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(ABSTRACT)

This study was designed to investigate the experiences of midlife and
relationships of 20 African American individuals, aged 35-52, in 10 couples,
married or cohabiting for 3-30 years. Basic to this study was the assumption
that men and women are capable of and competent at intimate relationships.
Guided by the theoretical perspectives of life course and gender, this research
examined how men and women construct intimate relationships within the
temporal circumstances of midlife and the interlocking cultural and social
context of their lives.

The following research questions guided this study: (a) What aspects of
couples’ lives contribute to the maintenance of intimacy in romantic
relationships? (b) How do gender constraints, from within and without the
relationship, act as barriers to such intimacy? (c¢) How does membership in a
particular ethnic group affect such intimacy? (d) How do life course
circumstances, such as work and family responsibilities, contribute to or
restrict the process of intimacy? (e) How do life course transitions unique to
midlife, such as the sandwiching of caregiving and the physical and sexual
changes of midlife, act as constraints or contributors to intimacy?

Qualitative in-depth interviewing was the method of data collection;

participants were interviewed individually and conjointly. Individuals



identified themselves as middle aged members of the African American ethnic
group who were participating in a committed married or cohabiting
heterosexual relationship for at least three years.

The results of this study showed that African American couples were
deeply devoted to their families and to their spiritual beliefs. The foundation
of their intimate relationships was based on spiritual commitments as well as
the capacity to be both friend and lover. Midlife emerged as a time of both
change and stability, as a time of confidence for women, and as a time of
maturity for men. Midlife was a busy time for couples, with competing
demands of work and family. Strategies for successful management and

coping were in abundant evidence.
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AFRICAN AMERICAN COUPLES AT MIDLIFE:
LIFE COURSE AND GENDER PERSPECTIVES
CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Purpose of the Study

During the middle years of the lifespan, lives generally expand and
become more complex. Typically, midlife adults are engaged in a flurry of
generative activities, including work and caregiving to children and/or
elderly parents (Treas & Bengtson, 1982). At the same time, many midlife
adults confront the developmental issues of becoming older. For many women
and men, this includes physiological and socioemotional changes (Neugarten,
1968). For some women, this may represent the transitions associated with
menopause (Dan & Bernhard, 1989).

The majority of middle aged men and women inhabit some form of
committed romantic relationship (Brim, 1994; Skolnick, 1981). Some of these
relationships achieve a level of intimacy that is considered satisfying to the
individuals in the couple whereas others do not. The purpose of this study was
to investigate how developmental and contextual factors act as enhancements
or restrictors to intimate connections in middle age adults' romantic
relationships. In particular, a central focus of this study was to examine how
those events unique to the life course at midlife and how gender relations at
midlife have an impact on the process of negotiating intimacy within couple
relationships.

Rationale for the Study
At this point in history, the largest cohort of children born in America

has entered midlife. The majority of these individuals are involved in



parenting or other caregiving relationships and work while also negotiating
developmental challenges and changes (Brim, 1994). This baby boom
generation has undergone many changes from previous generations in terms
of family structure, division of labor, and division of parenting (Turner, 1994).
Many of the individuals of this cohort have been influenced by the feminist,
civil rights, and gay liberation movements during their adolescent and young
adult years (Ehrenreich, 1983; Nichols, 1986). In turn, due to the strength in
numbers of this group, the baby boom generation has influenced economic
and social aspects of contemporary life.

As life expectancy continues to increase, the middle years of adulthood
continue to be productive and transitional. Women become mothers at later
ages and grandmothers at earlier ages (Hunter & Sundel, 1989; Huyck, 1989),
men father at later ages, most mothers are employed outside of the home or
entering the workforce at midlife, and many fathers have taken on more
direct nurturant activities with their children (Pleck, 1990). In addition, most
women begin to experience the transitional changes related to menopause
(Dan & Bernhard, 1989), and men begin to experience transitional changes
related to midlife and aging (Katchadourian, 1987). Transitional changes
occur in areas of work and family life, in health, appearance, and sexuality,
and in emotional and social aspects of life.

Research is needed that contributes to theoretical and applied
knowledge of midlife relationships and midlife transitions. This research
addressed how midlife couples negotiate the interweave of family and work
demands while managing personal transitions and intimate relations.
Knowledge about individual transitions at midlife and midlife couples’

relationships can be used to broaden perspectives on the process of successful
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aging, thereby facilitating the development of appropriate services and
interventions for midlife and older populations.

Central to this study were the experiences of an ethnic sample of
individuals and couples. Family research has been criticized for its "dearth of
information on ethnic minority families" (Dilworth-Anderson, Burton, &
Johnson, 1993, p. 627) and research on midlife has been criticized for being
based primarily on a white middle class population (Hunter & Sundel, 1989).
Little attention has been paid to the investigation of gender relations, marital
relationships, and division of labor among older black adults (Taylor, Keith, &
Tucker, 1993). In addition, the criticism has been leveled that "intimate black
partnerships have remained unexamined by social science" (Engram &
Lockery, 1993, p. 84).

Theory on families at midlife remains incomplete when there is little
information available on ethnic minority families. Family research that is
focused on broadening the definition of the "benchmark family" (Scanzoni,
Polonko, Teachman, Thompson, 1989) is inclusive of ethnic populations and
integrative of a wider spectrum of family life (Walker, 1993). Inclusive
research focuses on diversity within an ethnic group as well as similarity with
other ethnic groups and acknowledges racial privilege while representing
underrepresented people. Inclusive research focuses on the competencies and
strengths of underrepresented groups rather than the deficits. With these
focuses, inclusive family research facilitates "new ways of thinking" about
ethnic minority families (Dilworth-Anderson et al., 1993). To facilitate new
ways of thinking, and in keeping with qualitative and feminist research
approaches, the operational definitions that follow are purposefully fluid and

loosely bound, albeit guided by the prevailing scholarly paradigms.



Operational Definitions/Sensitizing Concepts

In keeping with the traditions of qualitative research (Jacob, 1987), the
following definitions reflect "just enough structure to suggest where the
researcher should look" (Ritzer cited in Jacob, 1987, p. 108). These
"sensitizing" concepts replace the standard use of operational definitions that
generally prescribe what to see (Jacob, 1987).

For the purposes of this study, middle age is defined as a state of mind
rather than a given time period (Neugarten & Datan, 1975). Individuals and
couples responded to recruitment and defined the chronological span of
middle age by their self-selection. The term midlife is used interchangeably
with middle age (Brammer, Nolen, & Pratt, 1982). Developmental markers of
midlife characterize this period as the zenith of generative activity, including
childbearing, childrearing, career or work ascendancy, and caregiving to
elderly relatives while still remaining pre-retirement for most individuals
(Treas & Bengtson, 1982; Van Hoose, 1985).

Intimacy in close relationships has been defined in various ways by
relationship scholars. Widely accepted definitions of intimacy include the
aspects of commitment and reciprocity with patterns of interdependence (Reis
& Shaver, 1988), and the sharing of information between partners in an open
and expressive pattern of self-disclosure, including non-verbal and contextual
ways (Montgomery, 1988). Intimacy in close relationships has also been
defined as sharing of one another’s innermost thoughts and feelings to gain
acceptance of “one another’s ‘true’ self” ( Thompson & Walker, 1989, p.77)
with the inclusion of sexual relations. Intimacy has been construed to be “a
subjective relational experience in which the core components are trusting

self-disclosure to which the response is communicated empathy” (Wynne &



Wynne, 1986, p.384). For the purposes of this study, intimacy was loosely
defined, to allow for the emergence of subjective definitions of intimacy.
However, it was expected that intimacy would include some degree of
interdependence and shared commitment.

The term committed is defined subjectively by the participants. For this
study, committed refers to couples who have cohabited--with or without the
legal ritual of marriage--for a period of at least three years and consider
themselves to be committed.

The term couple or dyad is used to represent two individuals involved in
an ongoing romantic relationship who defined themselves as a couple, and
who met the above criteria.

The term ethnicity was chosen to represent a characteristic of people
from an African American heritage. In this study, ethnicity will include both
notions of cultural collectivity (McAdoo, 1993) and notions of racial oppression
(Taylor, 1994). There is considerable debate about the most appropriate term to
identify or represent subordinated groups of people. McAdoo (1993) asserts
that the use of the term "minority" is inaccurate in terms of numbers and
connotes inferiority. McAdoo (1993) prefers the use of the term "family
ethnic group" and uses this definition: "a collectivity of people who conceive
of themselves as being alike by virtue of their presumed common ancestry and
cultural heritage (race, religion, or national origin) and who are regarded by
others to be a part of such a group” (Kumabe, cited in McAdoo, 1993, p. 5).

Taylor (1994) contests the use of the term "ethnicity." He argues that
ethnicity obscures the fundamental disparities of the effects of racial
discrimination. He suggests that the term "minority family" aptly captures the

unequal access to the sources of economic and political power that oppressed



groups experience. He points out that racial ethnics have been at a
considerable disadvantage due to the phenotypical differences of skin color,
body, and facial characteristics.

The use of the term ethnicity does not obscure what Willie (1988) refers
to as the "continuing significance of race" (p. 35). This term was chosen
purposely for its synergy with the tone and spirit of this research study. This
study was designed to focus on a normative, competency-based approach to the
study of families. The researcher sought to recognize and acknowledge
oppression while allowing for the emergence of a full range of issues .

In addition, the terms African American and Black are used
interchangeably out of respect for the participants in this study who had
equally divided preferences for both of these terms.

The research questions were constructed with the awareness of the
subjectivity of these terms. The research questions are derived from life
course and gender perspectives and address the areas of midlife, gender,
ethnicity, and relationships.

Research Questions

Despite the large numbers of middle aged adults in the adult population,
there appears to be little research investigating intimate, committed
relationships of individuals and dyads at midlife. Although the literature on
midlife appears to moving away from a crisis model of midlife (Brammer,
Nolen, & Pratt, 1982; O’Connor & Wolfe, 1991; Wolf, 1991), most of this literature
is concerned with individual developmental issues rather than the life course.
The literature on intimate relationships, although extensive, is derived from
research within university settings with young adults and is difficult to

generalize to older populations. Research is needed that specifically addresses



middle aged adult romantic relationships incorporating the complexity of the
life course at middle age as a time of competing demands as well as
physiological and socioemotional transitions.

The life course perspective conceives of development as continuous and
changing, multidirectional, and historically embedded and addresses aspects of
time, normative and non-normative, as well as process (Bengtson & Allen,
1993; Hagestad and Neugarten, 1985; Rossi, 1989). This perspective
incorporates the articulation of context, in terms of social location of
experience, and in terms of individual and cultural meanings related to
context and time. In addition, this perspective allows for the heterogeneity
and diversity of experience.

The life course perspective was congruent with the methodological use
of qualitative research traditions and with the study of an ethnic population in
the contextual aspects of mainstream and sub-cultural experiences. This
research study was designed to uncover how men and women construct
intimate relationships within the temporal circumstances of midlife and the
interlocking cultural and social context of their lives.

Gender, race, and ethnicity are socially constructed abstractions around
which interpersonal relationships are organized (Walker, 1993). Power and
presumption of credibility generally lay with the dominant gender and the
dominant race. Unequal relations between men and women and between the
White race and other races have been documented throughout the history of
social relations (Dilworth et al., 1993; Edelman, 1988; Walker & Thompson,
1989). This study sought to allow the often invisible effects of gender and

ethnicity to emerge and be recognized. Life within a family and within



society is affected by many factors, two very important ones are gender and
ethnicity.

However, this research attempted to move away from an essentializing
approach to either the study of gender or ethnicity. In terms of prior
research on gender in relationships, the emphasis tended to be on
essentializing, an approach that focuses on expected and socialized sex roles or
promotes analyses that emphasize differences between men and women.
Feminist scholars have urged that researchers move away from this level of
inquiry and have encouraged the use of the social construction of gender
perspective (Ferree, 1990; Flax, 1987; Hare-Mustin & Mairecek, 1988; Stacey &
Thorne, 1985; West & Zimmerman, 1987). This perspective proposes that
gender is a product of sociocultural interaction rather than an innate or
predetermined quality of human beings.

The gender perspective proposes that knowledge and experience is a
social product, and that gender is a product of social exchanges and ongoing
multi-layered social interactions (West & Zimmerman, 1987). The gender
perspective as conceived by Thompson (1993) is a competency-based approach
that includes the assumption that men and women are capable of and
competent at intimate relationships. Instead of focusing on the inequities or
differences between women and men, this study uses the gender perspective to
ask what conditions are necessary for women and men to be intimate.

In terms of prior research on African Americans, family scholars point
to the tendency of promoting a deficit approach in the study of ethnic
minority families (Dilworth et al., 1993; Edleman, 1988; Taylor, 1994). Few

studies have been conducted that combine competency-based and qualitative



approaches. By combining these approaches, difference as well as similarity
can emerge, strength and achievements can be highlighted.

Research on romantic or intimate relationships is abundant; those
relevant to the research focus of this study are included in the review of
literature in Chapter Two. However, research focusing on a midlife population
and on ethnic populations is scarce. Research is needed that focuses on the
intricacies of couples' lives, both the everyday and the practical as well as the
long-term and ideological. Couples in committed relationships construct
strategies for maintaining these relationships (Cahn, 1990). This study looked
for aspects that contributed to or detracted from maintaining intimacy and
how these aspects were related to midlife, ethnicity, or gender. Moreover, this
study was designed specifically to examine the intersection of ethnicity,
gender, and time of life within the dyadic romantic relationship.

The following research questions reflect this agenda for inquiry:

1. What aspects of couples’' lives contribute to the maintenance of
intimacy in romantic relationships?

2. How do gender constraints, from within and without the relationship,
act as barriers to such intimacy?

3. How does membership in a particular ethnic group affect such
intimacy?

4. How do life course circumstances, such as work and family
responsibilities, contribute to or restrict the process of intimacy?

S. How do life course transitions unique to midlife, such as the
sandwiching of caregiving and the physical and sexual changes of midlife, act

as constraints or contributors to intimacy?



Summary

This study investigated developmental and contextual factors as they act
as enhancements or restrictors to intimate connections in middle aged adults’
romantic relationships. This research was designed to illuminate how midlife
couples negotiate the interweave of family and work demands while managing
personal transitions and intimate relations. Understanding this negotiation
and the management of personal and intimate functions at midlife facilitates
the development of appropriate services and interventions for midlife and
older populations.

Essential to this study were the experiences of an ethnic sample of
individuals and couples. This research focused on an ethnic group of
individuals of African American heritage with the intention of expanding
definitions of the family to be more inclusive of ethnic families. The research
questions were constructed with the awareness of the subjectivity of
operational terms, allowing for subjective interpretations by the participants.

The research questions were derived from life course and gender
perspectives and addressed the areas of midlife, gender, ethnicity, and
relationships. In Chapter Two, the literature is reviewed across these broad
areas and grouped according to the major perspectives of life course and

gender.
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CHAPTER TWO
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

In this research, individuals and couples were analyzed in the process
of maintaining intimate relationships with a focus on the contextual,
sociohistorical, and interactional aspects of midlife and of gender. The
literature is reviewed within the conceptual framework of the life course and
the gender perspective. Both perspectives focus on the contextual and
sociohistorical, and the gender perspective additionally focuses on the
interactional. Contextual and sociohistorical aspects describe the broad
background within which a group's or individual's experiences are embedded
and include the wide spectrum of past and present circumstances.
Interactional aspects include processes in which individuals interact with
each other and focus primarily on communication and early influential
messages from families.

Contextual and sociohistorical aspects of the life course perspective
overlap and include everyday and socioeconomic circumstances as well as
physiological and socioemotional midlife transitions. Contextual aspects of the
gender perspective include social expectations, practical demands, and power
tactics. Contextual and sociohistorical aspects of the gender perspective also
overlap to include cultural myths and metaphors, economic and historical
conditions and changes, government policy and services, gender ideology, and
emotional and psychological health. Furthermore, both the life course and
gender perspectives focus on the broader cultural context of race and class.

The gender perspective also addresses the interactional aspect of dyadic

relationships. Interactional aspects are located primarily within the
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communication aspects of couple life but also include the discrete level of
family of origin messages as they influence present day interactions.

In the sections that follow, the life course perspective, specifically as it
pertains to midlife, is reviewed with citations of relevant literature. The
gender perspective is then reviewed with relevant literature. Literature on
African American families was included under relevant categories for an
integrated treatment of ethnic families.

The Life Course Perspective at Midlife

The life course perspective applied to midlife would conceive midlife as
a place in historical time that is both continuous and changing, and
multidirectional (Bengtson & Allen, 1992; Elder, 1985; Hagestad & Neugarten,
1985; Rossi, 1980). The life course perspective addresses the contextual and
transitional aspects of midlife as they are delineated in the section above. An
important dimension of the life course perspective is in its recognition of the
heterogeneity and diversity of experience. (Bengtson, Rosenthal, & Burton,
1990). All of these aspects are essential to the understanding and experience
of midlife and of ethnicity.

The life course perspective provides a vehicle for examining “age-
related transitions that are socially created, socially recognized, and shared”
(Hagestad & Neugarten, 1985, p. 35). Midlife is, in fact, an age-related
transition that has emerged as a socially recognized structure. Individuals,
and to some extent, dyads, participate in the social creation of their midlife
years. Subsequently, ontogenetic events, individual and relational transitions
may be experienced similarly by individuals in historical time (Hareven,

1980).
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The life course perspective has been cited as a promising conceptual
framework for studying the lives of ethnic minority families, as it includes the
themes of time, process, interdependence and context, considered essential to
an understanding of ethnic minority families (Dilworth-Anderson et al., 1993).
The contextual aspect of the life course perspective allows for the nuances of
ethnic family life to emerge and allows for the social location of cultural and
individual experience. The aspects of time and process similarly allow for the
subtleties of ethnic life that may not be apparent without particular attention
to these aspects. In addition, recognition of the diversity of experience is
integral to the study of ethnic families.

There are differing descriptions of midlife. Jung (1933) called midlife
“the afternoon of life” (p.108) implying that midlife was a quiet and settled
period. More recently, midlife is conceived as a time of transitions and
changes, albeit with "afternoon" periods of relative stability (Levinson &
Gooden, 1985; Neugarten, 1968; Neugarten & Neugarten, 1986). There is little
support for retaining the crisis definition of midlife (Nichols, 1986) but
midlife is viewed as a time of inevitable changes, both internal and external
(Brammer, Nolen & Pratt, 1982; George, 1982; O’Connor & Wolfe, 1990).

Midlife may be viewed as a time of personal growth, but personal
growth is not a necessary outcome of midlife. More inevitable to midlife are
changes in or stress from family caregiving, changes or stressors in
socioeconomic circumstances, and physical and sexual transitions. The life
course perspective provides a conceptual framework from which to include

and articulate these transitions and changes.
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Family Caregiving

Midlife is a busy time for most couples and families. Many families are
balancing work with family obligations such that couple time may become less
and less of a priority. Intimate relationships may suffer from the stresses and
strains of managing children, households, and occupational demands.

Although midlife is generally a time of relative stability in marital
status (Brim, 1994), it is often a time of change in terms of caregiving
relationships. Many midlife couples are confronting the challenges of
bearing and rearing children, remarriage and stepparenting. Some couples
may be launching children, whereas others may be challenged by caregiving
to grandchildren or elderly parents.

African American families are likely to be involved in exchanges of
help across or between generations and in extensive kinship networks
(Chatters & Taylor, 1993). Within the household, African American couples are
likely to share housework and childcare responsibilities (Blee & Tickamyer,
1995).

At midlife, most women are involved with caregiving, either to children
or to the elderly (Rossi, 1980). Increasingly, men are involved in caregiving,
particularly for children, although this change is gradual (Pleck, 1990; Tatum,
1987). Adults at midlife, especially women, may be involved in caregiving to
both children and elderly relatives and experience the stress of sandwiched
caregiving (Brody, 1981). These nurturant and instrumental tasks of

caregiving could contribute to or constrain intimate relationships.
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Socioeconomic Circumstances

At midlife, most women and men are employed outside of the home. For
some, midlife may be a time of career tranquillity but for many, it includes
periods of tranquillity and periods of stress (Turner, 1994). Occupational
activity is associated with increases in well-being for African American
middle aged women (Clausen, 1981; Coleman, Antonucci, Adelmann, & Crohan,
1987; Stroud, 1981). Occupational inactivity, whether due to loss of
employment, career immobility, inadequate resources or race/class
restrictions can have a negative effect on an intimate relationship. Economic
security may allow for more stability and comfort within the dyadic
relationship.

Economic conditions can strain intimate relationships between men and
women, especially in oppressed classes and races. The inability of African-
American men to secure employment has made it difficult for Black men and
women to maintain their households (Staples, 1991). High levels of
unemployment and incarceration for young African-American men (Edelman,
1991) have necessitated diverse arrangements for coupling. This can produce
economic disadvantages for women and children, and contribute to strained or
inaccessible levels of intimacy for both men and women of lower
socioeconomic standing.

Physical and Sexual Changes

One of the inevitable tasks of middle age is to confront the physical and
sexual changes that may accompany an aging anatomy (Katchadourian, 1987;
Mancini & Bird, 1985). Internal physical changes associated with the aging

process are systemic and include a decline in immune capacity, diminished
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lung capacity, decreases in cardiac output, and changes in metabolism,
sensory organs, and the central nervous system (Hubbs-Tait, 1989).

Both women and men experience hormonal changes that begin in
midlife. Women experience dramatic changes in their estrogen and
progesterone levels, often beginning in their 40s and concluding at an
average age of 50 in menopause (Dan & Bernhard, 1989). Most women
experience the changes of menopause with very few symptoms other than hot
flashes (Strickland, 1988). Men experience gradual decreases in testosterone
that affect sexual response but there is no evidence for an event similar to
menopause (Walz & Blum, 1987). The rate of physical and sexual changes is
related to many factors, primarily environment, heredity, and lifestyle.

Changes in appearance or external physical changes are more
conspicuous, primary ones include graying and thinning of hair and changes
in the elastin and collagen of the skin, resulting in wrinkling of the skin
(Pearson & Beck, 1989). Other changes in physical appearance are the
alterations in the distribution of body fat, and musculoskeletal changes which
result in decreased height (Pearson & Beck, 1989).

Although both men and women experience physical changes in their
appearance and abilities, aging women appear to be more vulnerable to
negative sociocultural attitudes and are more likely to become invisible after
age 40 (Gergen, 1990; Van Hoose, 1985). Changes in health and appearance
may provoke a sense of anxiety about aging or a sense of time running out
(Hunter & Sundel, 1989). Men and women may react to these changes
differently as women may experience a decrease in status or value from the
larger social structure. Health concerns, concerns with physical appearance,

or loss of perceived value can affect the intimate relationship.
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Physical changes in sexuality for women are generally precipitated by
the hormonal changes of aging. For women, a decline in estrogen can
produce symptoms that affect sexual comfort, urinary systems, and moods (Dan
& Bernhard, 1989). Decreased levels of testosterone in men can delay the
erectile process, and cause longer refractory periods between orgasms (Weg,
1989).

Hormonal changes can contribute to sexual difficulties in the midlife
years. Leiblum (1990) cited an increase in sexual difficulties for women in the
menopausal and postmenopausal years. This increase is attributed to several
physical factors which include the hormonal effects of decreased vaginal
lubrication, but also include cultural factors such as the inflexibility of sexual
scripts in traditional couples. Weg (1989) noted that men experience
difficulties in erectile functioning that also might require changes in
traditional sexual scripts. Women and men may need to renegotiate their
sexual behaviors at midlife in order to maintain a satisfying sexual
relationship.

African Americans have higher rates of chronic health problems and a
shorter life expectancy than the general population with a greater chance for
disability in their middle and later years (Jackson, Antonucci, & Gibson, 1990).
These factors could influence the expectations and meanings attached to the
aging process by individuals from this ethnic heritage. Changes in health and
appearance may have special significance, especially for the African
American male, who experiences a significantly shorter lifespan than the
African American female and the general population (Kain, 1993).

Individuals and families display considerable diversity over time and

differ in the meaning that they give to their individual experiences of midlife
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and to their individual and relational experiences of intimacy. Differences in
meaning may derive from ethnic culture, transitions and changes that are
experienced, family circumstances, or other contextual or sociohistorical
aspects of the life course perspective.
The Gender Perspective

The gender perspective addresses gender as a product of social
interaction rather than an innate characteristic (Ferree, 1990; Thompson,
1993). Gender is acquired and reinforced through social interaction, both in
the broader culture and in the confines of family and relational life. Ferree
(1990) and Thompson (1993) suggest using this perspective to analyze gender
in relationships at multiple levels. Thompson (1993) conceived four essential
levels of analysis for understanding and conceptualizing process and change
in families using this perspective: the broader sociohistorical context, the
immediate context, interactional processes, and individual outcomes. Each of
these areas is explained and developed in the sections that follow. The gender
perspective conceptualizes women and men as active enactants in “doing
gender” (West & Zimmerman, 1987) throughout historical and present time
and context. The gender perspective is used in this study to aid in discussing
and developing what conditions are necessary for women and men to be
intimate, including the race and class issues of heterosexual coupling.

Thompson (1993) suggested that partners in relationships establish
intimate relationships in spite of the constraints and barriers to intimacy that
abound within and without the dyadic relationship. Using the multiple levels
of analysis in the gender perspective, the literature on intimate relationships
is reviewed in the following sections to examine many of these constraints and

barriers.
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