living at home with them, their primary needs
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include health care, companionship, and assistance with
household chores (Crispell, 1989).

A significant variable in determining the types of
households headed by women, and the growth and economic
condition of female-headed families is race. In respect to
types of households, the effect of race is very evident. For
example, whereas two-thirds of the African-American and
Hispanic households headed by women are families, only 36%
of such families are headed by White females (Crispell,
1989). It also needs to be noted that the growth of mother-
only families has been most prevalent among African-
Americans. In the period between 1970 and 1988, the
proportion of one-parent families increased from 8.9 to
18.1% among Whites and 33.0 to 55.6% among African-
Americans. In light of this stark comparison, Black children
are significantly more likely to live with their mothers
only than are White and Hispanic children. Whereas only 19%
of white children and 30% of Hispanic children reside in
households headed by their mothers, the proportion among
black children is an astonishing 54% (Jayakody, 1993). This
large increase in the numbers of mother-only families,
especially among African-Americans, strongly supports the
view that over half of all children born since 1975 will
spend some time in such a family before reaching age 18
(Bumpass, 1984). Although 45% of all White children will

have this experience, this percentage is not comparable to
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the 85% of all Black children who will have this experience
(McLanahan and Garfinkel, 1989). Still, it should be noted
that although the actual numerical increase of female-headed
households is greater among Blacks, the rate of increase is
greater among Whites. This statistic clearly reveals the
relevance of this trend to both Blacks and Whites. As
McLanahan and Garfinkel conclude "Clearly, the mother-only
family will have a profound effect on the next generation of
Americans" (1989:93). Unfortunately, the high rate of women,
and families headed by women in poverty sound an alarm of
concern in respect to this trend.

The role gender has to play in the plight of single
mothers is, unfortunately, very evident. In 1987 both the
earnings and welfare figures reveal that single mothers are
weakly attached to the labor force, and that 56% of these
women will be dependent on welfare for ten years or more
(McLanahan and Garfinkel, 1989). It is estimated that the
income of single mothers and their children is only 67% of
their predivorce income one year after divorce. This is in
stark contrast to the income of divorced men who receive 90%
of their predivorce income (McLanahan and Booth, 1989;
Jaynes and Williams, 1989). The three determinants of these
low incomes in mother-only families are: the inability to
gain inexpensive child care that limits employment for the
mother to earn much money; the nonresidential father’s lack

of child support; and the small benefits the state provides
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(McLanahan and Booth, 1989; Jaynes and Williams, 1989). In
respect to their economic condition, though, the Black
female parent faces her own set of unique difficulties.
While the median income in 1987 for families headed by White
females was $17,000, the median income for Black females who
headed families was only $9,700 (Crispell, 1989). In 1989,
47% percent of families headed by Black females were below
the poverty level. Close to three quarters (73%) of all poor
Black families were headed by Black females. This is in
stark contrast to 25% of families headed by white females,
and 12% of Black families headed by a married couple
(Jayakody et al., 1993). In comparison to young White
female-headed households, young Black female-headed
households enter poverty at a higher rate and have longer
average spells in poverty (Kniesner et al., 1986). Because
of the dire economic situation of hother-only families, they
are considered to be a growing aspect of the urban
underclass. There is also evidence that there are long-term
economic and social mobility consequences for children from
these families (Wilson, 1978; McLanahan and Garfinkel, 1989;
McLanahan et al., 1987; Jayakody et al., 1993).

The absence of fathers has been hypothesized to be a
key causal factor in the low economic attainments of female-
headed households (McLanahan, 1985). A major reason for this
viewpoint is the social science’s use of the normative

nuclear family pattern as a standard by which all other
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family structures are evaluated. This perspective thereby
mandates that other forms of family structure be rejected.
The peculiar role of Black women in the Black family did not
allow these scholars to view this adaptation as a sign of
resiliency, but as a sign of weakness (Staples, 1971).
Although some of these scholars noted the adaptive nature of
this family structure, the Black female-headed family has
nonetheless been traditionally viewed in sociology as the
cause of much of the problems facing African-Americans
today. The large representation of Black women among the
poor is viewed as a result of this destructive cultural
trend. One of the primary figures, if not the primary
figure, in identifying African-American female-headed
households with the dire economic conditions of the Black
race was Daniel Patrick Moynihan. In his influential work
The Negro Family: The Case for National Action (1965),
Moynihan expressed the ideology that racialized Black
female-headed families as the causal feature of poverty
among African-Americans. Using W. E. Burghardt Du Bois’
(1969) and E. Franklin Frazier’s (1948) discussion of the
Black matriarch, Moynihan highlighted the dominant nature of
Black women as a major reason for the growth of this family
structure. The dominant nature of the Black woman was also
credited by Moynihan as causing the present problems of the
race, including "poverty and deprivation" (Hill Collins,

1990). By its prominence in inspiring contemporary theory
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and research this family structure was clearly viewed as the
reason for the race’s situation in the eyes of policy makers
and social science scholars (Staples, 1971).

In the decades following Moynihan’s work, the concept
of the "underclass" became the contemporary tool for
analyzing, categorizing, and dealing with poverty in America
(Marks, 1991). Still, the emphasis continued to be placed on
female-headed households as the major characteristic of,
even reason for, this new and indigent population (Auletta,
1982; Lemann, 1986; McLanahan and Garfinkel, 1989; Marks,
1991; Baca Zinn, 1989). Charles Murray (1984) went as far as
suggesting that the solution to the growth of female-headed
households might be to more drastically cut federal
assistance and support systems (Murray, 1986).

A primary theorist of the Black underclass ,and the
role of female-headed households within this population is
William J. Wilson (1978). Wilson argued that the growth of
this family structure was a clear indication of the
inability of Black males to gain employment. He
substantiated his position by citing the relationship
between unemployment and marital instability (1987). Wilson
asserted that this family structure was the result of, and
not the reason for the dire economic conditions of urban
Blacks. Although emphasizing the structural explanation for
poverty’s growth among Blacks, Wilson encouraged the

perception that the growth of female-headed households was a
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clear sign that lower-class Blacks needed to be in contact
with middle-class Blacks. This contact was considered a
means by which lower-class Blacks could improve their family
patterns and economic conditions (1987).

One way of thinking about female headed households is
captured in the concept of "the feminization of poverty." A
succinct definition of this term is that it designates a
growing trend in the disproportionate representation of
women and female-headed households among the poor (Pierce,
1987; Hartmann, 1989; McLanahan and Garfinkel, 1989). The
factors that are commonly identified as determinants of low
income in female headed households are: the pay
differentiation between men and women; the existence of only
one wage earner in the family; and the lack of child support
by the nonresidential father (Pearce and McAdoo, 1981;
Nelson, 1984; McLanahan and Booth, 1989; Garfinkel and
McLanahan, 1985).

The public policies that have been proposed to address
the needs of this family type have varied. Various welfare
programs were implemented to meet the needs of these
families, but concerns were raised that these programs were
undermining the labor force attachment of poor single
mothers (Danzinger et al., 1982; McLanahan et al., 1987;
McLanahan and Garfinkel, 1989). More recent policies have
emphasized strengthening the ties of these women to the work

force and loosening their dependence on government
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assistance. This has resulted in reduced levels of benefits
and work requirement legislation for single mothers
(McLanahan et al., 1987; McLanahan and Garfinkel, 1989).

In reference to policies designed to correct the
socioeconomic situation of women and female-headed
households, an important work is the critical essay of Diana
Pearce (1987). This work highlights the fact that public
policies are most effective when tuned to meet the specific
character of the group (e.g., the aged poor) whose needs are
being addressed. The policies that are being applied to
address the economic conditions of female-headed households
were designed to implicitly and explicitly meet the needs of
males and not the needs of females. This is evident in the
fact that these policies assume that a job will solve the
poverty problem for every person in poverty. She identifies
two factors that distinguish women/mothers’ poverty from
that of men and the elderly. The first, is that poor
women/mothers bear the economic burden of their children
alone. Census Bureau data states that less than half of
absent parents, mostly fathers, pay child support, and less
than half of those pay the full amount. The second are the
lower wages women receive in the labor market in comparison
to men. Pearce concludes her work by suggesting various
policies that can better meet the needs of these families.
With such present policy approaches, though, it is no wonder

that many feminists have preferred the phrase "the
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pauperization of women" to the "feminization of poverty"
(Hartmann, 1989:159; McLanahan and Garfinkel, 1989).

An Overview of Research on Support Networks:

There are five aspects of social support that need to
be considered in this literature review. The first is a
general discussion of social support networks; the second is
the impact social support networks have on female headed
households; the third is the role of social support networks
in minority families; and the fourth is the role of social
support networks in Black families.

The first area is a general discussion of social
support networks. The use of the term support network has
come to refer to the existence of an organized number of
individuals who are united in a social relationship. This
social relationship obligates them to provide and to receive
assistance from one another (Stack, 1974; House et al.,
1988; Taylor and Chatters, 1988). The use of the term
support denotes reassuring qualities in social relationships
that provide health promoting or stress buffering needs. The
channels by which these beneficial needs are provided are
instrumental aid, emotional caring or concern, and
information relevant to self-evaluation (House, 1983; House
et al., 1988).

There are three forms of support that have been
identified. The first form of support is emotional support.

"Emotional Support" is the provision of information and/or
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companionship that bolsters an individual’s self-evaluation
in the midst of stressful situations. Examples of such
support are: visiting, companionship, comfort, personal
advice, counsel. This form of support seems to be the most
important type of support and involves the provision of
empathy, caring, love, and trust. When individuals think of
others being supportive of them they are usually referring
to emotional support (House, 1983; McLanahan et al., 1981;
Taylor, 1986). The second form of support has been
identified as material support. "Material Support" is
defined as instrumental behavior that directly helps an
individual in need. Examples of such support are the
provision of: food, money, transportation, personal loans,
bill payments, child care, the running of errands, and
assistance with small purchases (House, 1983; Taylor, 1986).
The third type of support is cognitive support. "Cognitive
Support" is the transmission of information that provides an
individual with knowledge that can then be used to help
him/her cope with personal and situational problems (House,
1983; Taylor, 1986). This differs from material support in
that only information is communicated that the individual
then uses to help him/herself.

Although most researchers have depicted social support
as having a uniformly positive effect on an individual’s
well-being, a growing number of researchers suggest that

this may not be true (Belle, 1982; Thompson and Peebles-
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Wilkins, 1992). Stack (1974) noted the negative pressures a
woman’s social support network placed upon her when she
married. Thompson and Peebles-Wilkins (1992) found that
support networks have both stress-reducing and stress-
producing qualities. Strauss (1980) found that family
violence is more common among couples who have many
neighbors living in close proximity to them, in comparison
to those couples who were geographically isolated from
relatives. A low incidence of abusive and violent behavior
in African-American families have been related to network
embeddedness (Hill, 1986; Uzzell and Peebles-Wilkins, 1989).
Researchers have also shown that weak associations within an
individual’s social network is very important in providing
material and informational assets (Granovetter, 1973;
Zippay, 1990-1991).

A second area contributing important literature for
this study is the role that support and support networks
have in improving the situation of single mothers. It has
been noted that there are various sources of stress for
single mothers. Poverty and economic instability are the two
major sources of stress in female headed households. Various
studies have shown that social support has been a major
factor in allowing individuals to deal with stress. Studies
have shown that a Black adult’s satisfaction with his/her
support network benefits their psychological and emotional

well-being. Many of these individuals were found to have
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their self-esteem and personal respect intensified (Hughes
and Demo, 1989). Satisfaction with social support from
family and friends was also found to reduce distress in the
midst of employment and unemployment pressures (Brown and
Gary, 1988; Angel and Tienda, 1982). The role of social
support has been shown to be a very important survival
strategy for poor single mothers who are living in urban
areas (Stack, 1974; Kotlowitz, 1991; MclLanahan and Booth,
1989).

The third area contributing relevant literature is
social support networks in minority families. Research has
shown that Mexican Americans have a high amount of
interaction with their social networks. It has been shown
that Mexican Americans are surrounded by large amounts of
their family and kin, and that they frequently participate
in large kin networks (Vega, 1990; Mindel, 1980). The
Mexican American support network has also been categorized
as supplying more emotional support than material support
(Mindel, 1980; Wagner and Schaffer, 1980; Baca Zinn,
1982/83). In comparison to Anglos and African-Americans,
Mexican Americans have the highest extent of extended
familism (Mindel, 1980; Wagner and Schaffer, 1980). African-
Americans have been found to have the next greatest
evaluation and utilization of the extended kin system.
Although African-Americans have been identified as having

smaller families than Mexican Americans and Anglos, their
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kin network has still been noted to be a very important
source of material support (Hays and Mindel, 1973; Mindel,
1980) . Anglos, on the other hand, have been found to
evaluate and to depend on kin the least for aid and other
kinship support (Hays and Mindel, 1973; Mindel, 1980).

The fourth area of literature that has bearing on this
study is the importance of informal social support networks
as a source of assistance to Black urban families. This body
of literature has noted that important sources of support
are friends, church members, and extended family. Various
ethnographic studies have contributed much information on
the functioning of informal social support networks among
African-Americans (Stack, 1974; Shimkin et al., 1978;
Kotlowitz, 1991). The patterns of this informal assistance
are based on long term reciprocal bonds of exchange that
have developed over the life of the network’s members.
Church members have also been shown to be a very important
source of social support for African-Americans (DuBois,
1907; Frazier, 1974:41; Taylor and Chatters, 1988; Taylor et
al., 1990). The important role of the extended family in
providing support has been highlighted in studies of various
minorities (Angel and Tienda, 1972; Hofferth, 1984).
African-Americans have been shown to use their kin in a more
instrumental way, what can be described as a reciprocal aid-
and-support system, than Mexican Americans and Anglos

(Mindel, 1980). These sources of support should, therefore,
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be viewed as intricate components of an adaptive network
that has been developed for the benefit of inner-city Blacks
(Stack, 1974). They are very important to urban Blacks
because they have allowed this marginalized group to survive
the adversity of urban poverty. These support sources have
accomplished this by being the means through which
financial, service, and emotional support is obtained
(Oliver, 1988; Hays and Mindel, 1973; Taylor, 1986).

The fifth area of the social support literature that
has bearing on this study is its identification of seven
factors that determine the receipt of social support by
mother-only families. The first is the race of the single
mother. Racial comparisons reveal that the Black extended
family plays a greater role in the lives of mother-only
families than their White counterparts (Taylor, 1986; Taylor
et al., 1990; Hays and Mindel, 1973). The importance of
extended family support has been noted in the Black
community where Black adults have heightened self-esteem and
personal efficacy when they have supportive family and
friendship relations (Taylor et al., 1990). Hofferth (1984)
argues that since Black mother-only families receive less
monetary support from their kin networks they do not benefit
from these networks as much as White mother-only families.
Although Hofferth is correct that the monetary support Black
female-headed households receive from their kin-networks is

very limited, research by Stack (1974), Taylor (1986),
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Jayakody et al. (1990) and others have highlighted the fact
that these networks must not be judged solely on their
monetary assistance. These studies revealed that these kin
networks are still very valuable to Black female-headed
households through the variety of ways by which they provide
support. Studies have also shown that in comparison to White
grandparents, the role of Black grandparents in the lives of
single mothers is far more active (Cherlin and Furstenberg,
1986; Taylor et al., 1990). The active role of African-
American grandparents might be attributable to either
cultural norms or economic adaptations (Taylor et al.,
1990) . The second factor that is important in determining
the receipt of support by single mothers is the age of their
children. This issue is significant in light of many studies
that reveal the relationship children’s age has on the
receipt of social support. It has been noted that a woman is
at her greatest risk for demoralization, depression,
frustration, and dysphoria when she is providing support to
a child while receiving only inconsistent support in return
(Belle, 1982). It has also been shown that when a low income
mother suffers from depression she is unable to provide the
emotional support the child needs (Belle, 1982). Another
factor relating to the age of a child is in relation to the
provision of support by the father of the child. It has been
shown that the younger the age of a child, the greater

involvement that child receives from others, including the
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child’s father (Taylor, 1986; Danzinger et al., 1990;
Sullivan, 1989; Anderson, 1987). Finally, it has been shown
in general that as individuals grow older they receive less
support (Taylor, 1986).

The third factor is the number of children. This issue
is significant in light of various studies that show a
relationship between the number of children and the quality
of social support received. Various studies have found a
relationship between the number of children and the quantity
of social support received. Hofferth (1984) shows that the
amount of children is clearly related to the amount of
support obtained. Extended family is much more likely to
play an important role in the socialization of children
depending on the number of children within a family (Hays
and Mindel, 1973). The number of children has also been
shown to be related to the strength of kin ties for several
reasons. First, children are often the foci of kin
relationships, and are the recipients of gifts. Secondly,
the support of children is often the reason for exchange of
items between kin. Finally, the number of children often
decides a family’s living standards and is, therefore, a
determinant of a family'’s socioeconomic condition. The
lowering of the family'’s socioeconomic condition further
necessitates the need for further support (Hofferth,
1984:793).

The fourth factor is the proximity of family members.
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The important role of extended families has been evident in
many studies examining their benefits to single mothers. It
has been shown that the assistance extended families give to
adolescent mothers has a positive effect on their parenting
skills, the development of their offspring, their
educational accomplishments, and their economic achievement
(Taylor et al., 1990). The importance of this support has
also been noted in the Black community where Black adults
have heightened self-esteem and personal efficacy when they
have supportive family and friendship relations (Taylor et
al., 1990). An important influence on kin networks is the
availability and proximity of kin, since a desire to
maintain relationships is futile without the availability of
kin (Hofferth, 1984). Findings show that familial
relationships, proximity of relatives, and family contact
all play an intrinsic role in the informal social support
networks of Blacks. These factors were also shown to be
related to the probability of receiving support (Blauner and
Wellman, 1973; Taylor, 1986; Taylor, 1990). It has also been
noted that family contact is a more important factor in
receiving support than satisfaction with one’s family
(Taylor, 1986; 1990). An important influence on kin network
is the availability and proximity of kin, since a desire to
maintain relationships is futile without the availability of
kin (Hofferth, 1984). It should also be noted that of the

family variables examined by Taylor (1986) proximity of
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immediate family is of lesser importance than other factors
(especially proximity of relatives) in predicting the
reception of support.

The fifth factor is the role the age of the father of
the child(ren) has on the quantity and quality of support
that is received. There is much interest in the involvement
males have in teen pregnancy in general, and specifically in
relation to teen pregnancy in the Black community (Harrison,
1981; Conner, 1988). A particular emphasis has been the
difference between older and younger males. Various studies
have focussed on this comparison. Younger males were shown
to have more involvement with their children than older
males (Danzinger et al., 1990; Taylor, 1990). Younger males
were concerned about the future of their children and the
mother who bore them. On the other hand they were shown to
have unrealistic views about parenthood (Harrison, 1981).
Children are viewed by young males as being greater personal
and social assets than they are by young females. These
young males believe that having children will furnish them
with more approval from others (Thompson, 1980).

The sixth factor is the effect religious affiliation
has on the quantity of support that is received by single
mothers. Church membership has been found to be an important
source of support for Blacks (Taylor et al., 1990:999;
Frazier, 1974). Its importance has been heavily based on the

fact that it provides the bond through which individual acts
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of support are extended. Individuals with high scores in
referénce to the religious involvement variables (church
membership, frequent attendance, and a high degree of
subjective religiosity) are more likely to receive support
from church members in comparison to those who don’t have as
high scores. These variables are important indicators for
social involvement and integration within the church (Taylor
and Chatters, 1988). Studies have also noted that gender,
age, and marital statuses are significantly related to
receiving support. Men are more likely to receive support
than women; younger individuals are more likely to receive
support than their older counterparts; and married
individuals are more likely to receive support than divorced
individuals (Taylor and Chatters, 1988). Although church
membership is an important position in the provision of
support for Blacks, religiosity has not been found to be
related to the sexual activity of Black females (Chilman,
1983). In light of these issues it is important that the
role that church membership plays in the receipt of social
support be considered. The seventh factor is the age of the
single mother. There are two reasons why the age of the
single mother should be noted as explaining variations in
support. The first explanation is based on the perspective
that changes within the Black community have negatively
effected the kin networks within these communities. Because

of the severity of urban poverty and the increased
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segregation by social class within the Black community, the
informal support networks of African-Americans have
degenerated (Martin and Martin, 1985; Wilson, 1987; Hogan et
al., 1990). As a result, younger single mothers are less
likely to have strong relationships with extended kin
networks, which were significant support sources for older
single mothers (Stack, 1974). The second explanation
afforded us by using age is based on the belief that
intergenerational teenage motherhood has negatively affected
younger mothers’ reception of support. The perspective is
that the mothers of these young single mothers are young
themselves, which raises the likelihood that they have young
children to care for. For this reason, it has been
conjectured that these mothers do not take on traditional
surrogate mother roles, which has been common in the Black
community (Frazier, 1948; Tinsley and Parke, 1984). Such
traditional responsibilities as providing child care have
not been fulfilled because these young grandmothers devote
most of their time to the raising of their own children
(Frazier, 1948; Ladner and Gourdine, 1984; Tinsley and
Parke, 1984; Burton, 1990). As a result of this
intergenerational phenomenon, a primary aspect of the kin
support networks, grandmothers (Stack, 1974), may not be
functioning for young mother-only families.

From this review of the literature I have identified a

group of important issues that will be noted in the study.
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First, a determination of the effect the younger ages of
single mothers have on their ability to establish and gain
support. I will especially note the ability of these younger
mothers to gain support from the social networks from which
their parents gained support. This is very significant
considering that many of these younger women are second
generation single mothers. Studies have not examined the
effect age has on the ability of single mothers to recruit
support from the three important support sources examined in
this study. With the present socioceconomic conditions that
confront families, and the friend networks assisting these
families, it is possible that these sources of assistance
cannot provide the support they once did. The second issue
is the role that the migration of middle class Blacks has
had on the ability of social support sources to be able to
provide support to these urban single mothers.

An Overview of Research on the Urban Underclass:

The subject of this section of the dissertation is one
of the most hotly debated concepts in the study of poverty
today---the underclass. The term "underclass" was coined by
Gunnar Myrdal in his 1962 book Challenge to Affluence? to
designate an economically marginalized group of people
within society (Auletta, 1982; Gans, 1990). Myrdal’s
definition of the concept was also revealed in his usage of
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