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Are you a clinician working with African American individuals or couples? Does your
clientele include single, dating, cohabiting, engaged, or divorced African Americans who
hope to eventually marry? Are you providing therapy for interracial couples or for
individuals who have considered an interracial relationship? Are you interested in a thorough
and in-depth review of the literature and research on African American culture regarding
relationship issues? Are you teaching a course on cultural diversity or couples therapy? Or
do you simply desire a greater understanding of African American relationships? If you
answered yes to any of these questions, you will find Is Marriage for White People? How
the African American Marriage Decline Affects Everyone a valuable addition to your current
resources.

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0525952012?tag=americanpsy0c-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creativeASIN=0525952012
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Ralph Banks’s primary areas of focus in this book are the identification of causes
underlying the dramatic decline of African American marriages and the reasons for African
American women’s resistance to exogamy, despite the increasing scarcity of marriageable
Black males. He provides extensively detailed research, including 80 pages of references and
endnotes, to support his thesis that there are three main reasons for the shortage of
marriageable Black males: (a) rates of incarceration for Black males limit marital
opportunities for poor and working-class Black females, (b) interracial marriage limits
opportunities for middle-class, college-educated Black females, and (c) the decreased
economic market for Black men coupled with increased economic opportunities for Black
females (“success gap”) removes a level playing field for African American racially
homogamous marriages.

However, if you are seeking an understanding of how declining rates of marriage in
the African American community impact everyone, you may be disappointed. Banks’s
provocative title fails to completely deliver answers to the second question. He masterfully
orchestrates a virtual symphony of data, statistics, and research on the historical and current
status of marriage in the African American community, the broader American society, and
several other countries. Yet he concludes with a flat, one-note recommendation that African
American women marry outside their race in order to save Black marriages. And one must
search for and infer the impact on “everyone.” Even his chapter “Beyond Race?” is a
continued treatise on the value of interracial marriages.

Expanding the Conversation About African American
Marriages

There is a volume of research supporting the benefits of marriage for African Americans,
including enhanced health and well-being for children and adults, inhibition of crime,
lowered poverty rates, and improved educational attainment for children (Blackman,
Clayton, Glenn, Malone-Colon, & Roberts, 2005). In a foreshadowing of this book, Elaine
Pinderhughes (2002) identified the decline of African American marriages as resulting from
the unequal sex ratio, fewer marriageable Black males (higher death rates from poor health
care, violent crimes, and substance abuse issues), socioeconomic conditions (unemployment,
underemployment), and increased income levels of Black women relative to Black men.
Banks expands upon these heralded reports and extends the conversation on these themes in
his book, artfully drawing attention to the unchanged reality of declining African American
marriage rates.

Additionally, Emery and White (2006) asserted, “Sociological trends are often first
evident in the Black community where they are seen as pathological: e.g., ‘the broken
family.’ When these trends begin to appear in the White mainstream, they are then



normalized—‘the single parent family’” (p. 23). Banks repeatedly references this
phenomenon and even uses it as a subtitle in one of his chapters, “White Follows Black
(Again)” (p. 85). This is apparently one of the implications of his book’s subtitle about the
broader impact of the decline of Black marriages.

Pitfalls and Weaknesses

The author acknowledges, in the afterword, that his exclusive focus on single Black women
in their 30s and 40s for his qualitative research interviews resulted in the exclusion of young
Black women and Black men. This is a critical gap, considering that the average age for
marriage remains well below 30. He also excludes married African American couples, who
could have provided a strengths-focused insight into what led them to be in the 38-percent
minority of African Americans who are currently married and the 57 percent who have
married at some point (LaTaillade, 2006).

It is also surprising that, as an attorney and law professor, Banks does not offer
solutions to address or advocate for social justice, policy changes, or educational and
economic reforms that could counteract the shortage of marriageable Black males. Research
indicates that decreased marriage rates and increased divorce rates among African
Americans are related to social and economic marginalization (LaTaillade, 2006). Banks
acknowledges, but offers no recommendations for, institutional racism and discrimination,
which lead to limited educational and employment opportunities, increased rates of
incarceration due to unequal application of the law, and hidden marriage penalties for
impoverished or low-income African Americans.

His answer to the question of how to increase rates of African American marriages is
a single recommendation that African American women must increase their willingness to
date and marry men of all races and ethnicities, rather than doggedly and self-sacrificially
standing by their African American men. His 10-page final chapter, “Saving Black
Marriage,” concludes,

If more black women married nonblack men, more black men and women might marry

each other. If black women don’t marry because they have too few options, and some

black men because they have too many, then black women, by opening themselves to

interracial marriage, could address both problems at once. For black women, interracial

marriage doesn’t abandon the race, it serves the race. (p. 181)

Yet one cannot help wondering if increased interracial marriages would actually
equate to increased African American marriages, any more than increased numbers of
biracial children increase the percentages of African Americans in America.



A Matter of Definitions, Statistics, or Both?

President Barack Obama and First Lady Michelle Obama are frequently extolled as being
role models for African American marriages, and President Obama is widely noted to be the
first African American president, despite having a White mother. Banks describes the
Obamas as an African American couple, stating, “They’re like the Huxtables—only real, and
better” (p. 2). The phrase “African American marriages” is used by Banks, numerous
newspaper and journal article writers, and even myself in this review. Interracial marriages
are specifically and succinctly defined in research and journal articles. However, I was
unable to find any resources that actually define African American marriages.

Fryer (2007) explained that U.S. census data identify interracial and same-race
marriages with a “spouse location” variable that identifies the race of the spouse and then
identifies the demographics of the spouse. Therefore, statistics about African American
marriage rates can be misleading because the actual census data are about rates of marriage
for individuals (male or female), not for couples.

So, for example, in the 1960s, 68 percent of individuals in their 20s were married; in
2008, only 26 percent in that demographic category were married (U.S. Census Bureau,
2010), which could be stated as an alarming 42-percent decrease in marriage rates for
Americans. Yet, in 1960, 72 percent of Americans ages 18 or over were married, and in
2008, 52 percent of Americans in this category were married, an actual 20-percent decrease
in the marriage rate for Americans 18 years of age or older (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).

Arguing that statistics about African American marriages can be deceptive,
manipulative, and misleading, Toldson and Marks (2011) asserted,

Sometimes numbers are deceiving . . . 43 percent of black women have never been married

compared to 20 percent of white women who are 18 years and older. However, when

analyzing the black women who are 35 and older, the percent who have never been

married drops to 25 percent, indicating that a solid majority of black women get married

before they turn 35. Granted the total percent of unmarried black women is still twice more

than for white women who are 35 and older. (p. 2)

Using this demographic, the headline just as easily could be “75 percent of Black
women marry by age 35” (Toldson & Marks, 2011). According to the actual census data,
53.2 percent of African Americans marry at some time during their lives, compared with
69.3 percent of all other races. Despite the 16-percent difference, it is not as alarming as
stating that only 38 percent of African Americans are currently married, compared with 60
percent of Whites (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).

Ultimately, a cacophony of statistics can be impressive but can also lead us away from
true solutions. No matter how one examines the data regarding marriage rates for African
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Americans, Banks is correct in concluding that there has been a significant decline, with a
negative impact on the African American individual, couple, family, and community.
However, addressing this issue does not simply require changes in the dating and marriage
patterns of African American females. It requires change in American society from social,
economic, political, psychological, and cultural perspectives.
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