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ABSTRACT
THE EFFECTS OF RACIAL ISSUES ON BLACK COUPLE RELATIONSHIPS
By

Shalonda Kelly

Black couples are marrying less and divorcing more than in
previous years. While racial group has been linked to
relationship outcomes for Black couples, few have investigated how
Blacks’ views of racial issues impact their couple relationships.
Accordingly, this study tested a model proposing that Afrocentric
persons who were also spiritual and bicultural would have positive
individual and couple outcomes, whereas Afrocentric persons who
held high stereotypes, immersion racial identity attitudes, anger,
and irrational relationship beliefs would have poor individual and
couple outcomes. Ninety-three married and 19 seriously dating
Black couples completed questionnaires measuring these constructs.
Using regressions, the results showed partial support for the
proposed interaction effects of Afrocentricity with negative
stereotypes, immersion attitudes and anger, particularly for the
married couples. Further, gender differences implied that
Afrocentricity was more problematic for the men. Findings were
moderated by socioeconomic status (SES), such that at higher SES
levels the predictors tended to be related to better relationship
outcomes. Future studies need to refine current race-related

models and test these models on larger, more diverse samples.
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INTRODUCTION

Families are considered as the major socialization agents of
any society, and the fact that Blacks comprise approximately 12%
of the American population makes their couple and family
relationships a significant sub-population to study. However,
ample evidence indicates that there is a dearth of research on
both Black couples and families (e.g. Johnson, 1988). In regards
to couple relationships, the scant research that has been done
involving Black marriages and divorces indicates that Black couple
relationships are doing poorly as compared to those of Whites
(e.g. Benett, Bloom & Craig, 1989). This indicates a strong need
to determine factors that inhibit the creation and maintenance of
stable Black families.

Some researchers have noted that Black couples suffer from
some of the same problems as all couples (e.g. Oggins, Veroff &
Leber, 1993), as well as several other factors germane to Blacks
in particular. This literature largely takes a historical
perspective (Edsall & Edsall, 1991; Lawson & ihompson, 1994), and
shows the value of examining Black couples separate from Whites,
in order té investigate the rich variation in their feelings,
thoughts, and behaviors. Studies of Black couple relationships
also have yielded a partial picture of the experiences and
problems common to these relationships. Yet while some of

1
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these studies implicate racial issues as being of particular
concern within Black couples, few researchers have begun the task
of outlining the meaning of race in the lives of Black couples,
and how it impacts their relationships (e.g. Taylor & Zhang,
1990) . Thus, this study seeks to understand the meaning of
Afrocentricity, an important race-related variable, in the lives
of Black couples, by examining its relationship to other racial,
spiritual, and relationship beliefs. This study will investigate
how Afrocentricity’s relationship to these beliefs is associated
with personal adjustment and couple outcomes. In addition,
demographic factors will be examined to determine their effects on

the above relationships.

Black Couple Issues and the Contemporary Literature

There has been a general neglect of Black couples and
families in the marital and family literature. In reviewing the
3,547 empirical family studies published in thirteen journals from
1965-1978, Johnson (1988) found that articles on Black families
represented only .03% (107) of those studies. Excluding the
Journal of Marriage and the Family and the Journal of Comparative
Family Studies, which respectively published 4.9% and 6.0% of
their articles on Black families, 57% of the empirical Black

family studies were written in Black journals. Since Black
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journals represent a very small portion of the literature base, it
seems that until now, Black families are rarely studied. As a
result, issues that are uniquely important to Black families, such
as stability in Black couple relationships, are not being
investigated.

In addition, a search in the Psych-Info database reveals that
for the more recent twelve year span from 1986-1998, there are
only 286 article abstracts that can be found from a search using
the following keyword phrases: “(Black or African adj American)
and (couples or dyad or marri? or mari?) .” Moreover, many
abstracts found from this search focused primarily on topics
thought to be problems in the Black community. The problems
focused upon include gender roles and division of labor, as well
as demographic variables and their impact on Black couples. Also
included were developmental processes, such as teen pregnancy, the
timing of marriage, birth, and divorce within Black couple
relationships. Since this search was designed to be over- rather
than under-inclusive, the results of the search revealed that
sixty-six (23%) of the articles investigated neither race nor
couple relationships, or else they discussed them only
tangentially. Seventeen (6%) of the papers focused almost
exclusively on couple issues, with little or no inclusion of race,

and ten (3%) of the 286 papers in this search focused upon
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interracial couples, rather than Black couple relationships.

While the vast majority of the papers included race and racial
issues as their primary focus, 107 of them (37% of the total) had
little or no discussion of couples. However, eighty-six (30%) of
the articles did investigate Black couples to a significant
degree, though twenty-four (28%) of these were dissertations.
Egcluding the dissertations, fifty (72%) of the eighty-six papers
made extensive comparisons between Black and White couple
relationships, or even described Black couple relationships
without making comparisons with other racial groups. However, in
these cases, race was discussed as a demographic factor, and the
abstracts did not investigate race as an issue. In fact, only ten
(4%) of all of the papers examined the impact of racial issues on
Black couple relationships.

It must be noted that no matter what their race, every couple
deals with many of the same issues, such as commitment, trust, and
happiness. Because these common issues are germane to all
couples, both Black and non-Black couples face similar challenges.
For example, the predictors of marital happiness are largely the
same for both Black and White couples (Oggins et al., 1993), and
so if couples of either race have problems with a common marital
issue such as managing conflict constructively, then they will

have problems in their relationship. However, Black couples have






historically had unique experiences, and the way that they are
perceived by society is different than the way the average White
American 1is perceived (Erikson, 1950). Not only do they have
different experiences than Whites, but as a group, they also
perceive and respond differently than Whites to various
situations. Thus, due to a combination of factors, Blacks often
find themselves disproportionately in some circumstances that lead
to marital dissolution. This review will present a summary of
some of the major factors that are implicated in the problems
uniquely affecting Black couples, which will allow the reader to
discover why Black couples and their issues deserve to be studied
in isolation from other sub-samples of the American married
population.

An examination of the relative marriage patterns of Blacks
and Whites reveals alarming statistics about Black couples.
According to the US Census Bureau (1991), in 1970, 68% of Black
families were headed by two parents, but by 1990, only 50% of
Black families were headed by married couples. An additional 44%
of Black families were female headed, and 6% were male headed.
Conversely, married couples headed 83% of White families in 1990.
Compared to Whites, lower proportions of Blacks marry, and the
never married Black adult population is significantly higher for

Blacks than Whites. Furthermore, the magnitude of the differences
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in marriage rates between the two groups continues to widen
(Bennett et. al., 1989). Black women without a high school
education are significantly less likely to marry than their Wwhite
female counterparts, and they have the greatest chance of never
being married than any other group (Bennett et al., 1989). Though
higher educated Black women with college degrees are more likely
to marry than lower educated Black women without any degrees, they
are still significantly less likely to marry than White women.
Thus, although Bennett and colleagues recognize that an
overwhelming majority of Americans continue to perceive marriage
as a desirable option, they suggest that the institution of
marriage is a less central feature in the lives of Blacks as
compared to Whites (Bennett et al., 1989).

Marriage trends may lead some to infer that the problem with
Black couple relationships is due to their choosing not to marry
more often than Whites, when much of the single-hood of African
Americans is actually due to divorce (Lawson & Thompson, 1994) .

In general, America’s divorce rate has been rising for years, and
currently, one half of all first marriages end in divorce (Lawson
& Thompson, 1994). Multiple studies have revealed that as
compared to Whites, Blacks are significantly less happy in their
marriages (e.g. Oggins et al., 1993; Fowers & Olson, 1989). This

is not surprising, given that for every 1,000 married Blacks, the
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divorce rate increased from 92 to 233 between 1971 and 1981, and
Black separations increased from 127 to 255 per every 1,000
married Blacks. Again, White rates are much lower. For example,
Whites only experienced 28 separations per every 1,000 marriages
in 1981, which is a relatively small rise over their rate of 21
separations per every 1,000 marriages in 1971 (Lawson & Thompson,
1994).

More recent data indicates that 36% of Blacks and only 22% of
Whites married between 1980 and 1985 divorced within five years.
The rate was twice as high for Black women who had attended
college as compared to White women who had attended college (Davis
& Strube, 1993). Relative to Whites, Blacks also have a decreased
likelihood of remarrying after divorce (Lawson & Thompson, 1994).
While 66 percent of White women remarry within ten years of
divorce, only 32 percent of Black women do so (Cherlin, 1992), and
Black women are more likely to express dislike for the institution
of marriage after having experienced it (Lawson & Thompson, 1994).
The combination of literature on the decline in Black marriage
rates and the increase in Black divorce rates reveal that the
problems that Black couples face are primarily related to
developing positive, stable units as opposed to difficulties in
meeting and forming a relationship. Therefore, the unique

problems Black couples encounter are discussed next.
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Socioeconomic Issues

Poverty is one of the most commonly asserted reasons for the
difficulties that Black couples face, perhaps because divorce is
inversely correlated with income (Lawson, & Thompson, 1994).
Poverty has also been a large part of the historical experiences
of Blacks, and Lawson and Thompson (1994) provide an appropriate
synopsis of this association. They note that despite the
encouragement of the Freedmen’s Bureau and Black community groups
to encourage institutionalized marriage of former slaves, the
post-Civil War period saw Blacks being economically exploited and
subordinated to the larger society. Black men often had to reside
in areas away from their families so that they could work to
support them, which resulted in increased separation and desertion
in the Black community. During the migration of southern Blacks
to the north and west, family life was again disrupted because of
the rough conditions of northern urban life, and so desertion and
illegitimacy further increased. Lawson and Thompson (1994)
further wrote that World War II had an even greater negative
impact on Black family life. Economic conditions were such that
Black men earned one-half the income of White men, and the
unemployment rate of Black women was at least three times that of

foreign-born White women. Housing discrimination against Blacks
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was also prevalent at that time. These conditions have each been
proposed as contributors to the higher divorce, separation and
widowhood rates of Blacks as compared to the same rates for Whites
(Lawson & Thompson, 1994).

Still, prior to the 1960's, 75% of Black families included
both a husband and a wife (Franklin, 1988). Before the 1960's,
less educated Black men were able to get labor and manufacturing
jobs that were less available to Black women. Therefore, some
Black women have historically been encouraged to go to school,
where they could achieve on an income level approaching that of
their husbands (Chapman, 1988). Since both Black men and women
worked at that time, they contributed to the economic well being
of their families.

It was not until the 1960's that drastic change in Black
couple functioning occurred. Beginning in the 1960's, many
racially hostile governmental and societal practices, policies,
and attitudes wore down the Black family (Chapman, 1988; Franklin,
1988) . Although in the sixties the vast majority of Whites were
in favor of the principle of equality, this same majority was
strongly opposed to the enforcement mechanisms that the federal
courts devised to make this principle a reality. One example of
this was the busing designed to bring Blacks into previously all-

White schools, and desegregated housing (Edsall & Edsall, 1991).
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Thus, while many legislative gains were made for the Black
community, such as with the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the
Voting Rights Act of 1965, there was still strong White resistance
to Black advancement which increased throughout the 1960's (Edsall
& Edsall, 1991; Chapman, 1988).

Simultaneously, the 1960's formed the backdrop of Black
protest and a decline in Black functioning at a time when many
Whites thought Blacks were doing better (Edsall & Edsall, 1991).
Major riots broke out nationally in poor Black ghettoes from 1965-
1968 (Edsall & Edsall, 1991). In the decade from 1960 to 1970,
Black rates of illegitimate births and single parenthood climbed
dramatically from 21.6% in 1960 to 34.9% in 1970, as compared to
2.3% and 5.7% respectively, for Whites. The number of households
on welfare nearly tripled (Edsall & Edsall, 1991). From 1960-
1966, crime grew by 60%, and Blacks allegedly committed a
disproportionate share of these crimes. For example, the Black
arrest rate increased by 130% during that time (Edsall & Edsall,
1991).

Ironically, the 1960's was also a time when many Blacks did
in fact attain middle and upper-class status. At the same time
when poor Blacks began to do worse, the not-so-poor Blacks began
to do well. Because of new legislation and affirmative action,

many Blacks gained new opportunities, such as admittance into
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public sector jobs (Edsall & Edsall, 1991). Thus, as compared to
the pre-60's era when most Blacks were struggling within the
working class (only 20% were upper or middle-class), the post-60's
era led to the bifurcation of the Black community. The poor
became poorer, and those who attained at least a middle-class
status became richer (Edsall & Edsall, 1991).

Because Blacks are poorer on average than Whites, and society
compares the advancement of Black men to the advancement of Black -
women, changes in the Black economic situation may have pitted
Black couples against each other, causing increased tension and
reduced trust within their relationships. For example, Black men
are often likely to be unemployed more than other groups (Chapman,
1988) . As the rising rate of unemployment and the increased
emphasis on education forced many Black men out of the job market
in the sixties, there was also a simultaneous increase in
society's valuation and highlighting of the Black female's
educational and economic attainments (Chapman, 1988). For
example, to date, society perpetuates the myth that Black women
earn more than Black men, though Black women are actually doing
worse (Aborampah, 1989).

Chapman (1988) notes that the percentage of Black women who
are obtaining degrees in higher education is rising, while the

percentage for Black men is declining, because they are encouraged
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less to go to school. With increased college enrollments for
Black women in the seventies and eighties, Black women are able tc
get a job quicker than Black males and count as a double minority
for quotas. However, Black women continue to make less than White
males, Black males, and White females (Aborampah, 1989). The
effects of these myths and stereotypes pitting the successes of
Black men and women against each other appears to have had
devastating effects on Black couples, especially because of the
changes in the American economic structure, since Blacks are worse
off economically than any other group (Aborampah, 1989). In
addition, the stress of the poor socioeconomic status of both
seems to have caused severe consequences for the family. That 1is,
lower socioeconomic status, which leads to poorer family
functioning, may have decreased the couple’s cohesion and trust in
one another. As discussed below, these problems are related to

society’s negative evaluations of Blacks.

Society’s Negative Evaluation of Blacks and Their Effects

Stability in Black male-female relationships has been
negatively affected by society’s negative evaluation of Blacks as
a whole. As early as 1950, Erikson (1950) noted the continued
efforts of American society to strip Blacks of their identity. He

also discussed the entertainment industry’s extensive attempts to
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disseminate negative racial caricatures and stereotypes of Blacks.
Lawson and Thompson (1994) have also theorized that racial
discrimination on the job may have “carry home effects” by
depleting the psychological resources of Black couples. Oggins
and colleagues (Oggins et al., 1993) suggest that the decreased
marital happiness of Black couples relative to Whites that is
independent of marital interaction and demographic variables may
be due to the greater social pressures they face, such as
discrimination and lack of opportunity.

In addition, on the basis of historical analysis and clinical
experience with Black clients, Willis (1990) proposed that racism
has caused some Black males and females to feel inferior to
Whites. For these people, he proposes that racism engenders a
rage that they feel is unsafe to vent towards society, so they
instead displace their anger and frustration towards each other.
These assertions are supported by reports of dual career Black
couples indicating that racial discrimination issues on the job do
indeed spill over into their family lives in a negative manner.
These couples also reported that they sometimes compete with each
other and experience resentment over the prevalent stereotype that
Black women can advance further in the job arena. They further
reported concerns regarding how to reach a balance between Black

and White culture (Thomas, 1990).
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Black Male to Female Ratio

It is obvious that many tensions between Black males and
females appear to be caused by a distressing economic situation,
racist practices and society’s negative evaluation of Blacks as a
whole. In addition, the disproportionate high death,
incarceration, and substance abuse rates of Black males which
climbed so drastically in the sixties is at least partially
responsible for the present sex-ratio imbalance which began as
early as 1850. Black females aged 35-45 are about eight times
more likely to be widowed as compared to Whites in the same age
group. Between the ages of 45-54, they are ten times more likely
to experience the death of a spouse (Lawson, & Thompson, 1994). In
1990, 23 percent of Black males between the ages of 20 and 29 were
in jail, and these men are in the marriageable age group (Lawson &
Thompson, 1994). In addition, over 200,000 of the nearly 500,000
regular crack users are Black, and the vast majority of these
users are males in the marriageable age range (Lawson & Thompson,
1994) . In 1972, not counting dead, incarcerated, or homosexual
persons, the number of Black males was 64 per 100 Black females.
In 1986, this number had risen to only 69 Black males per 100
Black females, and this ratio is again worse for Blacks in their

twenties and thirties, the age range in which people are most
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likely to get married (Aborampah, 1989).

The limited availability of Black men also produces intense
competition between Black women for Black men, and increased
pressure for Black women to entice Black. . men with sex or to share
Black men (Aborampah, 1989). Black men have also tended to take
advantage of the higher number of available Black females, and
have thus had difficulties in committing to Black women (Lawson &
Thompson, 1994; Staples, 1981). The sex ratio imbalance has also
been suggested as a partial cause of unmarried motherhood
(Aborampah, 1989). In his interviews conducted with Black
singles, as compared to women with high school diplomas, college
educated Black women appeared to have a particularly difficult
time because of the dearth of available Black men having similar
educational levels to be their counterparts (Staples, 1981). For
Blacks who are fortunate to be in relationships, societal
pressures, including racism may negatively impact their unions.

In regards to Black dating couples, the Black male to female
ratio may be associated with decreased commitment to the
felationship for Black men. In one study, unlike White male
reporters, Black males reported that their commitment to their
relationships were not associated with their levels of
satisfaction with the relationship (Davis & Strube, 1993). It has

been inferred that this difference may be caused by the shortage
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of Black men. That is, Black men reasonably assume that other
partners are always available to them, and that they may be more
satisfied by those alternatives (Davis & Strube, 1993). Thus, it
appears that the combination of being a male in a male-dominant
society and being Black and “in demand” does give Black males an
advantage over their Black female counterparts. Further, these
results imply that other issues, such as those associated with
positive values, may be needed to increase the commitment of Black

males in the dating process.

The Means by Which Black Couples Relate to One Another

Though few empirical studies focus on Black couples, when
combined, investigations have yielded a partial picture of how
Black couples relate to one another, as shown above regarding
dating couples. Several studies imply that there is a relatively
higher importance of Black males in Black couple relationships as
compared to Whites. Black husbands have reported receiving more
affirmation from their wives than their wives reported receiving
from them, as well as more affirmation than White husbands
reported receiving from their wives (Oggins et al., 1993). This
is ironic, since for Black wives, a strong correlation between
affective affirmation (which indicates that the partner validates

the self) and marital well being has been found (Oggins et al.,
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1993). 1In addition, despite common beliefs that egalitarian
couple relationships are most positive, across multiple measures
of power processes within Black couples, husband-dominant couples
were found to have consistently higher marital quality than both
wife-dominant and egalitarian couples. This is especially salient
in the areas of decision making, which was by far the best
predictor of both spouses’ marital quality in the study. For this
sample of Black couples, participants who described husband-
dominance in decision making also reported the most positive
regard for their spouses (Gray-Little, 1982).

Black couples also significantly differ from Whites in their
general perceptions about their marital interactions. Black
couples’ narratives show that they use less cooperative styles of
interaction and have greater conflict than do White couples
(Veroff et. al., 1993). Black partners report higher levels of
disclosure to each other than do Whites. Yet as compared to
Whites, they also report that they have an easier time talking to
outside people than with their spouses (Oggins, et al., 1993).
Though they do not differ significantly in the overall frequency
of conflict reported, Black couples report that they disagree on
fewer issues than do Whites. Blacks are also more likely than
Whites to report that they deal with conflict in the relationship

by withdrawing or leaving the scene of conflict to cool down.
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Further, they evaluate their sexual relationships more positively
than do Whites, although their overall marital quality is poorer.
As compared to Whites, Blacks further report higher levels of
egalitarianism in housework. Lastly, Blacks appear to report both
more positive and more negative aspects to marriage than do Whites
{Oggins, et al., 1993). Thus, it appears that the dynamics of
Black couple relationships are very different from the dynamics
that occur in White couple relationships. The authors reported
that Blacks are more likely than Whites to expect their partners
to share and express with them (Oggins et al, 1993). Accordingly
they interpreted the findings to mean that Blacks are more
communicative, tolerate more expressed sexual interest, may
express more affective intensity, and value avoiding conflict with
their spouses and expressing negative feelings too frequently more
than Whites.

Unfortunately, while each of the above studies presents race
as a variable that is related to the findings, none of these
studies actually looks at race as more than just a demographic
factor. One can argue that much of the uniqueness of the Black
couple situation is not just due to being Black in the demographic
_sense, nor is it merely due to the experience of hardship.

Rather, it comes both from one’s demographic (i.e., racial) status

and one’s reaction to being Black in terms of how one deals with
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societal derision and negativity, as well as how one sees one’s
self and one’s partner as Black people. For example, perhaps much
of the differences in interactions between Blacks and Whites as
reported by Oggins and colleagues (Oggins et. al., 1993) may be
due to how Blacks deal with racial issues.

Perhaps Blacks expect to share more with each other because
they feel a need to testify or vent about their experiences with
racism and oppression. Because of these experiences, they may
have a stronger need than Whites to feel that their spouses
support them, and thus each may dichotomize their spouse’s
responses to them, and label them as being either “with me or
against me.” This may also influence their stronger need to
reduce conflicts as compared to their White counterparts.

As was just demonstrated, exploring possible race related
dynamics in Black couple relationships might give researchers a
new, more enlightened perspective on how race influences Blacks'’
methods of dealing with conflict. This might be important, since
couples who believed that conflict should be avoided reported
decreased marital happiness as much as two years later (Crohan,
1992). In addition, while these assertions are admittedly
speculative, when viewed in light of the literature regarding
Black history and Black couple relationships, they do reveal a

previously neglected need for the literature to explore the
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importance of racial issues in Black couple relationships. These
issues deserve further study both in regards to how Black men and
women perceive these issues, as well as how they impact Black
couples. Very few researchers have empirically investigated these
issues, but the few who have investigated them (e.g. Taylor &
Zhang, 1990) have found implications for Afrocentricity, racial
identity, and the internalization of stereotypes. Starting with
Afrocentricity and Black couples, these studies are discussed

next.

Afrocentricity and Black Couple Relationships

Afrocentricity is one racial construct which several
researchers (e.g. Bell, Bouie, & Baldwin, 1990) have hypothesized
to be related to positive Black couple relationships.
Afrocentricity is a personality construct theoretically derived
from African values. That is, an Afrocentric worldview is defined
by two guiding principles: "oneness with nature" and "survival of
the group." This worldview prioritizes the survival of the group
over the individual, which is consistent with such cultural values
as interdependence, cooperation, unity, mutual responsibility, and
reconciliation (Bell et al., 1990). Baldwin and colleagues
contrast Afrocentricity with Eurocentricity, which refers to

having a worldview that causes Blacks to operate according to
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White values and norms, such as attitudes that emphasize
individualism, exclusiveness, materialism, and control over nature
(Baldwin & Hopkins, 1990).

In order to study the concepts of Afrocentricity and
Eurocentricity, Baldwin and Bell (1985) developed the 42-item
African Self Consciousness Scale. The scale measures four
competency dimensions. They are: (a) awareness and recognition of
one's African identity and heritage, (b) overall ideological and
activity commitment as exhibited by belief in Afrocentric values
and customs and participation in Afrocentric institutions, (c)
activity toward attaining self knowledge and self affirmation, and
(d) resistance to general threats to Black survival. These
competency dimensions are manifested in the areas of education,
family, religion, cultural activities, interpersonal relations,
and political orientation (Baldwin & Bell, 1985). Since these
researchers conceptualize Afrocentricity and Eurocentricity as
being on the opposite ends of a continuum, higher scores on this
scale reflect an Afrocentric worldview, while lower scores reflect
a Burocentric worldview. While Baldwin & Bell (1985) purport that
this construct accounts for a significant amount of the variance
in any psychological research that is done with Blacks, there are

few existing studies which test the behavioral and attitudinal

concomitants of attitudes measured by the African Self
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Conscicusness Scale (Sabnani & Ponterotto, 1992} . One of these
few studies is described below.

In their study on Afrocentricity and relationships, Bell and
colleagues (1990) found that as compared to Eurocentric Biacks,
Afrocentric Blacks endorsed items indicating that they would be
more supportive of a hypothetical partner who is unable to carry
out typical functions due to an illness or unemployment. These
results imply that Afrocentric persons may be better able to
depend on their partners in their time of need. Thus, Afrocentric
couples may be more trusting and trustworthy in their
relationships than Eurocentric couples. The results also imply
that Afrocentric couples might have better relationship quality
than Eurocentric couples, because Afrocentric participants tended
to report that they would be committed to supporting each other
through difficult times.

Based upon these findings and the positive implications of
Afrocentric theory, Kelly and Floyd (1995, 1998) sought to
determine whether or not Afrocentricity had positive effects on
Black heterosexual relationships that both partners considered to
be "serious." First, contrary to predictions, Afrocentricity was
negatively correlated with aspects of trust and dyadic adjustment
in Black couples. Most notably, Afrocentricity was negatively

associated with each participant's own beliefs that his or her
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partner is dependable, and both partners' satisfactién with their
relationship. Further, other results were consistent with the
hypothesis that for each partner, trust mediated the negative
effects of Afrocentricity his or her relationship satisfaction.
Afrocentricity was also the only predictor variable in the study
significantly associated with either partner’s faith in the
relationship. Specifically, the men’s levels of Afrocentricity
were negatively correlated with their wives’ faith that these
relationships would continue.

Next, Afrocentricity’s relationship with internalized
negative stereotypes was assessed. As expected, Afrocentricity
was negatively correlated with internalized negative stereotypes
for the women, though this relationship did not hold true for the
men. Yet contrary to theory regarding Afrocentricity, a number of
participants of both genders received scores indicating that they
were highly Afrocentric and that they also endorsed a high number
of negative stereotypes about Blacks. Similarly, some
participants were Eurocentric and reported low negative
stereotypes about Blacks. For the men, high Afrocentricity and
high stereotype scores predicted decreases in both partners'
dyadic adjustment and the women's trust. Regression analyses
indicated that when the men had both high Afrocentricity and high

stereotypes, the relationship satisfaction and levels of couple
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agreement reported by both partners was negatively affected, as
well as the women’s reports of the men’s predictability (Kelly &
Floyd, 1996).

Overall, Kelly and Floyd’'s (1998) study demonstrated that
contrary to theory and predictions, Afrocentricity has negative
effects on Black couple relationships. In the interest of
exploring more in-depth how racial issues affect Black couple
relationships, the proposed study seeks to determine why
Afrocentricity was not found to be a positive construct in the
lives of African American couples. Specifically, this study will
explore the construct more in-depth, to find out which
characteristics (such as racial identity and expectations of one’s
partner) are associated with Afrocentricity, and which of these
specific characteristics are related to positive or negative
relationship outcomes. For example, this study will determine the
racial identity attitudes held by Afrocentric participants, and
will assess whether or not specific combinations of racial beliefs
(which include Afrocentricity) can discriminate between distressed
and nondistressed couples.

One method of further understanding Afrocentricity is to
understand it in the context of theory regarding racial identity.
In addition to Afrocentricity, racial identity is also a key

factor that affects how Blacks feel about themselves and relate to
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one another. Thus, as discussed next, racial identity may also

affect intimate relationships for Black couples.

Racial Identity and Its Relationship with Afrocentricity and Black

Couple Relationships

The most popular of the racial identity models is Cross'
(1971) model of psychological “Nigrescence,” which describes the
process of becoming Black in an oppressive society. Cross' (1971,
1978) model proposes that individuals progress through five
stages, during which they experience radical changes in emotions,
beliefs, and behaviors associated with being Black. In the first
stage, called pre-encounter, Black persons adhere to White
standards, values and beliefs, which themselves are inherently
anti-Black (Cross, 1971). Thus, in this stage, Black people think
in individualistic terms, degrade and think negatively about
Blackness, and try to assimilate into White society. 1In the
second stage, encounter, Black persons encounter an adverse
situation that shatters their basic assumptions regarding
Blackness and causes them to begin to question the previously held
identity. .Third is the immersion-emersion stage, wherein Blacks
become immersed in a new Black identity. In this stage, they have
a rigid perception of what Blackness is, which is not fully

internalized. Further, a high level of anger, and strong negative
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concomitant sentiments towards Whites characterize this stage. In
the fourth stage, internalization, Black persons incorporate some
of their new Black identity into their self-concept. However,
‘while they are psychologically and spiritually changed by their
new positive views of themselves, their cosmology remains the
same, and they are not committed to plans of action to changing
the Black situation (Cross, 1971). In the fifth and final stage,
internalization-commitment, Blacks not only have internalized a
Black perspective, but they are also committed to action towards
the advancement of Black people, while being simultaneously
appreciative of the contributions of other races and cultures
(Cross, 1978).

While some Afrocentric researchers have critiqued racial
identity theory (e.g. Akbar, 1989), as of yet, no one has striven
to converge the two largely separate yet related bodies of
literature on Afrocentricity and racial identity to form a
coherent picture of how Black couples see racial issues. Thus,
this review will compare the literature and findings on these two
constructs, and then a model will be presented which describes how
they might be related, as well as how they might apply to Black
couple relationships. Since both constructs are usually discussed
in separate bodies of literature, many theorists clearly believe

that instruments assessing Afrocentricity and Nigrescence are
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thought to measure somewhat different aspects of Black people’s
perspectives on Blackness. Yet as evidenced by periodic
references to Afrocentric literature during discussions of racial
identity (e.g. Sellers, 1993), perhaps there is some overlap in
these perspectives, and it may be possible that the two constructs
may be brought together to fit into a more comprehensive yet
concise paradigm (Sabnani & Ponterotto, 1992).

Before proposing how the Afrocentricity and racial identity
constructs might intersect, it is important to understand the
similarities and differences between the two paradigms. The
Nigrescence model and the Afrocentric worldview construct are both
similar in that they each propose that persons who are well
adjusted see their Blackness as primary. Further, persons who are
highly Afrocentric and persons who are in the final
internalization-commitment stage are both thought to understand
the prevalence of White supremacy and its negative effects on
Blacks, and thus are committed to actions designed to end the
oppression of Black people and facilitate their advancement. Yet
theory regarding the two constructs differs in that Afrocentricity
is thought to be part of one’s personality (Baldwin, 1981) and
therefore it is<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>