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STATE OF BLACK MARRIAGE
The percentage of African-Americans tying the knot

is at a historic low and still plummeting. A new survey
explores why. BY JoY JONES

Cleo Lightfoot began preparing while still a child for a future as an unmarried woman. Her
own parents divorced when she was 12, but she bcgan forminor the impression that commitment was
risky years earlier. “I didn’t see many happv marriages,” says the now-26-yvear-old graduate student
currently living in Washington, D.C. What she did see, she says, was some of the adults around her
acting irres 3011511)1}*, having on-again-off-again relationships and cheating. Who wants to emulate that?
As she entered adulthood, she took pride in the “strong, independent woman” label, worked full time.

carried a full course load and handled whatever came her way.’

She has let every man she dated know

that she can manage just fine on her own. “I was taught at an early age that I didn’t need a man for

anything,”

explains the doctoral candidate in clinical psychology. Since women currently account for

more than 60% of graduate degrees earned by African-Americans, what are the chances of a Sister like
her meeting and marrying a true counterpart, anyway?

The views this Gen-Yer grew up
with are hardly unigue among
African-Anerican young peo-
ple. They are increasingdy view-

ing marriage as an untikely

—and unnecessarv—path
partnership, prosperinv or
parenthood. In fact. a recent
study by e Pew Rescarch
Center, The Decline of Mar-
riage and the Rise of New
Families, says the behavior and
attitudes of young adults are 4
large part of what's driving
down marriage rates. They are
both delaving marriage and
entering into less-traditional
“family arrangements such as
single parenthood, cohabita-
ton and sume-sex pariner-
ships that may nclude raising
children. In 1960, two-thirds
{(68%) of all nwentysome-
things were marricd. In
2008, that was oue of just
26%. Christopher Watkins, a 25-
vear-old musician in Atlanga,
- eventually wants ro marry, but
he acknowledges thatamong
some of his peers, “Being
- single; being with different
women is seen as cool and
settling down is not,”

“MARRIAGE IS FOR WHITE PEOPLE”

The Pew study, conducted in parmershipawith Time magazine, tinds
that among Blacks, 44% believe marriage is becoming absolete.
“I’s the way sociery is now,” savs Taiwon Prince, a4 39-vear-old
single father of three in Washington, D.C. “*Marriage is not sacred
anvmore.”

When 1 was working in the public schools in our nation’s capital a
few years ago, a 12-year-old boy told a class discussing relationships
and family. “Marriage is for White people.” The implications for the
firrure of the our community are unfathomabie,

My own father and mother will mark 58 years of marriage in June.
The Huxtables they are not. But 1 suspect what has kept them
committed is a farger sense of purpose, Because they know the im-
portance of marriage to family and 1o the success of our race, there
has been a willingness o sct aside some of their own prefirences
tor the greater good.

“For our grandparents, {happiness] was not their primary goal.
Their happiness was in their kids,” says Tony King, @ mardage advo-
cate based 1o Dallas. “T know it takes a yillage to raise a ¢hidd.” he
explains, rc.etencmg the African proverb. “Bur the fisst unit in the
village is a family,”

According to the Pew study and folks who
offered comments:

m In 1960, 61% of Biack adults were married. 8y 2008,
that share had dropped to 32%, compared with 56% of Whites. “Just
being married does net make one: happy,” savs Carolyn (not her real
name), a H0ish Memp“' s resident who is fwice diverced, “The intentis .
not to ‘setlle.” she expizing

sAmong B_lac'k.wcmen giving birth in 2008, 72% were
unmarried. This compares with 53% of Hispanic women ang 29%
of Whites, “If's hard i find 2 good man,” says Monica Marcelli, 2 never-




percent of Blacks believe
vt marriage is BECOMING
OBSOLETE. ‘Ma 1‘1‘1&_g@ 1s not
sacred anymore.’ s Taiwon
Prince, a single fa‘thm ol three,

marrigd 38-yvear-old mether of twe'in Washington, D c. “They have too
tmany skelétons, foa many wonen. And if's hard for 2 man'to finda géed’
wiornat, A woman whi. has been mistreated nas baggape. Even if he's
a geod persen, she's Fgoing to insinuate that he's: goma {odo the same
thing that other glivs Rave done to har"

e ln 2008 slightly more than half of all Black chiidren
under the age of 18 (52%) were living in a household
with one parent. g third (3294) ware in 2 hbusehiold with two mar-
vied parerits. The restwereiliving I househaldsawith cohabiting pariners
963 ar ho parent at all (10%): By comparison, 74% of White childrer
ycunger thariage 18 lived in households with twe martied parents. Some.
observers feel the Black community has becorne too comfortabis with a
feavily matriarchal cutture: "WWe now have a mythology of the struggling-
but-triumpliant single mother.” saye Bilt Stephnay, a metiz sxecutive-
and family-issues advdcate based in Marris County, N.J. Aceepting that
Big Mama is the cerier of everything and assuming Papg is @ roling
stonn leads to the view that men are cptional ina famiy.

m Nine-tenths of Black respondenis (88%), compared
with 62% of Whites and 77% of Hispanics, say that to
be ready for marriage, a man must be able to financially
support @ family, But half (50%) of Black respondents ssy that a
veoman must be able to support a family, “Owing to their relatively ow
metiian Tigome, many Blacks do not mest that bay” the researchers
conclude. “The woman is going to be looking for the man {o take care of
the Tamily. Who waits to go into 2 martiaga broke?” says Prince.

= Only a quarter of Blacks {24%) say the growing vari-
ety in the types of family arrangements is a bad thing,
compared with a third (32%) of Whites. interestingly. Blacks
are highly eriticat of the trend toward mare: single wornen having children
without a male pariner to: help raise them. Three-guarters of Blagks
(74%%) say this trend is bad for saciety. “The thing iz, it's ihe hreakdown
‘oftha family. If marrizge is that hard, then haveas miuch sex as yol want,
btk don't have children," savs King.

“PLAN B” PARTNERSHIPS

Gmwmﬂ; up, I eny miomd love, marriage :md a bahv carmage, I m

yer I m pun led a5 10 why ?lan A chdn W urk aul. A.pplmnml.t,]\

70% of single adults with children say things dide’e trn out a5
planned, as do 67% of unmmnud adults raising children with a
partner, “The martiage gap,” as Pew researchers call it js more by
defmﬂt than design. But tuming things: al(:und in-our.commites
is. going to take degisive, deliberate and determined measures.

When T discussed delfﬁuim_" ‘Black marnage rates—and that 1 2-vear-
old boy —in & 3006 Washington Post editorial, T received 1,300
impassioned c-mails from Black men and wanen, At workshops,
folks will offen tell mge how Tife i3 much better now tiiei" Th%: ox i*&
gone, and that the children arc adjusting fust R
same person talks ahout hisorlier own chitdhadd, : ;
changes. Then Thear aduls say [m«' much they missed. havmg & aau'

That's the theme of this year’s
BI&C- Mar__ age Da},r _Theﬂrra'rsn:mots|n|’rtﬁ~

narriagesthat
Tcourage more couples

Bur how do you dmnpwn two-parent familics without putting
down [ ihe *t;i;sc,IL mother]? “There’s LhL pnhmaihf COITELE response.
and then there’s wihat's in our hearts,” savs Nisa Muhammad, the
founder,/director of Wedded Bliss, a \’\“&hmgtﬂn D.C., organiza-

tion that promotes Black mandage. And what’s in our hearts, sav
anthors of the Pew study, is that unmarried Blacks are just as Hkely
as unmarried Whites to say they would like to'marry in the future.
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One graduate of his six-month program is Gizo Lightfoot-Booke:r.

Thats Fight, the “strong, , independent woman” *wha never planied
toy marry walk ted down the aiste Jast :\.pn! with James A. Booker Ir.
W h(ml she’d known since her fitst day“ of coflege. “It took six years
before Tactually let my guard down,” she says ofhow her fricndship
with the “paticnt and pcrs&stcnt man” Wessomed into @ Lfetime
commitment. She adds that finding flesh-and-bload exampl s of
what-good marriages Tooked like helped her learn o wust him and
the prospect of 4 furure together: Looking back av the long road
1o love, she says, “I now believe that martiage isa It,armmz process,
[as is] bem&; n a relationship. To learn scmething, FOu musL I\::
pamnl make mistakes and overcome obstacles witheut giving up”




