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ORLANDO PATTERSON

THE CONTRADICTORY APPROACH TO CULTURE

There is something very odd about how the culture concept is used today. On
the one hand, at no other time in the history of the concept has it been more
popularly debated or more seriously considered. In academia the relatively
new discipline of cultural studies flourishes. And in the American public
arena, so-called culture wars have become what Hunter calls “a reality sui
generis . . . the defining forces of public life.™® And yet, at the same time, in
academic and intellectual circles, including an influential group of profes-
sional anthropologists and nearly all sociologists, there is strong resistance to
attempts to explain any aspect of human behavior in cultural terms.?

In the humanities and liberal circles generally, a rigid orthodoxy now pre-
vails that can be summarized as follows: Culture is a symbolic system to be
interpreted, understood, discussed, delineated, respected, and celebrated as
the distinctive product of a particular group of people, of equal worth with
all other such products. But it should never be used to explain anything
about the people who produced it. In humanistic terms, culture is often
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likened to a text to be read and interpreted. Although explanations of the
text are permitted, no claims of objectivity can be made for such explana-
tions. The understanding of culture is wholly subjective and reflects as much
about the interpreter as the interpreted,

In sociological circles, culture occupies what Mabel Berezin calls a “fis-
sured terrain® in which there is "epistemological dissidence™ between “schol-
ars who privilege the possibility of explanation . .. and those who privilege
exegesis or interpretation.™ But even those who favor explanation tend to
shun any causal role for culture. Typically, as in the so-called production-of-
culture school, culture is the dependent variable, something to be described
and, with all due caution, to be explained by organizational, economic, and
other such “hard™ independent variables. All attempts to reverse this ex-
planatory equation and make culture or elements of culture the independent
variable are inherently suspect. Oddly, this is the very opposite of what pre-
vailed during the first half of this century, when the Parsonian theory of val-
ues as ends and normative regulators of action was predominant. However,
as Ann Swidler has pointed out, because the general rejection of the Parson-
ian approach left sociologists “without an alternative formulation of cul-
ture’s causal significance, scholars either aveid causal questions or admit the
values paradigm through the back door.™ Swidler proposed an approach to
the problem that has won wide favor. Although it is a start in the right direc-
tion, her conception of culture as a “rool kit” from which people selectively
draw their strategies of action as it suits their purposes is too open-ended and
voluntaristic to offer real explanatory power. Cultural analysis is reduced to
a mere supplement of rational choice theory.

The hostility to cultural explanations is especially marked in the study of
Afro-Americans and the many problems that they face. There are good and
bad reasons for this. Too many studies of Afro-American problems up to
the late sixties—when the reaction set in—relied on a simplistic or unten-
able conception of culture that was used in a crudely deterministic way to
explain Afro-American social problems. Afro-American culture was seen as
an encrusted accretion of the Afro-American past that had become a fixed,
explanatory black box invoked to explain anything and everything about
the group. Outmoded nineteenth-century views of culture as some kind of
“cake of custom™ lingered in many writings. Hardly more palatable was
the over-determining functionalism and values framework of the Parsonian
school. Although the more sophisticated advocates of the culture of
poverty school such as Oscar Lewis did not commit many of the errors that
they are now routinely accused of, in the hands of non-specialists, cultural
accounts of the group’s problems were too often circular, reductionist, and
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Unfortunately, it was and is still too often the case that cultural explana-
tions are employed by reactionary analysts and public figures who anribute
the social problems of the poor to their "values™ and thereby wash their
hands and the hands of government and the taxpayers of any responsibility
for their alleviation. Indeed, perhaps the main reason why culmral explana-
rions are shunned by anthropologises and sociologists—baoth very liberal dis-
ciplines—is the Fact that they have been so avidly embraced by reacrionarics
or simple-minded public figures. Culture as explanation languishes in intel-
lectual exile partly because of guilt by association.

This last is only the worst of some very bad reasons for the rejection of cul-
tural explanations. Another of these is the liberal mantra, still frequently
chanted, that cultural explanations amount to blaming the victim. This is
sheer nonsense and a simple analogy reveals its silliness, Consider the all too
common case of someane who has low self-esteem and behaves in extremely
self-destructive ways as a direct result of having been sexually abused as o
child. A sympathetic person might paint to the person’s psychological prol-
lems and urge him or bher 1o seck cherapy, It would be absurd to accuse that
person of blaming the victim. Yet this is exactly what happens when a sym-
pathetic analyst is condemned for even hinting that some Afro-American
problems may be the tragic consequences of their cultural adaprarion 1o an
abusive pase.

Another bad reason for the censorship of cultural explanations in the
sty of Afra-Americans is ethnic nationalism and so-called hlack pride. Frh-
i pride, once 2 necessary corrective to centurics of ethnic dishonor and ney-
ative srercoryping, has now hardencd into ethnic glorification and
Afro-centrism, both given academic legitimaey by multiculrucal studies. Any
scholar who invokes historico-culrureal explanations for social problems is
seen as an agent who comes to bury and not to praise, a threar to the feel-
good insistence on a “usable past™ and a proud, non-problemaric culture
that can hold its place and parade its laurels ar the great American multi-cul-
fural powwow.

Yer another reason for the suspicion of cultural explanations is the misun-
derstanding, especially on the parr of policy specialists and others concerned
with correcting soctal ills, that nothing can be done about culture, This mis-
understanding springs from the view of culture as something immurable,
Closely related o this reason for the rejection of cultural explanations is a
conviction held by many that it is a racist view of a group. Behind this charge
is a riot of intellectual ironies. The modern anthropalogical study of culture
began as an explicitly anti-racist reaction against the racialism of social Dar-
winism, especially under the liberal influence of Franz Boas's culmural rela-
tivism. For the firse half of this century, culture was precisely that which was
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not biological in human development. Culrural relativism, however, has a
way of biting its own tail and descending into essentialism, as | pointed our
in my critique of its use during the seventies by borh ethnic revivalists in
America and defenders of the apartheid regime of South Africa.' More re-
cently, the same criticism has been made of the latest wave of ethnic celebra-
tion in America, Walter Benn Michaels stating flatly that the modern
multi-cultural concept of culture and ethnic identity have simply become
subsritures for racism.* Although crirics of multi-culeuralism such as
Michaels condemn the multi-cultural use of culture as racist from a univer-
salist stamdpoing, many multi-culturalists condemn cultural explanations in
equally vehement terms as racist, as the long litany of artacks on Senator
Daniel Patrick Moynihan and his report make clear. Thus in 1970 the liberal
sociologist Robert Blauner labeled those of his eolleagues who emphasized
the lower ¢lass rather than ethnic distinctiveness of Afro-American life as
“neo-racisrs.”” Tnceedibly, then, the culture concept has become a term of
abuse and has heen condemned as racise by both universalists and relativistic
multi-culturalists in their guarrels with each other,

A deeper irony in the attack on cultural explanations as racist is the fact
that critics of the explanarory role of culture all make one quiet, backdoor
exception to the causal use of the concepr, The exception is its use in the in-
tellectual war between environmentalises and genctic determinises, In the so-
called Bell Curve Wars a few years ago, when the 1Q controversy went
through its latest cycle in America, Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray,
although bising the war, grievously injured ane of the mainstays of the libereal
defense of the environmental position, namely, thar the persistent single stan-
dard deviarion difference in Q) scores between Afro-Americans and Euro-
Americans is to be explained primarily in socioeconomic terms. Herrnstein
and Murray drew on the vast body of accumulated evidence to show that
this position is no longer tenable. Structural explanations of 10 differences
were often vitiated by what Arthur Jensen has called “the sociological fal-
lacy,” namely, rhe fact that the presumably independent structural variables
explaining away the 10} effects were themselves partly the effects of subjects”
IQs.

I do not intend ro rehash the 10} controversy here except to note that when
the dust had sereled one major point emerged with crystal clarity, and it has
both a negative and a positive aspect. The negative aspect is that although ge-
netic factors can explain only a small part of the differences in social and
economic outcomes thar exist berween Afro-Americans and Euro-Americans,
neither can standard sociceconomic variables such as family income, This
important potnt, which nearly got lost in the heat of the debate, has been re-
inforced by more recent findings, especially those reported in a work that is
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of far greater scientific integrity than The Bell Curve, namely, The Black-
White Test Score Gap, edited by Christopher Jencks and Meredith Phillips.
The general conclusion of this group of scholars is that, first, the test-score
gap between Afro-Americans and Euro-Americans is indeed important in ex-
plaining later occupational status and income, although what it is measuring
is not 50 much innate intelligence as learnable cognitive and educational
skills. Second, this test-score gap is only partly explained by the class or so-
cial background of students. The still substantial income difference between
Afro-Americans and Euro-Americans explains, at best, about one point of
the large ethnic gap in students’ test scores. And when all socioeconomic
background factors are considered, such as wealth and occupation, no more
than a third of the ethnic gap is explained, which is about the same as Herrn-
stein and Murray estimated.”

If the answer to the skill gap is to be found neither in the g-loading on 10
scores nor in the socioeconomic differences between the two groups, where
is it to be found? Here we come to the positive side of what emerged from
the Bell Curve controversy. The answer, in a nutshell, is culture. “Culrural
beliefs and practices,” writes psychologist Howard Gardner in his critique
of the Bell Curve, “affect the child at least from the moment of birth and
perhaps sooner. Even the parents’ expectations of the unborn child and their
reactions to the discovery of the child's sex have an impact. The family,
teachers, and other sources of influence in the culture signal what is impor-
tant to the growing child, and these messages have both short- and long-
term impace.”"

Significantly, Meredith Phillips and her collaborators found large effects
on children’s test scores resulting from parenting practices, accounting for
over 3.5 points of the test gap between Afro-Americans and Euro-Americans.
What's more, their controls strongly indicated that these practices were
wholly environmental,

Psychological studies bear out these findings. It is remarkable that, barely
five years before The Bell Curve was published, Arthur Jensen, unguestion-
ably the most sophisticated defender of the genetic view of ethnic differences,
had very nearly thrown in the towel with his concession that “the genetic hy-
pothesis will remain untested in any acceptably rigorous manner for some in-
dererminate length of time, most likely beyond the life span of any
present-day scientists.™™ Psychologist Mathan Brody, in an exhaustive review
of the state of knowledge on the subject, concluded that the “reasons for the
differences are probably to be found in the distinctive cultural experiences
encountered by black individuals in the United States.”" Responding to
Herrnstein and Murray, another distinguished psychologist, Richard Misbett,
arrived at much the same conclusion. Arguing that there “are systematic dif-
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ferences in the socialization of black and white children that begin in the cra-
dle,” he reviewed several studies, one of which concerned children of mixed

marriages:

Under the assumption that mothers are more important than fathers to the intel-
lectual socialization of their children and that socialization practices of whites
favor the adoption of skills that result in high scores on 10} tests, one would ex-
pect that the children of unions where the mother is white and the farher is black
would have higher 1Qs than the children of unions where the mother is black
and the father is white. And in face, this is the case. Children of black-whire
umons have [Qs nine points higher if it is the mother who is white."

Although selection factors could not be discounted, they seemed o work
in both directions and cancel themselves out. Nisbett quite reasonably con-
cluded that *the higher 1Qs of the children born to white mothers would
have to be attributed largely to socialization,™"

There is a profound irony in the uses and responses to the kind of findings
just cited. When used in the 1Q debate to defend the liberal, environmental
position they are acceptable, even eagerly embraced. But in any other context
the use of these same findings would be viewed with outrage. Why? Because
findings like these are anathema to notions of cthnic pride, identity politics,
and the prevailing relativism of liberal academic circles. In any other context
statements by Phillips and her collaborators that for “parents who want their
children to do well on tests (which means almost all parenes), middle-class
parenting practices scem to work™ or that “racial differences in parenting
practices also appear to be important,” as well as Nisbett's argument that the
cultural practices of Euro-American mothers are more effective than those of
Afro-American mothers, would condemn them as certifiable racists and un-
regenerate cultural chauvinists on any campus in America,

This is a ridiculous state of affairs, Afro-Americans and their academic
supporters simply cannot have it both ways. If cultural factors are to be given
prime explanatory status in the 1Q wars, they cannot be reduced by multi-
cultural and liberal sociological critics to what Margaret Archer has called “a
position of supine dependence.”™ This selective censorship of the causal use
of the culture concepr has distorted the study of Afro-American social history
and contemporary issues.

The plain truth, of course, is that there is no necessary conflict between the
causal use of culture and its trearment in purely descriptive or dependent
terms. Usually the conflicts can be resolved once it is understood that differ-
ent conceptions of culture are being used and that causal studies often pro-
ceed at quite different levels of analysis from those thar approach it in
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symbaolist or descriptive terms. Furthermare, a cultural explanation docs not
preclude social causes, Often what's most interesting and useful in any analy-
sis is o identify and disentangle the complex explanatory interplay berween
citlrural and non-cultural factors, an interplay in which both sets of facrors
can be boch independent and dependent in one's causal model. Above all, it
should be understood that 10 explain is not to be deterministic. As Goode-
nouph wisely points our, “Biology helps explain human behavior bur does
not determne it. Similarly, eulture helps explain behavior bur does not decer-
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mine it, either

THE CULTURE CONCEPT

By culture | mean a repertoire of socially rransmirted and intra-genera-
tionally generated ideas about how 1o live and make judgments, both in gen-
eral rerms and in regard 1o specific domains of life. It is an information
system with varying levels of specificity: on one level it is as broad as a set of
ideas about styles of public self-presentation; on another level, ir is the micro-
information system prescribing the best way to make bagels, curried chick-
peas, or Jamaican jerk pork. This information system is more than “what
people must learn in order ro be able to funetion acceprably as members of 2
social group in the acrivities in which members of the group cagage with onc
another,""* as Goodenough originally phrased it in 2 seminal statement, For
one thing, as Eugene Hunn has pointed out, the “culture concept must ad-
dress nor only what is formally appropriace, but also what is ecologically of-
fecrive,” Hence, "culture is what one must know to act effecrively in one's
environmenr,™ For another, culture sometimes embraces transmitted anvi-
sacial behavior and not only whar is acceprable to a group.” This point is of
special importance to those who study the Afro-American experience, since
often the cultural processes one wishes to understand are precisely those thae
are deviant and not acceptable to either the broader Euro-American society
or to the Afro-American group, We cannot restrict the cultural exclusively 1o
what is normarive,

I take the very sensible advice of Roger Keesing that it is best “to narrow
the concept of *colture’ so that it includes less and reveals more.™" Thus Roy
I*Andrade speaks of a “particulate theory of culture; that is, a theory about
the *pieces’ of culture, their composition and relation to other things."*

Culture is acquired or learned by individuals; it is whar they know. This,
however, does not preclude a collective or shared dimension of culture. How
can an individualist, internal view of culture be reconciled with any notion of
culture as a shared group phenomenon? Through the notion of cultural mod-
els, which, as Keesing argues, “are at once cultural and public, as the histori-
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cally cumulared knowledge of a people and the embadiments of a language,
and cognitive, as paradigms for construing the world.™" ;

These models, however, are not mere too] kits, as sociologist Ann Sw:dk_:r
argued in her frequently cited paper.® Although this view i l'.ﬂll.fﬂh’e for soci-
ologists in emphasizing the role of agency in cultural analysis, it nﬂnc:hclcsls
fails to capture two other critical aspects of culture. A tool kit is useless if
there is nothing to make or do. Cultural elements are always, first, plans for
living, blueprints for how to think, judge, and do things. A tool kit is also
useless without the know-how or skill to use the rools. Cultural models are
also rules for how to realize cultural plans.

There is some controversy about where these rules come from. It is likely
that the same capacity for rule making that directs our acquisition of I!:m—
guage also works with the acquisition of some cultural models, especially
models of social behavior. Although some rules are inferred by one's innate
rule-muaking capacity, others arc taught, and some are derived from a combi-
nation of both methods,

Dorothy Holland and Naomi Quinn argoe against any typology of cul-
rural models inte *models of” and “models for," as some have proposed,

sugpesting instead that

yndderlying cultural models of the same order—and in some cses the same un-
derlying madel—are used to perform a variety of different cognitive tasks,
Sometimes these cultural modiels serve to set goals for action, sometimes oo plan
the artainmett of sail goals, sometimes tw direct the acealization of these goals,
somictinics 1o make sense of the actions and fathon che goals of wibers, and
sometimes to produce verbalizations that may play various parts in all these
peojecrs as well as in the subsequent interpretation of whar has happened.”

In other words, cultural models are the sacielogical counterpares of biologi-
cal stem cells,

How are these models acquired? In two ways. They are inherited from the
preceding generation through secialization, and they are learned intm-g::lmr-
ationally from peers and significant others through imitation and teaching,
as well as indirectly from agents such as the media or popular figures. 1 agree
with Roberr Boyd and Peter Richerson that social learning is "the rransmis-
sion of stable behavioral dispositions™ and thar stable means those “that are
substantially divorced from environmental contingencies.”* Although [ will
be drawing on the culrural theory of Boyd and Richerson in what follows, 1
differ from them by including within the cultural domain models of behavior
that are learned through trial and error by individuals in their responses to
interactions with others and other environmental or strucrural forces.
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FIGURE 15.1 Interactions Among Cultural Models, the Structural Environment,
and Behavioral Outcomes

Two further features of culture should be noted at this point. First, cultural
models are not to be confused with behavior. Boyd and Richerson note that
“two individuals with identical sets of culeurally aequired dispositions may be-
have quite differently in different environments.™ Second, culture changes
and the forces that account for variations and instability are as important in
any theory of culture as the forces leading to the transmission of stable models.

THE INTERACTIONAL APPROACH TO
CULTURE AND THE STRUCTURAL ENVIRONMENT:
AN AFRO-AMERICAN ILLUSTRATION

Let me illustrate the relationship berween culture and social structure wich an
example from the Afro-American experience. Cultural models and structural
ar environmental factors have cultural and behavioral outcomes for individ-
uals, yielding a causal matrix consisting of {A) cultural models inherited from
the previous generarion; (B) modified cultural models thar are the outcome of
changes in the inherited models due to transmission errors in teaching and
imitation, as well as adjustments to new strategies of coping with the envi-
ronment learned by trial and error; (C) the current set of environmental, es-
pecially structural, contingencies; and (D) the behavioral outcomes that we
wish to explain. Figure 15.1 diagrams these causal interactions.
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Let the problem to be explained (D) be the present high rate of paternal
abandonment of children among Afro-Americans. This rate currently stands
at 60 percent of all Afro-American children. It is the single greatest problem
of the group, as well as the source of other major problems. What are the
causal interactions accounting for this behavioral problem?

The present generation has inherited a cultural model (A) that originated
11 one earlier environment, slavery (c. 1640-1865), and was later adapmdl to,
and transmitted through, a second environment, the sharecropping, or lien-
crop, system (c. 1880-1940). The Africans imported as slaves would J:r:m:
brought with them well-defined models of kinship, gender roles, and notions
of sexuality and paternity. Most of these models were devastnt::u.:l by the new
order; in particular, the role of father and husband had no legitimacy or au-
thority. Men had no custodial claims in their wives or children. ]-loweveF, tll'u:
West African model of high fertility and the view that a man’s masculinity
and status were enhanced by the number of his children dovetailed with the
demands of the slave system. A major preoccupation of the system was the
need for a growing slave population, especially after the slave :ra_de was
abolished in 1807. Henee planters encouraged stable reproductive units. The
result was a behavioral pattern in which two-thirds of all unions consisted of
4 man and a woman and their children and a third in which unattached
women reared their children with the help of kinsmen. ™

In Rituals of Blood 1 argued that to call the unions berween slave men anfj
women “marriages” and the houscholds they fostered “stable nuclear fami-
lies™ is a sociological travesty. The revisionist scholarly focus on the struc-
tural form of slave unions has diverted attention from their functioning, from
the nature of the relationships that constituted these unions and from the cul-
tural models associated with them. Most men did not live regularly with
their partners. Half of those in stable unions lived on other plantations and a
third who had children had no such stable unions. Hence, even on the basis
of the revisionist historians’ own figures, at least two-thirds of adult men
who had children did not live in the same residence and often did not even
live on the same farm with their partners and progeny. In addition, there was
on every estate a group of unattached men without children who constituted
between 10 and 15 percent of all men and whose sexual needs had to be met
somchow. Thus the great majority of men during slavery—at least rhn;:-
quarters of them—lived most of their lives away from stable hnus:k!n!ds v._urh
children, including a good number of those in so-called stable unions. Fur-
thermore, whatever the nature of their unions, slaves rarely had time to inter-
act with their children. The whole point of slavery was that slaves were

worked like, well, slaves.
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After two and a half centuries several cultural models emerged in response
to this system. One was a model of compensatory sexuality. Denied any
claims to status in the hroader society or any legitimate claims to their part-
ners or children, men reinforced the transmitted West African model of viril-
ity and high fertility as symbols of male pride and status. Closely related to
this was rthe model of unsecured paternity. This was not African. Rather, it
was a direct adaptation to the slave system. The master assumed the respon-
sibility to provide for the slave’s children and encouraged adults 1o have as
many as possible. Some may even have engaged in deliberare breeding.” Be-
cause they wanted ro own the product of cheir male slaves” sexuality, masters
encouraged their male slaves to mare with slaves on their own plantations.
Such unions also greatly reduced the cost of labor contrel, since slaves in
such stable reproductive unions were less likely to ren away. Even so, as
nated earlier, only half of the regular unions of slaves were with partners on
the same plantations,

Other models developed that complemented these rwo. One was the maodel
of matrifocality, which highly valorized the mother—child relationship and
exalred it over the father—child bond. Another was the model of female inde-
pendence—a rransmitted model that was reinforced and modified by the
slave environment. Tradinonal West African socicries were unusual for the
ievel of cconomic participation and relative independence of women. This
transmitred model was scrongly reinforeed by the economic gender neutrality
aof the slave system with regard o slaves, Women worked equally with men
in the fields. The demand for more slaves highlighted their childbearing ca-
pacity. Alchough owners encouraged borh sexes to reproduce, legal owner-
ship of slave progeny was determined by the mother. Indeed, some owners
strongly favorsd female familial ries, carefully preserving sororal,
maother-daughter, and other marrifocal ties while ruthlessly selling off sons
and brothers.™

Finally, there was the simple, brute fact that slave men lacked the one thing
that all other men primarily relied on for their domination of women: con-
trol of property.

These women-related models greatly reinforced the rwo male models un-
der study: compensatory sexuality and unsecured or resourceless paterniy,
Yet slaves also learned many other cultural models during slavery. American
slaves were, of necessity, strongly influenced by the cultural models of theie
Euro-American owners. They adopred and modified their owners’ language,
religion, music (i.e., aspects of their music), and, naturally, their gender, mar-
ital, and familial medels. Although some of these models, such as the stable
patriarchal ideal of legitimare marriages and families in which the hushand-
father was the main provider, were beyond reach (and, as such, internalized
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the sexual double standard and predatory

Southern men would have been all too re-
uality amang the male

mainly as ideals), others, such as
sexuality of many Euro-American
inforcive of the emerging models of compensatory sex

slaves. .
The sharecropping system that followed slavery included two features of

special nore, First, although the legal ownership of one person by m.\;'thﬂ
was aholished in 1865, the culture of slavery clearly was not, I.ndn:n:d,1 :u'laya
thing, it was powerfully reinforced afver the l.-nicl of reconstruction iJml:l- m;{:-
rined the public denial of Afro-American male honor and masculiniry, The
classic Southern method of achieving this was, of course, eommunal lyn:'hm.g
which, as | have shown elsewhere, was a ritualized ceremony af human sacri-
fice culminating in the symbolic and literal castranion aof the Afro-American
male,

‘The seeand impoertant feature of the sharecropping system was the fact

that although Afro-American men were denied most forms of meaningful

ent as well as ownership of land, they nonctheless had access to
ng as they agreed o the lien crop
which have been

employm
whatever land they could farm as lo
arcangement. This had several devastating consequences,

summarized by Tolnay:

The personal “sacrifice” of delayed and slowed family formation often associ-

ated with establishment of households in agriculrural economics was ot nn1l1.-
Pt was also largely forile, Alremnative counonuc

beeause of the relative unavailabiliny of nonag-
ties for hlacks and the generally hostile racial

winecessary for rural hlacks
opportunities were also restrictud
ricultural employment opportuni
atmosphere after the Civil War"

These new features of the environment strongly encouraged a pattern of

early marriage and high fertility. The only way a man could make his way

was by applying as much labor as he could to the avai!al:rlcd ]am.lf:t ]:&5;1]:.;[—
the only way he could get this labor was from his wife and chil-
dren. Thus slavery was followed by a behavioral t:mfenqr toward n;:mnglii
and large familics among the mass of poor Afro-fimerica . Among the sma :
middle class, as well as the not much larger urhan wnrk:-n_g class, men ant
women were at last able 1o realize the dominant culmr:'ll ideal E:I" marriage
and respectable, parriarchal unions after slavery m!d did sa, reinforced by
their fundamentalist faith. But our concern here is with developments among

the mass of rural sharecroppers.

What was going on among the
formal early marriages and larpe families? Tra
rwo male models that had evolved ducing slavery.

posal, and

mass of poor sharecroppers beneath their
gically, this system reinforced the
First, it reinforced the model
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aof u_ns:n:ur:d paternity. Men did not have to take account of resources before
having children. Land and other means of production were readily available
What they needed were hands—those of a good, strong woman and as m:mj,;
children as possible. Tragically, children ended up supporting their fathers
rather than the other way around (households were best off during those peri-
ods \?'lllen children were most exploited) and were frequently prevented from
dcquiring even a rudimentary educartion in order to serve this purpose,
Second, the nefarious rargeting of Afro-American manhood by the domi-
nant Euro-American community led to an even greater need for masculine
compensation on the part of the mass of poor Afro-American males, Denied
all opportunities to prove their worth in the broader society, confined to a
semi-serf condition, mocked in blackface and the popular culture of min-
strelsy in the northern half of the country, and brutalized into submission in
public acts of humiliation and ritual castration in their own part of the coun-
try, poor Afro-American men could express their manhood in only one way:
through their virility and control of their own women. The women they tr:ii_-dl
to control, however, were no pushovers. Two and a half centuries under the
gender-neutral rack of slavery had seen to that. They deeply resented this
compensatory behavior, especially when it took the form of marital infidelity,
Unfartunartely, most of them had little choice bur to remain in their marriages
on the tenant farm, since opportunities were as blocked for them as :hcl;r
were for the men, Instead they sought support and solace from their
kinswomen, Within this context, according to Anita Washington, “the strong
bonds that have been noted to exist between Black mothers and their chil-
dren, the great value Black women have been noted to place on their roles as
m::-_rhcrs, and the priority of this over their roles as wives and workers, are
casily understond. ™ 1

Here, then, beneath the surface calm of two-parent units documented in
the censuses, and the sole focus of revisionist historians, further incubated
the tragic conflict berween Afro-American men and women and the male cul-
tural models engendered during slavery that were to be transmitted, via the
great northern migration, to the present period of the central cities 4

To this period we now turn. :

Fgl'm C in the diagram indicares the largely steuctural explanation of be-
ha_vmr emphasized by social scientists. Unemployment, low income, and the
m'.‘_lg]?l.l'rﬂr.]'lﬂl:ld effects of segregated habitats, as well as ethnic and gender dis-
crimination in employment, are the most obvious examples, Included also
are government programs aimed at helping the poor: AFDC, earned income
tax credit, and the like. Another important feature of this environment that is
of special interest to Afro-Americans is the importance of the sports industry
and the opportunities it offers to a few but enormously important athletic
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stars. These conditions, although important in any final explanation, can di-
rectly account for only a small part of D.

Many have argued that poor economic prospects for young, urban Afro-
American men account for both their low marriage rate and the higher rate
of out-of-wedlock births;" others have pointed to women's employment sta-
tus in relation to that of their partners.” It may be truc, as Katherine New-
man recently observed, that men “who lack the wherewithal to be good
fathers, often aren't.” But the fact remains that in nearly all other ethnic
groups in America, including Mexican Americans with higher levels of
poverty than Afro-Americans, and in nearly all other known human soci-
eties, including India with its vast hordes of people in grinding urban poverty
and unemployment, poverty does not lead to the large-scale paternal aban-
donment of children. In fact, the best available data show little correlation
berween job availability and the marriage rate.™ Economist George Akerlof
recently argued that marriage explains men's labor force activity, along with
a good many other social outcomes. Married men “have higher wages, are
more likely to be in the labor force, less likely to be unemployed because they
had quit their job, have lower unemployment rates, are more likely to be full-
time, and are less likely ro be pare-year workers.™ Akerlof thinks that
changing social factors (by which he means mainly what we are calling cul-
tural models) explain the sharp decline in the marriage rate over recent
decades, a decline that in his estimation explains a good part of the increase
in crime and other social problems. However, he makes no attempt to ac-
count for these cultural changes. His dismissal of economic variables may
also be premature. An interactional model of the kind proposed here is better
able to explain how cultural patterns interact with strucrural ones to produce
undesirable outcomes.

The transmitted cultural model {AD) is one possible answer. It is certainly
possible that a small minority of poor Afro-American men are simply actual-
izing the models of paternity they learned from the preceding generation.
However, | consider such direct effects to be as secondary as direct structural
ones. First, recall that models are not the same as behavior. Most Afro-Amer-
ican men exposed to these models have, in fact, adopted others and behave
differently. I cannot too strongly overemphasize the following poine: The fact
that 601 percent of Afro-American children are fatherless does not mean that
anything near this percentage of Afro-American fathers have abandoned
their children. Indeed, the great majority of Afro-American fathers bebave
responsibly toward their children and operate with mainstream models of
paternity. Rather, a minority of usually poor men with limited education ex-
hibit this behavior. But because of their higher rates of fertility, they end up
creating a problem of fatherlessness for the majority of the younger genera-
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tion af the entire group. It is as great an error 1o underestimate the group-
wide consequences of the reproductive behavior of this minority of men as it
is to generalize abour Afro-American fathers on the basis of the models and
behaviar of this minoricy,

Instead, the major explanations of the behavioral outcome I are the indi-
rect paths CBD and ABD, as well as the more complex causal spirals such as
CDBD.

Consider, first, the path CBD. Lec Rainwater gave us an early (and seill rhe
best) analysis of this path.” Lower-class culture, he argued, “represent(s)
adaptations to [the] demands society makes for average functioning and the
resources they are able to command in their own day-to-day lives.™" While
holding o mainstream norms, lower-class men and women develop “survival
technigues for functioning in the world of the disinherited: Over time, these
survival technigques take on the character of substitere games, with their own
rules puiding behavior e . . . these operaring rules seldom sustain a lasting
challenge ro the validity of the larger society's norms governing interpersonal
relations and the basic social statuses involved in marriage, parent-child rela-
tions, and the like.""™ Instead, “lower class sub-culture acquires limired fremre-
tiomal autonomy from conventional culture just as the social life of the lower
class has a kind of limited functional sutonomy vis-a-vis the rest of society.™
Tragically, it is precisely the disjuncrure between the peesisrent commitment
to mainstream cultural models of patermal behaviar, especially on the paer of
women, that leads o the behavioral outcome of marital dissolution and pa-
termal abamdonment, Men are only too happy o live with women who put
up with their philandering. Afro-American lower-class women, to their great
credir, refuse 1o do so, prefecring single mothering than compromising their
deeply held models of proper (essentially mainstream) marieal and paternal
behavior, An impoctant dimension of CI is the fact that the modern urban
eavironment, for the first rime, offers relatively better economic epportuni-
ties for women as well as welfare suppore from the state. Unlike wives of the
sharecropping era, then, they are not forced o put up with male culrural
models and behaviors that offend their own cultural models and sense of in-
dependence, Hence CBD,

Mote that this interpreration has the great merit of taking account of
women's cultural models and socioeconomic condition, as well as men's
models and behavior, instead of simplistically considering only male circum-
stances (CD) in accounting for D,

The path AB refers to the modification of the inherited models under the
environmental pressure of C and in response to the adaptive strategies just
discussed. We see now that both the models of unsecured paternity and
compensatory sexuality are once again reinforced by the new set of struc-
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tural contingencies, Both models are now fused into a new model, which
sometimes has a misogynistic edge. Lower-class men, with their low educa-
tional artainment and unrealistically high reservation wapes, are now irrele-
vant to the post-industrial society that has emerged. Worse, & new
post-1965 influx of low-skilled immigrants have entered the system and in
many of the large cities are favored by employers.™ Black pride and aspira-
tions have led to higher levels of alienation. The inherited model of compen-
satory sexuality acquires even greater urgency. The fact thar women now
have the means to resist, somewhat, simply heightens the satisfaction of sex-
wal victory., Male pride is defined now more than ever in terms of the im-
pregnation of women. The majority of Raimwater’s respondents “indicated
that boys either do not care and are indifferent to the fact that their girl-
friends are pregnant, or with surprising frequency, they feel proud because
making a girl pregnant shows that you are a man!™ A quarrer of a century
alter rhis rescarch was conducred in the mid-sixries, Elijah Anderson amd
athers found identical cultural models, suggesting a system of colrural rrans-
miission.!!

Another new feature of the environment, C, bears directly on the modifica-
tion and intensification of these two inherired models. This is the elimination
af the color bar in the sports industry, leading in rurn to the rise of a signifi-
cant number of young Afro-American super-star athleres, most coming from
the ghettos. Although the actual numbers of these multi-millionaire stars are
infinitesimally small in comparison with the mass of lower-class blacks, their
influenee is vast. Ax role models, however, they have reinforced hoth the cul-
tural model of predatory sexualiry and unsecured paternity. These develop-
ments are associated with another, largely cultoral, phenomenon: the rise of
hip-hop culture which, as with athlerics, has seen the emergence of many su-
per-stars from the ghettos. This culture has blatantly promoted the mosr op-
positional models of urban lower-class life, celebrating in “gangsta-rap,” as
never before, predatory sexuality and ireesponsible paternity. It is reasonable
to conclude that among a large number of urban, Afro-American lower-class
young men, these models are now fully normative and that men act in accor-
dance with them whenever they can,

Thus we have A and C leading to intra-generational and inter-gencrational
variants of B, both variants leading to a fused modified model of sexuality
and paterniry among young men, expressed in D, which, in turn, encourages
attirudes toward mainstream society and work (DB} and a ghetro lifestyle
that reinforces the modified models of compensatory-cum-predatory sexual-
ity and unsecured paternity, In this context of opposition to mainstream
norms, the likelihood of the modified sexval and paternal models being actu-
alized in D is even greater.
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CONCLUSION

My main objective in this chapter has been to bring the concept of culture as
a causal factor back to the study of Afro-American problems without falling
prey to the methodological, theoretical, and ideological problems of many
previous works, I have argued thar this task is now of paramount impor-
tance, since the best thar sociology has to offer has taken us to the limits of
purely structural explanations of these problems.

I briefly noted near the beginning that many sociologists are reluctant 1o
take the causal role of culture seriously because of the persistence among
them of the hoary old fallacy of cultural inertia. As I have emphasized in this
chapter, however, although cultural continuities certainly exist, people are
not slaves to them. They use them and they can change them if they really
want to.

It is often the case that eultural models can be changed faster and more ef-
fectively than structural factors, and to point to their causal role is in no way
to condemn oneself to the status quo. Indecd, the sociological critique be-
comes ironic when ir is considered that the discipline’s favorire explanation
for mast marters is class, But what conld be more immutable than class?

Consider the fate of one important area of American culture and its class
system over the second half of the twentieth century. During thar time, the
entire culture of Jim Crow—the system of legalized and culrurally sanctioned
overt social, economic, and political segregation and discrimination, built up
during the previous three and a half centurics—was effectively abolished.
During thar period too there were fundamental changes in the cultural mod-
els of gender that had been built up over the previous millennia of human
history.

Bur during that same period, American economic inequality—the class
variahle so beloved by sociologists as something always ripe for change—has
grown greater than ar any other time in the nation’s history,

Has the time not come for us to start talking abour the cake of class?
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the social and economic trajectories of
he United States is embed-
te of nations. The

The relationship berween culture and |
the various minority, racial, and ethnic groups in t
ded in a larger discussion of the role of culture in the fa . e
context has been set by such provocative theses on the causes O:E m“m“t'““f‘d
conflict and the wealth of nations as those of Samuel Hunrington, D:;u
Landes, Lawrence Harrison, and Francis Fukuyama, and .b? the :xtgnd: he-
hate on Asian values, In that larger discussion, we deal with categories rather
grander than American ethnic groups, which for r!u: most part hcgu_'t F{‘t_mr
lives in America as fragments of much larger societies, nations, and civi liza-
tions and are soon enveloped through processes of acculturation and ass:n;l-
lation into the larger American society. In time, an most of 'Irhﬂe groups, the
boundaries that once defined them fade thruulgh intermarriage, 4'.'1:m1|.r|:rs:cm{,r
and changing identities. It becomes doubtful just what, if any, elements o
cultural distinctiveness they retain, and they become part of a larger Ameri-
iety and civilization. .
m?ns':lirgrger discussion that frames this chapter, we deal with world l:;eh—
gions, world philosophies, world cultures, of cuntmtlntal s.ca_fle, as weﬂ_as
with nations and societies, We consider the causes of }nrcmanunal con ict,
of national wealth and poverty. In the smaller discussion, we deal with ]c'r'.i
grand issues, such as the relative educational and ECONOMIC SUCCESS ni;a;n-
ous ethnic groups. In most cases, their histories cannot easily be followed be-

yond two or three generations in America.
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Daniel Erpunga-Manguelle seems 1o imply that ane canaot live a dignified lile and
a lifie that is disfinctively African at the same time. As | stated in my essay, | am not 2
fan uf broad catepgoeics such as “Latin American™ or *African™ as ways of identfymg
cultural communities—fiahia 15 not San Paols, the Yoruka are 1ot the Masai. Mever-
cheless, 1 do believe, as did Edward Saps, that “the societies in which different sewcie
cries live are disting worlds, no merely the snme world with different fabels
artached.” For a plaralisg, « distincrness” or “difference”™ is not @ ceom of disparage-
ment. With complete respecs for ail theee of my eritics, whose sincerity [ never
daubied, whose company and comversation T much enjoyed, and whose pestimonials
and arpguments [ found Frscinating, 1 fully confess o rejecting the iden thar che only or
very hest way to be dignified, decent, cational, and fully human is to live the life of 2
rineth American or & nartheen Eurapean.
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