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Introduction

Multiracial children are one of the fastest growing segments of the United States population (“Multiracial Children,” 1999).  According to the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, the number of mixed-race families in America is steadily increasing due to a rise in interracial marriages and relationships (Brunsma, 2005).  In 1970, approximately one percent of children were products of an interracial union and by 2000, five percent of children were products of interracial unions (Brunsma, 2005; Cheng & Powell, 2007).  Public discussions on issues surrounding the existence of multiracial Americans have increased since 1970 (Brunsma, 2005).  
Scholars view interracial marriage as an indicator of the social and geographic distance between different racial groups (Joyner & Kao, 2005).  The upward trends in interracial marriage indicate that American society is becoming more tolerant of miscegenation.  Although American society has made progress in regards to being more tolerant of biracial families, Foeman and Nance (1999) state that in long term interracial relationships, many struggles still occur from many areas of the macro and micro environments.                
Historical Perspective on Miscegenation 

People of mixed heritage have been citizens of the United States since the country’s inception (Cruz & Berson, 2001; Foeman & Nance, 1999).  Laws prohibiting miscegenation in the United States date back to 1661 and were common in many states until 1967.  That year, the Supreme Court ruled on the issue in Loving versus Virginia, concluding that Virginia’s miscegenation laws were unconstitutional (Cruz & Berson, 2001; Byrd & Garwick, 2004; Foeman & Nance, 1999; Burrello, 2004).  The first recorded interracial marriage in North American history took place between John Rolfe and Pocahontas in 1614.  In colonial Jamestown, the first biracial Americans were the children of white-black, white-Native American, and black-Native American unions (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  By the time of the American Revolution, between 60,000 and 120,000 people of mixed heritage resided in the colonies (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  

During his presidency, Thomas Jefferson proposed allowing English settlers and Native Americans blend together and become one people (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  American patriot, Patrick Henry proposed that intermarriage between whites and Native Americans be encouraged through the use of tax incentives and cash stipends (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  Despite Henry’s proposal, interracial unions were not well accepted in the colonies and in many cases were made illegal. 

The idea that Africans and their descendants were not only different from, but inferior to the English was prevalent in the sixteenth century and consequently migrated to America with the first colonists (Cruz & Berson, 2001; Foeman & Nance, 1999).  With the introduction of slaves to the colonies, laws were developed to keep the races separate (Cruz & Berson, 2001; Foeman & Nance, 1999).  
In 1661, Virginia passed legislation prohibiting interracial marriage and later passed a law that prohibited ministers from marrying racially mixed couples.  In 1691, Virginia law required that any white woman who bore a mulatto or mixed-race child pay a fine and face indentured servitude for five years for herself and thirty years for her child (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  In Maryland, a European-American woman who married a Negro slave had to serve her husband’s owner for the rest of her married life (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  In 1715, the Maryland legislature made cohabitation between any European-American and a person of African descent unlawful (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  

During slavery, there were many mixed-race births (Foeman & Nance, 1999).  Most of these mixed-race births were the result of the rape of slave women by white slave owners.  Between 1850 and 1860, the mulatto slave population increased by 67% (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  During this same time period, hypodescent or the “one drop rule” became prevalent.  This is the idea that someone with even one distant African ancestor is black.  This belief guaranteed that the children from these forced unions would remain slaves (Cruz & Berson, 2001; Foeman & Nance, 1999).  

In 1924, a Virginia law was passed that prohibited whites from marrying anyone with “a single” drop of Negro blood.  By 1924, marriage between whites and blacks was illegal in 38 states (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  As late as the 1950’s, almost half of the states had miscegenation laws.  While the original statures were directed against black-white unions, the legislation extended to unions between whites and Mongolians, Malayans, and Native Americans (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  


In 1964, the McLaughlin versus Florida case came before the Court and invalidated a Florida statute that allowed severe penalties for cohabitation and adultery by interracial couples (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  Justice Potter Stewart concluded, “it is simply not possible for state law to be valid under the Constitution which makes the criminality of an act depend upon the race of the actor” (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  McLaughlin versus Florida was instrumental in paving the way for the 1967 Loving versus the Commonwealth of Virginia case.  In that year, sixteen states still had laws that made interracial marriages illegal (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  
The case was initiated by Perry Loving, a white man, and his African/Native American wife, Mildred Jeter.  Since interracial marriage was illegal in their home state of Virginia, the couple was married in Washington, D.C.  When they returned to Virginia, the newlyweds were arrested and put in jail for breaking the law (Cruz & Berson, 2001).  At the trial, the Virginia judge told the couple that they could spend one year in jail or move to another state.  The couple moved to Washington, D.C. and appealed their case which eventually made it to the Supreme Court.  In 1967, The Court found the laws against interracial marriage unconstitutional (Brunsma, 2005; Cruz & Berson, 2001; Foeman & Nance, 1999; Wardle, 2000).  
These black/white couples were confronted with finding ways to transcend or rise beyond the hostile history between blacks and whites.  In this situation, transcend means to learn to live with this history on a daily basis with a perspective that enables one to live life to its fullest and not be totally impaired by hostile historical and current racial tension (Byrd & Garwick, 2006).  
Racial Composition of Biracial Couples

Cheng & Powell (2007) indicate that white men in interracial relationships tend to be coupled with Asian-American women and white women in interracial relationships tend to be coupled with Hispanic men.  The biracial pairs that Cheng and Powell studied are white father/black mother, black father/white mother; white father/Hispanic mother, Hispanic father/white mother, white father/Asian mother, and Asian father/white mother.

Cheng & Powell’s (2007) study provides evidence that biracial families on average post an advantageous educational investment profile over their associated monoracial families.  This biracial advantage is contingent upon the types of familial resources and interracial pairings (Cheng & Powell, 2007).  Once the overarching category of biracial families is disaggregated into more detailed configurations of biracial families, it becomes clear that children of black father/white mother households are the only biracial group that is more disadvantaged than their corresponding monoracial peers (Cheng & Powell, 2007).  With this exception, resources provided by parents from biracial families typically exceed those offered by parents from monoracial groups (Cheng & Powell, 2007). 
The racial makeup of interracial families has an impact on how these families operate.  For example, an interracial family composed of a white father/black mother may have different family dynamics than a household composed of an Asian father/white mother (Cheng & Powell, 2007).  Although black/white couples do not represent the largest segment of the interracial population, they are the most controversial form of race mixing in American society (Byrd & Garwick, 2004; Foeman & Nance, 1999).  
Coping Skills Exhibited by Biracial Families

Researchers define family constructs as a system of shared assumptions that families use to make sense of the world and coordinate the actions of the members (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  Negotiating individual-partner standpoint differences to reflect shared interests and common goals around which the interracial couples can co-create family routines, rituals, and family activities is essential to the evolution of the biracial family’s identity (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  Researchers state that mediating and developing common interests serve to link the family to stable and consistent routines and traditions while creating stability and health of the family, collectively and individually (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).

Researchers define family rules as binding directives concerning ways in which family members should relate to one another and to the outside world (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  The interracial family must learn to manage multiple racial identities and simultaneously maintain healthy family relationships between the different family members (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  
Cheng and Powell (2007) examine how biracial families pass on educational resources to their children.  They define educational resources as the resources that parents in interracial families use to prepare their children for integration into the larger society.  Cheng and Powell examine whether interracial families use different strategies than monoracial families in terms of the allocation of these educational resources.  Cheng and Powell did not find a great deal of support demonstrating that conflicting values have a substantial negative influence on biracial families’ parenting practices.  Cheng and Powell found, however, that parents from biracial families are less able to develop beneficial network ties suggesting that stigmatization factors may constrain interracial parents’ ability to mobilize resources beyond their families.  Research also indicates that black biracial families experience difficulties connecting with their own parents and most likely due to historical social unrest regarding intermarriage between black and white people, especially black men married to white women (Cheng & Powell, 2007; Byrd & Garwick, 2006).
Social reproduction theory emphasizes the influence of structural constraints on intergenerational investments in educational resources (Cheng & Powell, 2007).  Unequal resources and distinct cultural values that vary by class and race limit parents’ abilities in converting capital resources to their offspring (Cheng & Powell, 2007).  
Two types of social capital have been linked to children’s education:  (1) intrafamilial social capital which is the time an energy that parents devote to interaction with their children and (2) extrafamilial social capital is the extent to which parents build their social ties to that broaden their children’s educational opportunities (Cheng & Powell, 2007).  In terms of social resources, white parents are more able than minority parents to connect to teachers and school officials and they tend to have higher involvement in their children’s student life (Cheng & Powell, 2007).
In general, researchers agree that white parents lag behind Asian-American parents in investment of economic capital, but white parents allocate more material resources to their children’s education than do Hispanic or African-American parents (Cheng & Powell, 2007).    

Interracial couples develop new behavioral patterns in order to compensate for their children’s marginalized social positions (Cheng & Powell, 2007).  Parents from biracial families provide more resources to their children in order to compensate for their children’s stigmatized status (Cheng & Powell, 2007).  Cheng and Powell’s empirical findings highlight structural constraints that may impede the biracial families’ resource allocation to their children’s education.  Three structural constraints were identified:  conflicting preferences within the family, social disapproval against interracial families, and status inconsistency between interracial spouses (Cheng & Powell, 2007).
Parents of mixed-race children have generally plotted a strategic course through the racial structure of American society (Brunsma, 2005).  They are attempting to navigate a complex racial terrain where multiracial issues are discussed and debated and where in the end, race still matters a method through which goods, services, opportunities and life chances are distributed unequally according to race with white being at the top and black being at the bottom (Brunsma, 2005).  

Mixed-race people have always been a concern in American society because of the challenge they pose to the racial order (Brunsma, 2005).  Classification schemes have attempted to divide and conquer diversity and difference in the social structure while preserving white privilege.  Meanwhile, mixed-race families have navigated the racial system in a variety of different ways with varying degrees of systemic challenge (Brunsma, 2006).  In the United States, the real links between the socially accepted modes of racial identification and the distribution of wealth and privilege have been recognized, and mixed-race individuals have attempted, whenever possible, to attach themselves with varying modes of identity to various strategies of racial identity formation and maintenance (Brunsma, 2005).  

Interracial couples can find themselves in the paradoxical position of representing both groups while at the same time being part of neither one (Byrd & Garwick, 2004; Foeman & Nance, 1999).  The task of becoming a healthy interracial couple is to find a way to either transcend the paradox or learn to live with the ambiguity (Foeman & Nance, 1999).  Biracial children may combat the sometimes hostile interrogations about their racial identity by declaring that they are one-hundred percent both (Foeman & Nance, 1999).


Wardle (1989) identifies specific suggestions to assist parents of biracial children: (1) be open about racial differences, (2) be open about the biracial child’s differences, (3) advocate for biracial children, (4) develop to the extent possible positive relationships with both extended families, (5) expose biracial children to the cultural heritage of both parents (6) have mixed-race friends (6) help children fill out government forms, (7) be careful about interjecting race into solving problems. 
Racial Identity in Biracial Families
According to the 2000 census, nearly seven million Americans described themselves as being of more than one race (Byrd and Garwick, 2006; Brunsma, 2006; Burello, 2004)).  Families that embrace several ethnicities are asking that their uniqueness be recognized (Wilson, 2006).  Some biracial people have noted that sometimes one can navigate two cultures quite easily; however, the biracial person may not feel one-hundred percent at home in either race (Wilson, 2006).  

Empirical research on multiracial issues and the development of richer models of racial identity have increased in the last decade (Brunsma, 2006).  Increased attention to such phenomenon has led to the “check all that apply” modification to the 2000 Census (Brunsma, 2006; Cruz & Berson, 2001; Harris & Sim, 2002).

Parental socialization influences the racial identity process in 3 and 4 year-old biracial children (Brunsma, 2005).  Marguerite Wright states that it is important for parents to understand race from a child’s point of view.  She notes that children think about race differently from adults.  She further asserts that parents in biracial families are responsible for how children understand race.  Adults in interracial relationships who take on a constructive approach to race will tend to have children who view themselves in a positive manner (Wright, 1998).
Trying to understand racial identity takes on another layer of complexity when the child and each parent all look different from one another (“Helping Children Develop a Sense of Identity”, n.d.).  Children from parents of different racial backgrounds develop their racial self identity in a unique context (Cillo, 1998).  Biracial children have a better chance of growing up in an environment where a range of skin colors and physical characteristics are normal at home; however, things still are not always easy for biracial children in the macro community (“Helping Children Develop a Sense of Identity”, 2006).
Intimate relationships between people of different races violate the United States social norm that mandates people marry within their own racial group (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  In interracial relationships, issues of racism include the added element of societal hostility toward black/white race mixing (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  
 Foeman and Nance (1999) suggest that biracial couples proceed through four stages as they build their relationships.  The stages are racial awareness, coping, identity emergence, and maintenance (Foeman & Nance, 1999).  Research conducted by Foeman and Nance suggests that interracial couples that maintain long-term relationships learn to develop a racial awareness grounded on four concurrently operating sets of perspectives: (1) their own, (2) their partner’s (3) their collective racial group’, and (4) their partner’s racial group.  
Brunsma (2005) looked at a nationally representative sample of kindergarten-aged children from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study to explore the structure of parental racial designation of mixed-race children.  The most prominent biological racial combination among this cohort of kindergartners was Hispanic/white.  The research results indicate that the father’s race appears to be an important factor in racial identification for the biracial child.  For example, if the father is Hispanic, these Hispanic/white children are more likely to be identified as Hispanic.  Conversely, if the father is white, these children are more likely to be identified as white.  Hispanic/white couples in the southern region of the United States were more likely to identify their biracial children as white (Brunsma, 2005).  Regarding the idea that race is predicated on class, research demonstrates that the higher the family socioeconomic status, the more likely that these parents will identify their children as white (Brunsma, 2005).

Majority/Minority (white/Hispanic, white/black, and white/Asian) mixed-raced children are generally identified with the minority designation; however, this is not the case for all mixed-race children.  Minority/Minority mixed-race children’s parents and Hispanic/any other race children are generally showing evidence of a general movement away from minority status identification and from norms of hypodescent (Brunsma, 2005).

Given the notions of the racial hierarchy in the United States, with black typically on the bottom, coupled with the recognition of how unequally resources and opportunities are distributed in the United States, these minority/minority biracial couples appear to begin early in moving their children away from minority identification to more neutral categories of existence such as multiracial or white.  These results show significant influences of parental socioeconomic status on this general movement away from minority designation for mixed-race children.  Both Hispanic/white and Asian/white models provide support for this conclusion; however, socioeconomic status did not affect parental racial designation among black/white mixed children (Brunsma, 2005).  This gives some support to recent debates about the United States society moving from a white/non-white society to a black/non-black society (Brunsma, 2005).  
Sociological and psychological research on biracial individuals has increased in the last ten years (Brunsma, 2006; Cheng & Powell, 2007; Byrd & Garwick, 2006; Harris & Sim; 2002).  The overwhelming result of such research has been to leave behind notions that biracial individuals must choose between either a black identity or a biracial identity.  
Research has demonstrated some interesting empirical patterns concerning the mismatch between established methods of racial classification and more detailed measures of racial identification (Brunsma, 2006).  Research is beginning to investigate the social factors influencing the various identity choices.  
Brunsma (2006) identified four basic lenses for racial identification: (1) the role of appearances, (2) the role of push factors, (3) the role of pull factors, and (4) the role of social network racial composition.  The role of appearances looks at the distinction between self-perceived skin color and socially-mediated appearance.  The research findings demonstrate that skin color did not significantly delineate among identity types, but that socially mediated appearance did.  For example, of the biracial individuals who understood themselves racially as black, a significant number of them stated that others assume they are black.    Push factors include negative experiences that might impel a biracial individual away from a particular self understanding.  The research indicated that the degree to which biracial individuals receive negative treatment from blacks significantly influences them away from a black identity.  Pull factors include experiences that may act as a catalyst for the development of a racial self understanding toward identifying as black.  All of the aforementioned processes are embedded within the composition of these individuals’ social networks in insightful ways.  This research suggests that a disconnect exists between the ways in which black/white biracial people understand themselves racially and the ways that they wish to present and manifest themselves in other contexts.  This research begins to highlight the highly complex relationship between public categorization and private identities.

Biracial families often speak of their family life as “ordinary”, yet interracial families experience the dual reality of being different and on stage in the margins of society as a mixed-race family (Byrd & Garwick, 2006).  It is the blending of the very diverse black and white cultures and world experiences that interracial families must undertake in creating a unique mixed-race family identity to achieve optimal family  well-being.  
Coming together was the core theme described by the black/white couples in Byrd & Garwick’s (2006) study that depicted the black/white couple’s process of developing shared beliefs about roles, relationships, and values within a racial context.  Coming together for these interracial couples meant deciding how the black and white viewpoints would be articulated into a family-level worldview (Byrd & Garwick, 2006).  These shared family beliefs governed how the black/white couple and their biracial children came to understand and experience family life in American society (Byrd & Garwick, 2006).  

Constructing a black/white family identity involved four tasks for these participants: (1) understanding and resolving the chaos and turmoil within families of origin created by marrying outside one’s race, (2) transcending black/white racial history, (3) articulating the interracial family’s racial standpoint, and (4) explaining race to their biracial children across the developmental stages (Byrd & Garwick, 2006).  
Understanding and resolving the chaos and turmoil with families of origin was a critical initial task that black/white couples faced in constructing their family identity.  The couple struggled to make sense of their parents’ ambivalent feelings, serious disappointment, and/or outright rejection of their mixed-race relationship (Byrd & Garwick, 2006).  The support of the extended family for black/white couples was tenuous and uncertain at the beginning of the relationship.  This lack of family support and typical joyous celebration at the announcement of their engagement and impending wedding left the couples feeling alone (Byrd & Garwick, 2006).  When the family chaos did not resolve after the birth of grandchildren, negative consequences were evident in the couple’s relationship and interracial family (Byrd & Garwick, 2006).
Couples varied in the ways they articulated and integrated black and white viewpoints into interracial family life.  Three variations were identified in couples’ stories: (1) the black/white worldviews were integrated over time into one interracial voice, (2) the black/white worldviews remained distinct but equally respected, and (3) the black/white worldviews were distinct and in conflict (Byrd & Garwick, 2006).  

The couples focused on doing their best to explain race to their children and expressed uncertainty about the outcome of rearing biracial children (Byrd & Garwick, 2006).  Explaining race to biracial children did not happen on only one occasion but rather over time as the children developed and encountered new experiences and racism.  The process of explaining race to their children usually began around the age of three as parents formulated explanations about the differences in mom’s, dad’s, and sibling’s skin color (Byrd & Garwick, 2006; Wright, 1998).  
Additional explanations were needed as the child’s cognitive abilities to understand expanded and the child began to encounter the views of others at school.  This task of explaining race to their children was a major concern for these black/white parents (Byrd & Garwick, 2006).  Parents wanted to provide the guidance their biracial children needed to become successful adults but indicated that they lacked guidance or resources to tell them ho to do this right (Byrd & Garwick, 2006; Wright, 1998).  
Family themes have been defined as a pattern of feelings, motives, fantasies, and conventionalized understandings that organizes the family’s view of reality (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  The acute awareness of being onstage to society and constantly judged seemed to give these couples what researchers have termed a dual reality (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  Interracial families must create identities within this duality, this space that encompasses being ordinary and being different simultaneously (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  Research indicated that interracial couples had their own unique way of understanding their experiences, yet there were two general strategies used that tied their stories to the larger society (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  The couples either chose to emphasize or not emphasize the importance of race in their discussions of individual identity and family identity (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  Families who chose to emphasize race acknowledged, confronted, and challenged societal opposition, while those who did not emphasize race tended to ignore, avoid, or state that opposition did not exist (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  
 The Harris and Sim research (2002) states that if racial classification is independent of how it is measured, then all indicators should yield comparable estimates of the size of the multiracial population; however, different measures of race provide significantly different estimates of the size of the multiracial population.  The Harris and Sim findings (2002) also suggest that adolescents who do not live with both biological parents are more likely than other adolescents who do live with a father from one race and a mother with another race to express a multicultural identity.  This finding implies that analyses of youth who live with both biological parents focus on a select subset of the multicultural population.  Systematic inconsistencies in racial classification appear between self reports and parent-based measures (Harris & Sim, 2002).   
Implications


Further research about the process of constructing a mixed-race family identity is needed.  Evidence is needed on how to effectively parent biracial children and teach them the skills to negotiate American society as a minority and address racism (Byrd & Garwick, 2006).  Findings from the research indicate that the creation of a new interracial family paradigm is an essential part of the family identity realm in the black/white family experience (Byrd & Garwick, 2004).  

  American society must be cognizant of the heterogeneity of biracial families.  The heterogeneity and the hierarchy on the resource allocations of different interracial groups highlight the problematic nature of using a broad categorization of biracial or even limited differentiated categories of white-biracial and non-white biracial families (Cheng & Powell, 2007).  If Cheng and Powell had not distinguished between the different biracial pairings, they may have concluded that children from biracial families do not fare well.  The Cheng and Powell finding indicates that the black father/white mother biracial combination did not fare as well as their monoracial counterparts in terms of resource allocation.  Further research is needed to more fully understand the taboo of the black man/white woman relationship (Byrd & Garwick, 2006; Cheng & Powell, 2007; Brunsma, 2006).   

Although American society has attempted to “police” intermarriage for almost four-hundred years, biracial families started getting their “funds of knowledge” out into the macro community with the advent of Census 2000 which allowed people to check all races that apply.  A review of the literature suggests that American society is becoming more tolerant of intermarriage and miscegenation; however, American society has not reconciled its turbulent history regarding black men/white women pairings.  A statistically significant number of black men/white women unions may need the services of a “family crucible” form of family therapeutic intervention since this form of intermarriage receives the most scrutiny from the macro society.  If families go back far enough via their genograms, they may be surprised at the number of mixed-race people in their lineage. 
The stated thesis in the “Power of Parents” asserts that schools are designed to perpetuate the current system of intergenerational inheritance of wealth and power for those on the whiter end of the color spectrum, while simultaneously perpetuating intergenerational dependence and poverty for those on the blacker end of the color spectrum.  Factors such as this play a vital role in how biracial families and biracial individuals identify themselves.
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