
T
he sexual and romantic habits of
urban black males have long been a
subject of scrutiny. Forty years ago,
the Moynihan Report—The Negro
Family: The Case for National Action—

decried the prevalence of female-headed
households in urban ghettoes and fo-
cused on the absence of fathers as a key
factor undermining
the social and eco-
nomic progress of
African Americans.
A decade later,
“blaxploitation”
films lampooned
and sometimes 
celebrated the
promiscuity of
African-American
men from the inner-
city underclass.

Yet, as Nathan
Fosse, a Harvard
graduate student
working with soci-
ology professor
Michèle Lamont,
writes in a recent,
unpublished paper,
“In over 50 years of
urban poverty re-
search, there has
not been one com-
prehensive, qualita-
tive study of sexual
and romantic rela-

tionships from the perspective of inner-
city black men.” The biggest problem
with poverty research, Fosse says, “is
that we’re constantly talking about inner-
city black men—running statistical 
regressions to find out associations,
writing essays about black culture—but
very rarely do we ever actually talk to

them and listen to what they have to say.”
Hence, Fosse launched an ethno-

graphic study—his qualitative research is
a work in progress, and Fosse continues
to amass data—conducting face-to-face
interviews with 26 young men from two
low-income, African-American neighbor-
hoods in Boston. His paper, “Money, Mas-
culinity, Mortality, and Mistrust: Causes
of Infidelity among Inner-City Black
Men, ” attempts to account for the much-
ballyhooed prevalence of sexual infidelity
in these men’s relationships with women.

The aim, he says, is
“to contribute to
the whole debate
on unwed parent-
hood in the inner
city by asking men
about their rela-
tionships with
women and about
their thoughts on
fatherhood.”

In general, the
men tended to sort
women into one of
two categories:
“wifey” and “stunt.”
A “wifey” is a wife
or girlfriend with
whom the man
might form a con-
tinuing relationship
and create a public,
social identity; a
“stunt” is someone
he sees for sexual
pleasure, personal
gain, or company at
a party, but never as
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an emotionally intimate partner. “A stunt
is like a low-class chick, ” one respondent
explained. “I ain’t gonna get trapped up
[emotionally involved] with a girl like
that, she ain’t worth it, there’s too many
of them out to use you anyways….” In
contrast, a wifey is someone the man
wants to know as an individual, writes
Fosse. Dustin, an interviewee, says, “For
the wifey, you gotta feel more, you gotta
know where they comin’ from, you gotta
talk with her, it’s your girlfriend, some-
one you know, someone you trust, ’cause
it’s all about trust.”

The question of fidelity does not arise
with stunts. But even with wifeys, only
some men were interested in monogamy.
Where critics may view unfaithfulness as a
moral failing, Fosse’s research instead
points to social, psychological, and mater-
ial causes—the “money, masculinity, mor-
tality, and mistrust” of his title. “[A]rgu-
ments about black men’s oppositional
values, or their dependency on welfare,
alone don’t provide adequate explana-
tions” for infidelity, he says.

Money, in Fosse’s context, means not
only financial wherewithal, but also so-
cial resources: the availability of female
relatives to care for o≠spring, for exam-
ple, can lessen a man’s resistance to be-
coming a father. Masculinity draws sup-
port from the ability to attract sexual
partners: “[W]hen girls start payin’ at-
tention to you, that’s when you feel like a
real man, like you got it goin’ on,” one in-
terviewee explained. (That the men were
rewarded by the responses they got from
women—not necessarily from male
peers—belies the common assumption
that “stud” behavior by urban black
males is mostly intended to impress other
men.) Mortality—the frequency with
which relatives, friends, and acquain-
tances die at young ages, and the men’s
intimate contact with death—forms a
backdrop for carelessness in sexual mat-
ters. “[M]en view their own lives as un-
certain and devalued, “ says Fosse, “and
they see sexual risk as relatively unim-
portant, as opposed to other risks to their
health and safety.” Furthermore, a global
mistrust of women can grow from forlorn
childhood experiences. One man de-
scribed how, when he was 12 years old,

his sisters and his mother suddenly left
him: “I just came home one day, and there
was, like, nobody there…I didn’t know
where anybody went.”

Qualitative research of this kind can
enlighten social policies, which often tar-
get irrelevancies. For example, Fosse ar-
gues that raising the cost of fatherhood
through limits on welfare payments for
child support has scant if any e≠ect on
the procreative behaviors of poor men.
Drug and sexual awareness programs
may not reduce pregnancies, either, as the
men all understood the consequences of
having a child and were aware of and had
access to condoms.

“The men’s sexual infidelity often
arises from a profound sense of despair,
and not [from the lack of] a set of values
in their behaviors,” writes Fosse. He con-
cludes that men’s sexual infidelity is “not
so much a moral problem as a mental health

problem.” Consequently, interventions
emphasizing “traditional values are 
ine≠ective,” he writes, “unless they aim
at establishing trust between partners 
and within communities.”

Social policy also needs to de-stigma-
tize men and recognize that women are
partly to blame for unwed parenthood,
Fosse adds. Many inner-city women are
probably just as “unmarriageable” as the
men, he says, and they may assert their
independence through retaliatory ex-
ploitation. He suggests that educating
“both men and women about the conse-
quences of parenthood early in life would
likely make either of them less likely to
use their own o≠spring as a means 
toward establishing lasting intimate 
relationships.”                        �charles coe

nathan fosse e-mail address:
fosse@fas.harvard.edu

M
ost of us by now have had
problems communicating with
an oblivious headphone user
who ignores our impatient
repetitions of “Excuse me” at

ever-increasing volume. Don’t expect
that problem to clear up any time soon.

If anything, research suggests that it will
get worse, as headphone listeners go
from being deaf to the world to being
simply deaf.

The bright white iPod earplugs that
dangle from ear after ear on the bus, on
the sidewalk, at the gym, and every-
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