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Abstract

For the past several decades, numerous studies have focused on the so-called “crisis of
Black fatherhood”—that is, the many ways in which Black fathers struggle to fulfill traditional
paternal roles and duties. Given major shifts in both the structural conditions and cultural
expectations of fatherhood in general over the past century, we argue that it is necessary
to reestablish not only what Black fatherhood looks like today—in particular, the internal
diversity and dynamism of this category—but also how Black men (as well as other members
of Black families and communities) make sense of these changes and meaningfully
negotiate their implications. We outline a two-pronged research agenda that: first, identifies
gaps in the existing literature that limit our knowledge of the full range of Black fathering
practices and experiences; and second, reclaims and repurposes “cultural analysis,” not to
pathologize “what’s wrong with Black families and fathers,” but to shed much needed light
on the ways in which Black fathers themselves process and make meaning of their roles
and realities.
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INTRODUCTION

The crisis of fatherhood in the Black community is both an old and a new story. On
the one hand, concerns about the number of Black single-mother households have
long roots stretching back to late nineteenth and early twentieth-century public senti-
ment and urban ethnographies (DuBois 1973; Furstenberg 2007). On the other hand,
the questions of whether and how Black men struggle to perform traditional father
roles and duties have intensified or, at the very least, been repackaged as a new “crisis”
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in the face of the disproportionate rates of unemployment, concentrated poverty, and
incarceration of contemporary Black men (Clayton et al., 2003; Cochran 1997; Cosby
1986; Hamer 2001; Jarrett et al., 2002; Livingston and McAdoo, 2007; McAdoo and
McAdoo, 1994; Willis 1996). At the same time, however, the roles and expectations
associated with fatherhood in modern society have diversified. That is, the social role
of fathers is no longer wholly defined as or measured by men’s performance of tradi-
tional roles such as “bread winners,” heads of household, or disciplinarians (Griswold
1993; LaRossa 1988, 1997). Accordingly, contemporary concerns regarding Black
men’s fathering capabilities now contend with a broader understanding of what exactly
that role involves. But are these expanded notions of fatherhood “good” or “bad” for
Black men and Black families? Have we just increased the number of ways that Black
fathers could be judged as falling short or has the shifting definition of fatherhood
opened the way to recognize forms of paternal care already performed by Black fathers
but not previously valued?

"The point we seek to make in this article is that before we can address these more
specific questions, we need to know more about what Black fatherhood looks like
contemporarily. In particular, we must pay more attention to the internal diversity
and dynamism of this category, due to class and sexual identity distinctions that are
not fully recognized in earlier research. We also need a more incisive understanding of
how Black men (as well as members of Black families and communities) make sense of
these changes and meaningfully negotiate their implications. To this end, we outline
a two-pronged research agenda that: first, identifies gaps in the existing literature that
limit our knowledge of the full range of Black fathering practices and experiences;
and second, reclaims and repurposes “cultural analysis,” not by way of reinforcing the
pathological “what’s wrong with Black families and fathers,” but by shedding much
needed light on the ways in which Black fathers themselves process and make meaning
of their roles and realities. Importantly, we focus our discussion on the post-Moynihan
era; in other words, following the aftermath of and critical backlash sparked by Senator
Moynihan’s 1965 report, which infamously argued that the cultural values and prac-
tices of Black families were linked to their breakdown, sparking debate about the use
of culture to explain the socioeconomic status of Black families. Our use of culture, by
contrast, does not ascribe pathology or inherent deficiencies to Black families. Indeed,
the static notion of Black family culture that Moynihan’s report necessitated, and that
has endured throughout academic investigations of Black men, Black fathers and Black
families since the end of 1960s, is precisely what we argue needs to be challenged. This
must be enacted through studies that reflect greater demographic diversity and the
infusion of a new approach to cultural analyses. In what follows, we will elaborate on
what this type of analysis would look like and how it would prompt us to ask different
kinds of questions.

Trends in research reveal important aspects of Black fatherhood, but there
remain clear gaps in knowledge pertaining to Black fathers. Public discourse and
even research approaches to Black fathers often proceed according to a problem-
based approach with a focus on urban, impoverished, and disconnected fathers.
Furthermore, much of the research on Black fathers centers on behavior and roles.
Accordingly, class distinctions in the performance of fatherhood by Black Americans,
the types and qualities of performance of residential fathers, the kinds of gender-
based and sexuality-based ideologies embraced by these fathers, the existence and
significance of social fathering, and how fathering unfolds across the life course of
such fathers remain as understudied categories of Black fatherhood. We elaborate
on each of these areas as research avenues that would serve to invigorate current
studies of fatherhood.
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In terms of cultural analyses, we find that while a number of studies have
emphasized the values and conduct of Black fathers, we have limited understand-
ing of how Black fathers, in general, make meaning of the unique circumstances in
which fatherhood surfaces for them. In this piece, we argue for a cultural analyti-
cal approach in which researchers move beyond descriptive reports of values and
behaviors to examine how Black men view their opportunities and motivations
for reaching their parenting goals. This type of analysis connects Black men (an
often socially isolated group) to larger trends and realities in family formations
and lived experiences. It also requires readers to think of Black men not as prob-
lematic anomalies, but as agents within the larger social structures that create and
constrain opportunities (Young 2006). Our goal here is not so much to advocate
for any one specific cultural analytical approach, but to emphasize the importance
of studying the many dynamic, sometimes competing frames for making sense of
fathering, and the actual strategies that individuals use to navigate fathering prac-
tices and their meanings.

THE NEW CULTURAL LANDSCAPE OF FATHERHOOD IN AMERICA

Popular conceptions of the role of fathers in American families underwent a gradual
transition over the twentieth century (Griswold 1993; LaRossa 1988, 1997). As late as
the mid-nineteenth century there was still no dominant consensus in American life and
culture about the social role of fatherhood. A version of White, middle class fathering
was emerging that emphasized working outside of the home, a marked departure from
the more involved home-based fathering of the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries (Griswold 1993; LaRossa 1997). But these new practices had not yet generated a
new societal rhetoric regarding fatherhood, and certainly did not accurately reflect the
practices and constraints of fathering particularly for poor, working Whites, immi-
grant and migrant workers, Native Americans, enslaved Black Americans, and later
newly freed Black Americans. Public understanding of the role of fathers did eventu-
ally crystallize in and around the notion that fathers should be married, the principal
providers of economic resources for the family, and provide limited support for child
rearing (LaRossa 1997).

Opver the past few decades the singular conception of the providing father has been
challenged and today there exists a more expanded notion of the paternal role. Fathers
are now considered to be contributors to the emotional, social, and economic devel-
opment of family members, particularly children (LaRossa 1988; Marsiglio and Roy,
2012). This transformation in scholarly and public conception of fatherhood has been
associated with certain demographic shifts in family structure in the United States.
There has been, for example, a rise in the number of births outside of marriage—a
shift from about 5% of births in the United States being out-of-wedlock in 1960 to
about 41% by 2013 (Child Trends 2014b). The changing role of fathers has therefore
partly been a parallel development alongside shifts in the changing roles of mothers,
particularly those increasingly taking on the duties traditionally associated with fathers.
Additional research has shown that as family structure has changed in American life,
unmarried (or no-longer-married) fathers experience a substantial range in the types
of interactions with their children (Amato et al., 2009; Bronstein and Cowan, 1988).
Studies have found that married fathers have increased the proportion of time they
dedicate to direct child care (Casper and Bianchi, 2002), and that the percentage of
nonresident fathers that frequently see their children increased from 18% in 1976 to
31% in 2002 (Amato et al., 2009).
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Transformations in the American family have meant that notions of responsible
fatherhood now fall somewhere in between traditional and contemporary conceptions.
The traditional idea concerns the breadwinning duties that are regarded as the
primary or sole contribution that fathers make to their children and families. The con-
temporary perspective considers fathers as complete participants in the lives of their
children beyond the actual birthing (Gerson 1993; Griswold 1993). More specifically,
this conception includes the view that fathers provide myriad forms of daily care and
interact with their children in order to foster emotional, social, and cognitive growth
(Dowd 2000; Marsiglio and Roy, 2012). Thus, rather than just providing material sup-
port, fathers are now considered responsible for more thorough contributions to the
welfare of the child.

Some researchers argue, however, that changing culture has not completely
translated into differences in conduct (Craig 2006; LaRossa 1997; Shows and Gerstel,
2009). According to their findings, fathers are only modestly more involved in domes-
tic responsibilities and care giving activities, despite shifts in cultural narratives regard-
ing fatherhood (Craig 2006; Shows and Gerstel, 2009). Further, studies find that
expanded notions of fatherhood sometimes work to reinforce the dominance of men
within families (Craig 2006; Gavanas 2004). On the other hand, Sullivan (2010) finds
that when large-scale longitudinal data are examined, there is evidence of slow, mea-
surable change in both gender ideologies related to gender equality in the home and in
fathers’ participation in family work, particularly child care. Varied results reveal that
more studies and information need to be gathered about the gap between the culture
and conduct of fatherhood.

Other researchers note structural factors that may shape certain fathers’ ability
and/or desire to transform accordingly. While fathers across class may support engaged
fathering, economic resources shape their motivation for pursuing nurturing father
roles. Marginalized, low-income unmarried fathers, both Black and White, embrace
nurturing behaviors and expectations because they are easier to fulfill than more tra-
ditional roles, like breadwinner (Edin and Nelson, 2013). Low-income fathers, Edin
and Nelson (2013) argue, pursue nurturing fathering in place of providing in more tra-
ditional manners, whereas middle class fathers use nurturing as a supplement to their
fathering. Thus the real issue for both low-income mothers and fathers is that their
class status prohibits many of them from achieving both traditional #nd contemporary
parenting and marriage related goals.

A strand of “fragile family” research examines precisely such issues. Researchers in
this area are comprised primarily of liberal advocates and organizations that promote
work opportunity and argue that father absence is due to economic and structural
issues. Social science studies of fragile families (typically investigations of low-income
couples who share at least one child and are not married to each other) have served to
inform and support policy interventions related to fatherhood (Gavanas 2004; Jordan-
Zachery 2009; Mincy and Pouncy, 2002; Waller 2010), highlighting the influence
of economic forces, particularly unemployment, on low-income family formation
(Edin and Kefalas, 2005; Gavanas 2004; Silva 2013). The bulk of federal government
policy related to responsible fatherhood has focused on nonresident fathers, particu-
larly those within fragile families. While not the first time responsible fatherhood
was mentioned in federal policy, the 2005 Deficit Reduction Act marked the first
major federal financial contribution to targeted responsible fatherhood programming
(Responsible Fatherhood Programs 2010). Congress designated up to $50 million per
year for responsible fatherhood programs, with the majority of the funding supporting
programs that teach parenting skills (Responsible Fatherhood Programs 2010). With
the launch of My Brother’s Keeper, the Obama administration continues the emphasis
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on responsible fatherhood through the expansion of coalitions with fatherhood orga-
nizations, media campaigns, mentoring initiatives, and proposed budgets, with a focus
on the experiences of Black and Latino men and boys (Obama 2014). These government
programs highlight yet another way which cultural transformations have concrete
consequences for how men father, particularly low-income Black nonresident fathers
who interface with child support and social welfare programs (Jordan-Zachery 2009;
Pate 2010). Such targeted programs also reveal, however, the ways in which the “new”
discourses regarding engaged fathers can also serve to simply repackage concerns
about a “crisis” of problematized Black fatherhood.

TRENDS DEFINING RESEARCH ON BLACK FATHERHOOD

T'wo considerations tend to dominate discussions of Black fatherhood in terms of both
which Black fathers are studied the most, and the types of questions we ask about them.
They are: (1) the dilemmas brought about by the contemporary era of socio-economic
disadvantage faced by Black fathers, and (2) the existence and increase of nonresident
fathers in the Black community.

The Socio-Economic Landscape of Black Fatherhood

Researchers have examined how the collapse of a formidable industrial employment
sector has been a causal force in the reduction of job prospects for many Black fathers.
Although Black men are not the only victims of this transition, the downturn in employ-
ment prospects has caused a great crisis for Blacks because of their over-representation in
manufacturing employment sectors (Hamer 2001; Johnson 2000; Johnson and Oliver,
1992; Kletzer 1998; Sampson 2011; Wilson 1987, 1996; Young 2006). Additionally,
Black fathers are more likely to live in areas with concentrated poverty, reduced ameni-
ties and services, and limited employment opportunities than men of other races (Edin
and Nelson, 2013; Hamer 2001; Sampson 2011). Thus, research on Black fathers and
employment has explored how the availability of social and material resources matter
for Black fathers’ fulfillment of paternal commitments (Edin et al., 2009; Hamer 2001;
Jarrett et al., 2002; Roy 2004b; Sullivan 1989). Studies find that Black fathers and
family members experience tensions due to some Black men’s failure to fulfill tradi-
tional roles as economic providers. This literature has also revealed that some Black
men’s inability to fulfill the economic provider role causes tensions and anxieties for
family members as well as for the fathers themselves, and has been shown to nega-
tively affect the fathers’ expressive provisions (Bowman 1990; Bowman and Foreman,
1997; Roy 2004b). Economic difficulty is also linked to sociobehavioral issues such
as stress-related illness, violence, and drug abuse, which have bearing on how provider
or expressive roles are performed by fathers (Bowman and Sanders, 1998; Gary 1981;
Gary and Leashore, 1982; Pearlin et al., 1981; Staples 1982; Wilson 1987, 1996).

Nonresident Fatherhood in the Black Community

Nonresident fatherhood remains an area of intense scrutiny concerning the situation
of Black fathers. The increase of nonresident Black fatherhood by Black men is often
demonstrated by data such as reports that 51% of Black children live in single mother
headed households, 34% of Black children live in two married-parent households
(Child Trends 2014a), and 73 % of all births given by Black women in 2013 were
by unmarried women (Child Trends 2014b). Additionally, some past studies argue
nonresident Black fathers are uninterested in performing traditional paternal duties
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with some having drawn the conclusion that Black absentee and nonresident fathers
are ineffective or irresponsible when involved in the lives of their children (a review
of these claims is found in Cochran (1997)). Of course, many nonresident Black fathers
do interact with their children, often at higher rates than fathers of other racial and
ethnic groups (Cochran 1997; Coley and Chase-Lansdale, 1999; Danziger and Radin,
1990; Edin and Nelson, 2013; Gordon et al., 1994; Hamer 2001; Hammond et al.,
2011; Jones and Mosher, 2013; Livingston and McAdoo, 2007; Price-Bonham and
Skeen, 1979).

While census tract or community-level data would be necessary to fully atfirm
the effects of changing demographic patterns concerning nonresident and uninvolved
Black fathers, the high percentage of children living in single-mother headed house-
holds has given rise to the notion that nonresident fatherhood has become a community-
level phenomenon for Black Americans. This claim is sustained by the fact that 80%
of African American children spend some portion of their childhood living away from
their fathers (Aird 2003) and Black Americans remain more residentially segregated
than Asians and Latinos (Frey 2011). Therefore, children living in these environments,
especially those of lower-income statuses, experience both an absence of fathering at
home, and a dearth of consistent community-level exposure to resident fathering in
their neighborhoods. Understandings of Black fatherhood take on an added socio-
logical dimension as children are without opportunities to witness the performance of
father roles in proximate social settings.

The magnitude of this development is such that nonresident fatherhood is not
simply a dilemma of many households in the Black community, but a staple feature of
many predominantly Black residential communities. Accordingly, absentee or nonres-
ident fatherhood! has become a community-level issue for Black Americans such that
many current and future fathers have little to no exposure to men who perform the
role in their households or their neighborhoods. The lack of consistent exposure to
men performing that role becomes critical in effecting what men can or cannot draw
upon to formulate understandings of how fatherhood can be enacted.?

The fact that many Black fathers are not residing with their children, that many
(despite residence) struggle to secure and provide financial resources, and that these
occurrences unfold in the midst of new images of fathering surfacing in America ren-
ders the traditional image of fatherhood as inappropriate for many Black Americans.
In the course of elucidating how Black fathers respond to constraints and how they
articulate their values regarding fatherhood, social science literature has argued that
Black family structure and intra-family relations often differ from those of non-Black
families (Billingsley 1992; Bowman 1993; Hamer 2001; Jarrett et al., 2002; Liebow
1967; Rainwater and Yancey, 1967). Most importantly, these differences have pro-
found significance for how roles and obligations concerning fatherhood are construed
and enacted. Although the analytical frames differ, they are often focused upon the
same behaviors: the duties that Black fathers actually perform, duties that they perceive
should be performed but for various reasons are not, duties that are socially defined as
appropriate for males, and duties that mothers desire fathers to do. Taken together,
these points comprise the functions, responsibilities, and expectations concerning
fatherhood. In much of this research, the issue of whether and how Black fathers have
functioned as providers for their children has been the overriding concern. However,
more recent studies have offered a broader framework for documenting different dimen-
sions of fatherhood (Bowman and Forman, 1997; Coles and Green, 2010; Hamer 2001;
Roy 2004a).

Cultural analysis is a critical strategy for exploring gaps in the literature related to the
meanings Black fathers attach to structural transformations. Such analyses foreground
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the meanings men attach to fatherhood and the sociological factors (e.g., patterns of
life experience, geographical or residential community contexts, etc.) that are relevant
to the construction of such meanings. Contemporarily, this kind of consideration is
important because an increasing pattern in Black fatherhood is that the role has been
unfolding in contexts where many fathers were, themselves, reared with limited rela-
tionships with their biological fathers.

REINVIGORATING STUDIES OF BLACK FATHERHOOD

As the previous section established, researchers have focused overwhelmingly on ques-
tions and issues most relevant to low-income, non-resident Black fathers. A limitation
of this focus is that it obscures the full diversity of the category of Black fatherhood.
As a collective, it also supports (however unintentionally) the sentiment that all Black
fathers are low-income and non-resident, and the “crisis” they constitute is a primarily
an economic and demographic one. In this section, we focus on the various aspects and
forms of Black fatherhood that remain understudied, but which point to important
ways of rethinking the category of fatherhood itself. These include class distinctions in
the performance of fatherhood by Black Americans, the narratives of resident fathers,
the types of gender-based and sexuality-based ideologies embraced by Black fathers,
the experiences of social fathers, and Black fathering as it changes throughout the life
course. Then, in the following section, we will discuss why, once we know more about
the diversity of Black fatherhood, a specifically cultural analysis is needed to study it.

Differences According to Class

The traditional way that Black fatherhood and class are studied leaves out some fathers
and limits our understanding of Black fathering. Specifically, we still know relatively
little about stably employed or middle class Black fathers. Over the past two decades,
studies of middle class Black families have increased, but few studies have middle
income or middle class Black fathers as the central focus, with studies from the late
1970s and 1980s, such as Cazenave (1979), still being widely cited. Cazenave (1979)
finds that the provider role was important to the Black middle-income male postal
workers he interviewed. Providing served as the fathers’ primary value and role that
facilitated their practice of other paternal roles. Newer studies are consistent with this
finding (Taylor et al., 1988), but research that focuses on middle class families still
tends to look only at married, resident, middle class fathers (Perry et al., 2012), and
not middle class fathers who may also live in separate households.

Studies of the Black middle class have limited information regarding parenting
practices and ideologies (Hill and Sprague, 1999), but findings indicate that Black
middle class parents strategically incorporate racial socialization and assimilation into
their parenting practices (Lacy 2007). Existing studies find that middle class Black
fathers parent in ways that are similar to White fathers, but also differ in that Black
fathers socialize their children around racial issues (Hill and Sprague, 1999). Thus,
Black fathers think, talk, and enact parenting practices that are specifically shaped by
their racial identification and issues they anticipate their children having to contend
with (Childs and Dalmage, 2010). As Hill (2001) put it “...although Black parents have
embraced most of the values of the dominant society, their American experiences and
African heritage have lead to some distinctive socialization patterns, most of which
revolve around race, class and gender” (p. 495). In addition, Patillo (1999) finds that
some middle class Black male teens without fathers in their lives search for “masculine
identity” by engaging in gang activity and drug dealing in order to connect with men.
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Researchers’ focus on men who are the most economically marginal skews
our understandings of Black fathers toward issues which are often poverty-related.
Hill and Sprague (1999), Hill (2001), and Furstenberg (2007) argue that some of
the race-based findings of previous studies are really linked to many Black fami-
lies’ class status. In essence, some attributes that are considered uniquely African
American may be class-based responses to issues. Therefore, it is important to
study what is “racial” about the experiences of Black fathers (such as the racial
socialization of children) and what is class. To truly understand this we need more
analyses of Black fathers from various class backgrounds. Hill and Sprague (1999)
also argue that cross-racial analyses should follow in the tradition of multiracial
feminism to consider the ways race and class intersect to create particular experiences,
rather than thinking of race or class. By exploring intraracial differences among
Black fathers, we can more effectively understand which cultural attributes are related
to race or to class.

Resident Fatherhood

While most of what we know about married, heterosexual Black fathers covers their
experiences with provider role strain (Bowman 1990; Bowman and Forman, 1997) or
experiences within low-income, fragile families (Edin and Nelson, 2013), some recent
sociological studies also examine aspects of married, resident fathering not related to
provision or economic support. In The Myth of the Missing Black Father (Coles and
Green, 2010), a few chapters appear that represent some of the most recent sociological
studies of Black resident fathers (Bulanda 2010; Childs and Dalmage, 2010; Marks
etal., 2010). These studies consistently find that married Black fathers value parenthood,
engage in involved parenting styles, like authoritative parenting, and attempt to
influence the racial identity development of their children (Bulanda 2010; Childs
and Dalmage, 2010; Marks et al., 2010). According to these studies, married Black
fathers also face obstacles that influence their fathering behaviors, such as poverty
(Bulanda 2010), obligations to extended kin and friends, relationships with wives, and
assuming the roles and responsibilities of marriage (Marks et al., 2010). Limited material
and financial resources in addition to family and community based expectations are
connected to fathers’ parenting choices. These findings reveal that, while challeng-
ing, married Black fathers embrace parental roles and work that lead to healthy child
development and sustain marriages and relationships.

However, current research related to resident fatherhood often links residence
with marriage. A recent study provides an example of how researchers can begin to
investigate differences between married and cohabiting fathers (Perry et al., 2012).
Researchers find that the strongest predictor of married fathers’ involvement is
self-perception. Age, religiosity, parenting stress, and having children with multiple
partners also plays a significant role in father involvement (Perry et al., 2012). Among
cohabiting fathers, the authors find that maternal support is the single significant fac-
tor influencing father involvement. These findings indicate the need for researchers
to continue to explore the diversity of meanings, motivations, and beliefs of resident
fathers living with the mothers of their children.

Single Black fatherhood is another form of resident fathering and a family structure
that researchers have only recently begun to study. The topic provides fertile ground
for exploring complexities related to custodial fathering, nurturing, caregiving, and
providing. Researchers of Black single fathers tackle many challenges associated with
single parenthood, describe similarities between Black and White single fathers, and
compare single father experiences to those of Black single mothers (Coles 2009, 2010;
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Green 2010; Hamer and Marchiorio, 2002; Osgood and Schroeder, 2010). Their
work establishes Black single-father families as a growing family form. Much of the
research emphasizes Black single fathers’ behaviors, conceptions of father roles,
and experiences with structural obstacles. According to these studies, many fathers’
behaviors and priorities are similar to those of single mothers. Nurturing and pro-
viding are top priorities for single fathers (Coles 2009). They are also dependent
on extended kin support (Coles 2009, 2010; Hamer and Marchiorio, 2002) and face
barriers that are particular to their positions as single fathers. For instance, single
fathers are less likely to receive public assistance than single mothers (Osgood and
Schroeder, 2010), often have informal custody arrangements (Hamer and Marchiorio,
2002) and maintain their status as single fathers for short periods of time (Coles
2009, 2010; Green 2010; Hamer and Marchiorio, 2002). However, as Green (2010)
notes, single fathers and mothers share more similarities than differences in their
parenting goals and experiences, such as challenges related to income. Thus an under-
standing of the ways society conceives of the father role, especially in the absence
of mothers, is an important interrogation. Future research on single Black fathers
should expand knowledge regarding the ways single fatherhood supports and dis-
rupts mainstream and even Black conceptualizations of fatherhood, masculinity, and
nurturing.

Sexual Identity and Gender Ideology

There are even wider gaps in knowledge related to Black fathers who defy tradi-
tional, heterosexual norms related to fatherhood. For instance, studies of Black
gay fathers are rare. Yet, examinations of the experiences of gay Black fathers have
important implications for our understanding of the intersection of race, gender,
and sexuality for Black fathers. Existing studies often incorporate gay fathers into
broader examinations of Black fatherhood or gay parenting (Cahill et al., 2003),
but do not have gay fathers as the central focus. However, studies about gay Black
fathers reveal that they parent in a myriad of ways. Within their family units these
men are vital sources of support as biological, social, foster, and adopted fathers,
uncles, and brothers (Cahill et al., 2003). While gay Black men are less likely to be
parents than Black lesbians, they are more likely to be fathers than gay White men
(Cahill et al., 2003). For instance, Hawkeswood (1996) finds that Black gay men in
Harlem acted as fathers to women’s children, particularly their sisters. In return
for women’s prior support and help, the men would provide child care assistance,
money, or being a father-figure. Consequently, there are important policy consid-
erations as these fathers adopt and informally care for extended kin and others and
face a disproportionate brunt of public policies that limit opportunities for gay and
lesbian parents (Cahill et al., 2003).

Feminist fathering presents yet another space to study issues of race and gender
among Black fathers. A key feature of feminist fathering is its emphasis on nurturing
and care giving (White 2006, 2008). Studies of Black feminist fathers find that Black
fathers embrace nurturing and caretaking aspects of parenting, particularly roles nor-
mally associated with mothering (Neal 2005; White 2006, 2008). These studies reveal
some interesting directions in how researchers can investigate alternative fathering
practices, but they are relatively few in number. It is important to explore these pos-
sibilities for fathers who experience difficulty in meeting traditional paternal roles. For
them, acceptance of expanded roles would not reflect substituting for the inability to
commit to traditional fathering, but rather the capacity to enrich their functioning in
such ways.
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Social Fathering

Many studies of Black fathers focus on biological fathers, while studies of Black men’s
roles as father figures remain limited (King 2010; Lempert 2009; Richardson 2009;
Smith 2010). Studies of social fathers identify relatives, fictive kin, and community
figures that perform family roles typically associated with biological fathers. In general,
studies of social fathers: (1) identify men who assume social father roles, (2) describe
their family contributions, and (3) argue that social fatherhood needs more investi-
gation. These studies emphasize the ways social fathers fulfill contemporary family
needs. However, more research is needed on the historical context of social fathering
and the contemporary structural and cultural environments that have morphed social
fathering.

Fathering Across the Life Course

Life course issues emerge in several studies of Black fathers, with many studies focus-
ing on young fathers in early adulthood. However, life course perspectives indicate
that Black fathers’ engagement changes over their lifetime (Jarrett et al., 2002; Roy
20006). The life course approach requires that researchers consider ecological factors
that enhance and prohibit Black father involvement across the life course (Roy 2006).
Further, life course studies highlight the need to fully conceptualize and examine the
myriad father-figure roles Black men occupy across their lifetimes.

Difficulties related to accessing samples may be connected to our lack of informa-
tion about single, co-habiting, gay, or other understudied fathers. Many men do not
remain single fathers for long periods of time and the number of single fathers is small
(Coles 2009). Additionally, mothers may move in and out of relationships in ways
that make it difficult to sample co-habiting fathers, though the Fragile Families Study
provides a wealth of data about economically marginal resident fathers (married and
unmarried). Also, stigma around gay fathering may preclude some men from reveal-
ing their sexuality and status as gay fathers. Nevertheless, more efforts on the parts of
researchers must be made to include these men in studies. For instance, many studies
of fathers launch the sample from biological children and mothers, thus heterosexual
parenting is emphasized. This, however, does not account for fewer studies of married,
heterosexual fathers, particularly ones who are not low-income. While the marriage
rates of African Americans are lower than those of other races, there are enough mar-
ried African American men to complete a study. Problem-focused inquiry directs
attention to more vulnerable and tenuous family arrangements, and leaves us with
gaps about diverse Black fathering experiences.

A NEW AGENDA FOR CULTURAL ANALYSES OF BLACK FATHERHOOD

In this post-Moynihan era, many researchers have shied away from exploring cultural
elements of Black family life and the meanings Black Americans assign to family roles
in order to avoid trends in cultural studies that emphasized deficits in Black family life
(Small et al., 2010; Young 2004). Instead, many researchers chose to focus on struc-
tural constraints to fathering (such as unemployment). As a result, we know a great
deal about the structural barriers facing Black fathers. We have the greatest depth
and understanding from cultural studies that examine the strains low-income Black
fathers face, their values, and various cultural and family values adaptations to con-
straints (Edin and Nelson, 2013; Hamer 2001; Young 2004). Missing, however, from
many cultural studies of Black fathers is an emphasis on Black men’s meaning-making
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strategies regarding Black fatherhood and their cultural responses to larger structural
and cultural changes (Young 2004). We also know little about how various Black
fathers’ ideologies (such as Black feminist fathering) or Black fathers’ identities
(such as gay fathers, social fathers, or single fathers) may shape how they conceptualize
fathering.

In addition, we need to know more about how to appropriately incorporate Black
fathers within research narratives regarding the culture of fatherhood in the United
States. Let us return for a moment to the question of whether “new” father discourses
are “good” or “bad” for Black fathers. In many ways Black fathers have engaged in
nurturing roles for several decades, as their emotive and caretaking contributions have
been vital to fulfilling family needs (Hamer 2001). This is particularly true of low-
income fathers and social fathers who provide extended kin care for family members.
For instance, Hamer (2001) finds that low-income nonresident fathers prioritize role
modeling and care giving when they discuss their contributions to their children’s
lives. Interestingly, much of the public conversation regarding “new fatherhood” and
paternal responsibility focuses on precisely this kind of fathering within the married,
nuclear family context. But this focus on nuclear families limits our understanding
of the myriad ways Black men practice expanded fatherhood. Again, we have limited
knowledge and understanding of married, heterosexual Black fathers’ experiences,
particularly ones who are not low-income. Research gaps such as these may account
for why Black fathers, in addition to still being problematized as in “crisis,” have not
been held up as, in fact, exemplars of engaged fathering.

In-depth cultural analysis requires that we move beyond describing Black fathers’
behaviors or revealing their values. For example, descriptive analyses of married Black
fathers note that their children respect them and value their role, and that the fathers
value their relationships with their spouses and children (Marks et al., 2010). But a
more in-depth cultural analysis would explore not only whether the fathers value the
role of husband and father, but also how they negotiate their beliefs and worldviews
regarding paternal roles, the challenges they face, and the stigma associated with
Black fatherhood. While some recent cultural studies expand our understanding of
how Black men with low incomes make sense of fathering, particularly in comparison
to White fathers—with the exception of Hamer’s (2001) intraracial analysis (Edin and
Nelson, 2013; Marsiglio and Roy, 2012; Waller 2002;); future cultural studies of Black
fatherhood should point out the meaning Black fathers of diverse backgrounds attach
to various aspects of fatherhood. It is at those junctures that we can learn more about
how some men sustain father-child relationships, even under challenging economic
and interpersonal circumstances, while others disengage or enter into a cycle of con-
nection and disconnection across their life course with different sets of children. This
nuanced approach is necessary in order to understand how the men frame fatherhood
and what they view as viable options.

To illustrate how the cultural analysis we advocate would compel us to ask different
kinds of questions, let us consider the example of Black fatherhood as impacted by the
disproportionate rates of incarceration for Black men. In recent decades, high rates of
unemployment, drug sentencing policies, and increased policing in urban centers have
been linked to Black men’s increased and disproportionate incarceration (Goffman
2014; Western and Wildeman, 2009). Higher incarceration rates have led to many
Black fathers rotating in and out of their children’s lives. Their incarceration not only
renders them physically unavailable but also limits their ability to offer financial and
material provisions. The resulting strains to father-partner and father-child relation-
ships result from the often unsatisfactory means by which family needs are fulfilled
during fathers’ imprisonment (Swisher and Waller, 2008; Western and Wildeman, 2009).
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Unmarried fathers face the additional financial burden of arrears, defined as the accu-
mulation of unpaid child support, during their incarceration. Upon release these fathers
encounter sometimes insurmountable arrears in addition to the prospect of paying
current and future child support (Holzer et al., 2005). Further, they are challenged to
readjust to society, find a job, and reconnect with their families.

Studies that examine all of the above issues are valuable and important, yet they
remain firmly located within the existing trend of structural analyses. From this per-
spective, in order to understand how incarceration affects Black fatherhood, one needs
to ask questions about residency, resources, and relationship strains resulting from
material and physical deprivations. Again, such questions are important, yet they pro-
vide only a partial picture—and importantly, a picture in which Black men in par-
ticular and Black families in general appear not as agentic, meaning-making subjects,
but as either statistics or victims swept along by more powerful forces. But consider,
in contrast, how the picture might change if we were to ask a different set of ques-
tions. For instance, do families actually understand incarcerated fathers to be absent
and disconnected, or are they still considered connected, only with a lack of physi-
cal presence? Such perceptions are important because they influence how families
engage fathers during their imprisonment, how they reincorporate fathers into family
life upon their release from prison, and how, as a community, Black families view
incarcerated fatherhood. A deeper cultural analysis might also prompt researchers to
examine the implication of mass incarceration for Black family beliefs and worldviews.
In what ways do understandings of father roles expand or contract in response to mass
incarceration? For instance, does the similarly increased incarceration of Black womzen
and the subsequent increase in extended kin care lend some men to re-imagine their
roles within extended family units as nurturers and caretakers? In what ways to do men
draw from more contemporary notions of fatherhood to fulfill family needs that result
from incarceration?

Another area that a reinvigorated cultural analysis might tackle includes the beliefs
and experiences of Black men who are unable to fulfill traditional and new father roles
as a result of the recent economic downturn. The size of the Black middle class has
decreased, creating yet another economic squeeze for Black families (Lacy 2012;
Oliver and Shapiro, 2008), but researchers have not systematically explored the man-
ner by which men that formerly were able to fulfill traditional roles respond to their
recent financial role strain. How do their understandings of the image of Black father-
hood influence how they think of themselves and their financial contributions during
this economic crisis? The point here is not that changing structural conditions no
longer warrant analysis, but that they intersect with changing cultural discourses, and
set in motion both structural #nd cultural consequences, thus our analyses should be
attentive to all of these.

Similarly, a key transition in family life for the majority of people in the United
States was the mass entry of women into the workforce. Over the past few decades a
majority of heterosexual, two-parent households in the U.S. have become dual-earner
families (Franklin 2010). This transition was less stark for Black families, as Black
women have participated in the labor market for generations and Black families origi-
nated the concept of the dual-earner family (Franklin 2010). Relatively little research
exists on how Black men made sense of their partner and father roles in light of these
early experiences. Even less is known about whether the larger cultural shift had
implications for the beliefs and worldviews of dual-earner Black couples. Specifically,
did Black men’s understandings of their roles in families shift as dual-earner families
became a societal norm? Much of what is understood about new fathers is based on
White fathers and from the standpoint that men have shifted their ideological and, to a
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lesser extent, paternal behaviors. However, how did these shifts influence Black men’s
worldviews? Further, did Black men see or sense the transitions as significant cultural
shifts, given their prior experiences? The inclusion of Black fathers’ experiences would
offer complicated nuances to the ideas of shifts in the cultural and behavioral practices
of fathers.

Methodologically, cultural analyses would benefit not only from Black fathers’
perceptions of themselves, but also the vantage points of Black women. Much of Black
fathers’ family lives involve Black women as their mothers, partners, extended kin,
and daughters. A group level understanding of Black fathering would benefit from
exploring how women understand the contributions of Black men to family life. For
instance, in a study of Black father-daughter relationships (Johnson 2013), the author
finds that women believe that fathers are important to their development as women.
These women also identify areas of their lives such as dating and schooling where they
seek and desire their fathers’ support. This information is important for cultural analy-
sis as it prompts researchers to explore how daughters conceive of their fathers’ input
into their lives. Further, this study revealed a myriad of ways Black men contribute to
family life as social fathers, biological fathers, and in emotional and material support.

Finally, the cultural analysis we advocate here has not only theoretical but also
methodological implications. By foregrounding a changing, non-essentialized under-
standing of culture, researchers would have to become more attentive to the dynamic,
historically and situationally specific dimensions of meaning. If meaning matters,
how exactly does it change over time, and how is it constructed by actors individually
and collectively? Much research, for example, looks at Black fathers’ early adulthood
experiences. Yet, how do their worldviews regarding the influence of neighborhoods,
class, and family contexts change over time? How do various life experiences combine
with age to alter what options the men feel are available to them? In many Black
urban areas the community-level influence of fatherhood absence is difficult to assess.
Many residents are not witnessing father roles being enacted in a consistent manner.
Accordingly, one wonders how changes in father residence and presence influence
neighborhoods on a community level. The challenge for quantitative researchers is
to document what happens around fatherhood as a property of neighborhood change
over time. While we know that age, connection to the labor market, and even neigh-
borhood location greatly influence paternal participation, we are limited in our knowl-
edge of how fathers think about these influences on their lives and fathering choices.

We encourage the performance of a cultural analysis that interrogates how work
and family roles are a daily strategy for Black fathers. The set of actions they perform
is often in response to what they broadly believe fathers should do and the specific
options they believe are available to them. For instance, a recent and innovative study
used the cultural product of rap music to investigate how Black male rappers express
their feelings about fatherhood and the opportunities and obstacles attached to father-
hood (Oware 2011). Individuals’ reflections within the music highlighted Black fathers’
group-level concerns regarding parenting (Oware 2011). While rap lyrics are certainly
influenced by record company and consumer market demands, Oware (2011) argues
that explorations of Black male cultural products provide researchers the opportunity
to investigate fatherhood themes that are important to Black men. The use of ethno-
graphic interviews and cultural products provide a solid foundation for investigating
the myriad ways Black men think about and navigate fathering.

The effects of such new investigations of Black fatherhood are multiple, and they
are relevant for a number of distinct sectors and constituencies. Formal scholarly
research pursuits of this kind will offer an important bridge between the emerging field
of men and masculinity studies, where portraits of new fatherhood have proliferated,
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yet have been investigated largely by examining the experiences and attitudes of White
middle and upper income fathers. Whether and, if so, how Black fathers relate to this
new vision will lead to more inclusive and thorough understandings of the role, struc-
ture, and content of what fathering means in modern American society. In the policy
arena specifically, such a new lens on Black fathers will allow for the financial provider
role to be more properly placed alongside other forms and functions of fathering in
discussions of intervention strategies and designs for strengthening fathers’ contact
with their children, if not families more generally (and the caution about immedi-
ately lumping the two together emerges from the understanding that strengthening
fatherhood may not be coterminous with strengthening a family unit, especially
if the parents do not constitute a strong partnership despite being devoted parents to
their children). Most importantly, the new vision invites Black fathers to re-imagine
themselves and their contributions as being broader than directly tied to the provision
of financial resources. Although there are significant challenges involved in trying to
reshape an understanding of any cultural role, there remains extensive validity in con-
tributing to a healthier and more complete portrait of Black men, especially for those
men themselves.

CONCLUSION

The objectives of this article have been twofold. First, we have argued for the impor-
tance of expanding and diversifying our often limited understandings of Black men
and fathering; and second, we have tried to demonstrate why a shift towards more
in-depth, cultural analyses of Black fatherhood would be particularly valuable to
understanding those diverse forms and experiences of fathering. This approach serves
as a corrective to continued pathological mainstream understandings of Black father-
hood, and problem-oriented policy approaches and research orientations to Black
families in general.

Cultural studies must examine the particularities of Black fatherhood, but within
the broader scope of culture and conduct of fatherhood. While many Black fathers face
obstacles to fathering due to contemporary challenges of incarceration or deindustrial-
ization, they also encounter, make sense of, and respond to changing cultural expecta-
tions and standards of fathering. An approach that embraces these various realities would
keep researchers from discussing Black fatherhood as unique or deviant from more
mainstream ideologies or practices of fathering. Further, this approach would allow
researchers to assess the permeability of cultural theories of fatherhood and interrogate
nuances in how cultural shifts are understood and even practiced among various groups.

Given the continued growth of scholarship on Black men and fatherhood, respec-
tively, as well as aggressive policy and philanthropic actions such as President Obama’s
My Brother’s Keeper Initiative, research that complicates and clarifies our under-
standing of Black fathering—and its implications for fathering in general—remains a
pressing intellectual and public imperative.

Corresponding author: Maria S. Johnson, Department of Sociology and Criminal Justice, University
of Delaware, 311 Smith Hall, Newark, DE 19711. E-mail: johnmar@udel.edu

NOTES

1. The distinction drawn here between the two terms remains, in that absentee fatherhood
maintains a more pejorative identity as reflecting men who do not live with nor have mean-
ingful access to their children. In contrast, nonresident fatherhood refers to men who live
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in separate households than their children, but does not convey judgment regarding their
efforts to maintain consistent involvement. However, the actual geographical distance
between such fathers and their children still provides grounds for various challenges and
problems in the men’s capacity to remain intimately involved in their children’s lives.

2. We make a distinction here between men’s understandings of how that role can be enacted
versus their beliefs about how it should be enacted. The former pertains to understand-
ings of how the role is actually carried out (which may be best informed by witnessing
its performance at home or in the local community) whereas notions of how it should be
performed reflect the values and desires that men may embrace for the role (and which
may be informed by the absence of that role ever being effectively performed for them).
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