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Psychology for Social Workers

Social work education has recently undergone major changes, with anti-discriminatory practice being a high priority area in professional training. Psychology for Social Workers provides an introductory text which will help qualifying and practising social workers to:


	understand and counteract the impact of discrimination;

	work in an ethnically sensitive way;

	demonstrate an awareness of ways to combat both individual and institutional racism through anti-racist practice.


Drawing together research material and literature on black perspectives in human development and behaviour from North America and Britain, it provides a starting point that will inspire discussion and debate in the social work field and will generate future theoretical and research questions. Among the topics covered are black perspectives in group work and the family, identity development and academic achievement in black children, and mental health issues in relation to black people.

Updated throughout to cover recent legislation, this second edition is an essential introductory text for all social workers in training and practice and for their teachers and trainers.

Lena Robinson is Professor of Social Work at the University of the West of Scotland, UK.
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Introduction
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During the late 1980s, social work education in Britain ‘became increasingly aware of the impact of oppression and discrimination on clients and communities’ (Thompson, 2001: 1). For example, the Central Council for the Education and Training of Social Workers (CCETSW) requirements for the Diploma in Social Work award attached a high priority to an anti-discriminatory approach in college and placement teaching and assessment. (see Central Council for Education and Training in Social Work Paper 30, 1991a).

However, CCETSW's anti-racist initiative ‘came under scrutiny and hostility from a range of groups [including] the media, government and from inside the [social work] profession itself’ (Penketh, 2000: 123). But, recent evidence of institutional racism, e.g. the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry (Macpherson, 1999), highlights the need for a com mitment to anti-racist practice (Penketh, 2000). The Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000 was introduced as an effort to combat institutional racism. The Act:

requires named public authorities to review their policies and procedures; to remove discrimination and the possibility of discrimination; and to actively promote race equality’. Anti-racist social work ‘opened attention to other forms of discrimination, and contributed to anti-discriminatory practice becoming part of the fabric of social work education and practice

(Graham, 2007: 3)


The term ‘black’ in this book has been used to describe people from South Asian, African and Caribbean backgrounds. While it is necessary to emphasize the heterogeneity of black people, of equal importance is the consideration of how black people in Britain differ from the white group. The three main areas in which the experience of black people in this country has been distinct from that of the white group are: racism and discrimination; the history of colonialism and imperialism; and ‘the existence of immigration and nationality legislation that has historically been instituted to keep out [black people]’ (Singh, 1992: 31). As Hall comments:

‘black’ was coined as a way of referencing the common experience of racism and marginalisation in Britain and came to provide the organising category of a new politics of resistance, amongst groups and communities with, in fact, very different histories, traditions and ethnic identities.

(Hall, 1992: 252)


In Britain, ‘Asian groups claim they are not “black” as part of their struggle to assert their own particularity in historical, cultural, ethical and lingustic terms’ (Dominelli, 1997: 7). This book does not use the term ‘black’ to deny the uniqueness of different ethnic groups. It is used ‘as an inclusive political term to counter the divisive aspects of racism’ (Dominelli, 1997: 7). Campbell and Rose stress that ‘Although black means solidarity in the face of oppression, it does not exclude diversity of culture, religion, language, origin, etc.’ (Campbell and Rose, 1992: 17).

After completing this book some readers will wish for more comparisons between African Caribbeans and South Asians. It was never my intent to provide a detailed comparison, and it is clearly beyond the scope of this book. However, there is a need for more literature and research exploring the critical differences between ethnic groups.

This book attempts to articulate, from a black perspective, a framework for social work practice that applies to black people in general. The main aim of the book is to identify a number of practice principles applicable to all black people, rather than delineating specific principles for each major black group. The framework for developing a black perspective is based on the notion of common experiences that black people in Britain share.

A black perspective in psychology (see Chapter 1) is committed to replacing the white distortion of black reality with black writings of black experience. It is about valuing differences and recognizing strengths. Social work education and training in Britain is under the control of white educators and practitioners, who have failed to address satisfactorily the issue of racism in either social work theory or practice (Dominelli, 1997). As mainstream social work policies and practices are fundamentally Eurocentric, social work needs to get rid of its Eurocentrism in order to become anti-racist. Social work education cannot allow the Eurocentric perspective to dominate social work training. What is currently obvious is that the black perspective can no longer be a peripheral subject in social work education and training. It is a central requirement of social work training. This book attempts to examine issues which are considered central to the development of a black perspective in the teaching of psychological theory on social work courses. The General Social Care Council (GSCC) played an important role in the introduction of the new social work degree in 2003. It has ‘the responsibility for the approval of social work courses under Section 63 of the Care Standards Act 2000’ (DoH, 2002: 1). The requirements for the new degree in social work state that ‘all students need to undertake specific learning and assessment in human growth and development’ (DoH, 2002: 3). Although the document does not state that these theories are psychological or derived from psychology, it is obvious that psychology has an important contribution to make towards an understanding of human behaviour. Explanations of black behaviour which are alternative to white perspectives are developed here.

The subject disciplines in social work education are based on Anglocentric models which take white British culture, history and achievements as the norm. Social work has turned to the social sciences, particularly psychology, for accounts of human behaviour which can be applied in practice. Psychological theory and human development are considered largely in terms of the white British middle-class standard. For example, discussions about the family centre on the white middle-class nuclear family as the favoured type. Variations from this are considered ‘deviant’ and consequently undesirable (Segal, 1983; Lorde, 1984; Bernard, 2001; Robinson, 2007).

British social work operates within the framework of middle-class values. Social workers are mostly white middle-class people who are very much removed from the black population. My aim in writing this book for social workers is to provide them with the knowledge base to carry out psychologically informed social work from a black perspective. Little of the current psychological literature in Britain (both general and specifically for social workers) has been approached from an articulated theory-based black perspective. The main psychology texts (for example, Nicolson, Bayne and Owen (2006) Applied Psychology for Social Workers) written for social work students take little or no account of the black perspective. In the social work literature one finds racial stereotypes of: Asian women as passive and sexually repressed (Khan, 1979); Asian girls as ‘caught between two cultures’ (Anwar, 1998; Triseliotis, 1972); and African Caribbean families as unable to provide the environment in which the nuclear family prospers (Bernard, 2001; Fitzherbert, 1967). By presenting black people in this light, these authors endorse the implicit assumption that (white) British institutions and culture are superior.

Some authors have argued that child development research often lacks a black perspective and, where research exists, its validity has been questioned because of its possible distortion by researchers with Eurocentric approaches (for example, White, 2004; Wilson, 1981). White (1980, 2004) maintains that traditional psychology's use of an Anglo middle-class frame of reference gives it a distorted view of the adaptive ability of black children and the black family.

Mainstream child psychology does not usually consider race and race awareness as an important variable on the child's mental, emotional and personality development. According to Wilson:

the shape of the black child's intellect and personality is determined by the concept of race, race awareness and race politics – and psychology which fails to treat these items as major personality and mental variables is not adequate to deal with the black child. This has been the greatest failure of American developmental, educational and clinical psychology.

(Wilson, 1978: 8)


Child psychology is central to the learning needs of social workers. Social work courses in Britain need to consider black child studies as a unique and important area of specialization. Studies have found a disproportionate number of black children in care (Barn et al., 1997; Ahmed, 2005).

This book aims to provide a basic introduction to psychological knowledge – from a black perspective – for social work students and practitioners. It argues that social workers need to take the black perspective seriously if they are going to find ways of improving their practice. The black perspective should not simply be ‘tacked on’ as an afterthought. These ideas must be integral to social work education. Traditional principles and theories in psychology have not had sufficient explanatory power to account for the behaviour of black people in Britain.

Black psychologists (mainly in the USA) have, therefore, presented alternative perspectives on black child development, black families, black education, black mental health and personality development. Most of the psychological research on black children and black families has concentrated on African-American families. It may be some time before such perspectives are developed and articulated in Britain by psychologists and social workers. In the meantime, some understanding of current research and theory is needed to guide present understanding, action and research in Britain. Social work training must question whether theories which have originated in Euro-American settings have relevance in working with black clients in Britain. As mainstream social work policies and practices are fundamentally Eurocentric, social work needs to get rid of its Eurocentrism in order to become anti-racist.

This book draws together research material and literature on black perspectives in human development and behaviour from North America and the United Kingdom. However, there are limitations to the extent and depth an introductory text can cover. I prefer to cover some topics in relative depth, rather than write a catalogue. There is definitely a need to develop a black perspective in psychology. This book has been revised to take account of the latest developments in this field. It is my hope that this book is a starting point that will inspire discussion and debate in the social work field, and will generate theoretical and research questions for years to come.

Chapter 1 discusses the emergence of a black perspective in psychology, and attempts to explore the issue of why a psychological perspective specific to black people is necessary. It argues that traditional principles and theories have not had sufficient explanatory power to account for the behaviour of blacks. This edition includes a section on cross-cultural psychology. Black psychology has become part of ethnic or cross-cultural psychology in recent years. Chapter 2 focuses on impression formation as it relates to black people. There is a section in this edition on differences in communication styles between high and low context cultures. Differences between cultures in the perception of time are also explored. Chapter 3 attempts to develop a black perspective in group work. Chapter 4 discusses issues relevant to the black family in Britain. Particular attention is given to the existing pathology-oriented black family literature. This edition includes a section on racial socialization. It is argued that racial socialization is relevant to understanding the socialization practices of black families. Chapter 5 contains a discussion of identity development in black children. It draws on the work of several black psychologists who are at the forefront of identity development research relative to black people. There is a section on acculturation theory in this edition. Acculturation models are concerned with the extent to which ethnic identity is maintained when an ethnic group is in continuous contact with the dominant group. Issues related to identity formation among mixed parentage children and adolescents are also discussed in this edition.

Chapter 6 presents a discussion of the factors that influence the academic achievement of black children. Chapter 7 focuses on mental health issues as they relate to black people. Recent developments in this area are included in this edition.



1 The black perspective in psychology
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In this chapter I will review the origin and development of a black perspective in psychology, with a discussion of why this perspective is necessary, and its implications for social work training. I will argue that traditional psychological theories have not had sufficient explanatory power to account for the behaviour of black people.

This chapter draws upon the valuable discussions of various black authors: Jackson (1979), White (1972, 1984, 2004), Baldwin (1976, 1980) Kambon (2004), none of which are readily available in traditional psychology. It will also highlight recent developments. In recent years black psychology has become part of a larger movement in psychology – cross-cultural psychology (Belgrave and Allison, 2005; Jones, 2004).


Inadequacies of Western psychology

Psychology is regarded as ‘the science of human behaviour’. This definition implies that ‘human behaviour in all parts of the world must be investigated, not just those aspects of behaviour conveniently available to investigators in highly industrialized nations with a history of scientific endeavor’ (Triandis and Brislin, 1984: 1006). The exclusive limitation of psychology's databases to research in Western populations is responsible for certain inadequacies in current psychological theories and literature. For example, Curran pointed out that developmental psychology texts are generally ‘based on the behaviour of Western children in very contrived situations which bear little relation to those children's familiar environments’ (Curran, 1984: 2).

White psychologists have maintained that they were objective scientists whose research findings were politically neutral. Yet, they have embraced a number of racist themes in describing, explaining, and modifying black behaviour. These themes can be seen in conceptions of black people's abilities and personality, in suggestions for the education of blacks, and in suggestions for work with blacks in counselling and psychotherapy.

Hayes argues that ‘psychology adopted a definition of science that would allow [its] inclusion among the scientific disciplines’ (Hayes, 1980: 37). Furthermore, psychology ‘adopted rules of science which would allow psychologists to find expression for their cultural and racial biases while presenting themselves as scientific investigators of human behaviour’ (Hayes, 1980: 37). Other writers (for example, Guthrie, 2004; Longino, 1990; Onwubu, 1990) have indicated that social science research is influenced by ideology and cultural values.

Many psychologists, both black and white, have noted the inadequacies of Western psychology. These reviews (Akbar, 1981; Asante, 1980; Baldwin, 1976; Clark, 1972; Guthrie, 2004; Jackson, 1979; Kambon, 2004; Nobles, 1973, 2004; White, 2004) have in general suggested that the failure of Western psychology is found in both its approach to and conception of the study of people. Western psychology's attempt at establishing a normative standard for human cognition, emotion and behaviour is questionable.

Eurocentric-oriented research has tended to develop paradigms to interpret different scoring patterns that African-Americans consistently exhibit relative to European-Americans on so-called measures of self-concept/self-esteem, personal motivation and attributions, ability and achievement, etc., as reflecting psychosocial deficit and pathology (Baldwin, 1976, 1979). Invariably, then, the major conclusion drawn from this approach is that African-Americans are culturally disadvantaged or deprived relative to European-Americans.

(Baldwin and Hopkins, 1990: 40)


Psychological theories of personality, intelligence, motivation, learning, language development, self-concept, etc., were standardized on whites and applied to black people. A model of white middle-class personality has been ‘utilized as a measuring stick against which all other psychological development is assessed’ (Sinha, 1983: 7); ‘the standard against which others must measure up’ (Segall et al., 1990: 93).

Most psychologists would agree that Jean Piaget, a Swiss psychologist, was the most influential developmental psychologist of the twentieth century. He identified a number of distinct stages of intellectual development, and proposed that the child moved through each of these stages in turn. The four main stages are: sensori-motor; pre-operational; concrete operational; and formal operational. In each of the stages the child is able to tackle different kinds of problems successfully (see Piaget, 1970, for a detailed account of his theory of cognitive development). If we examine his work on cognitive development, it becomes clear that the skills Piaget selected to study the mind are particularly well suited to Western technological culture. Joseph et al. address this issue 

If one assumes, as Piagetians do for example, that there is a ‘natural’ sequence of development which is universal, with a ‘natural’ fixed end-point (the attainment of formal reasoning) and that these stages are ‘naturally’ attained (not through social tutoring) and that this is the path development will take unless there is something lacking in the environment, then the interpretation that some non-western cultures may not be competent at formal reasoning may indeed be seen as ethnocentric.

(Joseph et al., 1990: 12–13)


Cole et al. argue that ‘cultural differences in cognition reside more in the situations to which particular cognitive processes are applied than in the existence of a process in one cultural group and its absence in another’ (1971: 233).

The conventionally accepted paradigms and discoveries of Western psychology do not provide an understanding of black people. Even a casual observation of the history of psychology will demonstrate that psychological literature from the last 100 years has been based on observations primarily of Europeans, predominantly male and overwhelmingly middle-class. General psychology has failed to provide a full and accurate understanding of black reality. In fact, its utilization has, in many instances, resulted in the pathologization of black people (Jones, 2004).

Guthrie, in his book Even the Rat was White (1976), provides us with an overview of the problems and inadequacies of Western psychology. For example, in regard to psychology and race, Guthrie points out that Western psychologists not only provided inaccurate data that led to racist conclusions, but that their behaviour and conduct also called into question the intentions of psychological research. This latter point is important. Has the covert and, in some instances, overt ‘intention’ of Western psychology been to accept as true the inferiority of black people? Guthrie argues that, in regard to African people, Western psychology in general accepted, as a basic a priori assumption, that African people were inferior.

Those thinkers who have shaped the thought of Euro-American psychology have all directly or indirectly asserted the superiority of European races over non-European races. Despite the diversity of the various schools of Western psychology, they seem to merge unequivocally in their assumption of the Eurocentric point of view and the superiority of people of European descent. It is not surprising, therefore, that the conclusions reached from the application of their concepts and methods are invariably of the inferiority of non-European peoples.

In 1869, Francis Galton published his major work on Hereditary Genius and argued that, based on his ‘scientific scale of racial values’, he was able to conclude that the average intellectual standard of the Negro was at least two grades below that of whites. He proposed that a new science should start up, called eugenics, by which intelligent individuals would have children together and less intelligent people would be prevented from having children, through compulsory sterilization, in an attempt to improve the quality of the human race.

Edward Thorndike, who was thought by many to be America's greatest psychologist, wrote, in his book Human Nature and the Social Order, that ‘The principle of eliminating bad genes is so thoroughly sound that almost any practice based on it is likely to do more good than harm’ (1940: 44). Thorndike, who also helped to develop the army intelligence test in the USA, believed and stated ‘that the institution of slavery existed because the black man's original nature was conducive to exploitation’ (Thorndike, 1940).

In furthering Western psychology's understanding of black people, Lewis Terman (1916) noted that Afro-American and other ethnic minority children 

are uneducable beyond the nearest rudiments of training. No amount of school instruction will ever make them intelligent voters or capable citizens in the true sense of the word … their dullness seems to be racial, or at least inherent in the family stock from which they come … children of this group should be segregated in special classes and be given instruction which is concrete and practical. They cannot master abstractions, but they can often be made efficient workers. There is no possibility at present of convincing society that they should not be allowed to reproduce, although from a eugenic point of view they constitute a grave problem because of their unusual prolific breeding.

(Terman, 1916: 91–2)


William McDougall, who has been called the ‘Father of Social Psychology’, also advanced the position that all people of African descent were innately intellectually inferior to whites (McDougall, 1921). In addition, he promoted the dogma of instincts in people: for example, that inborn and unlearned response tendencies determined social behaviour. The widespread stereotyping of black people as easygoing, happy and lazy resulted from this concept (Guthrie, 1976).

Social work practice in Britain and the USA has been influenced greatly by the psychoanalytic approach (for discussion, see Yelloly, 1980, 1990). This approach is based on Sigmund Freud's work, but has been developed by neo-Freudians (for example, Erikson, Melanie Klein, and Jung). In his book Totem and Taboo Sigmund Freud (1912–13) refers to the practices and behaviours of African peoples as ‘savage’ or ‘primitive’. Carl Jung (at one time Freud's star pupil) has been referred to as the father of ‘transpersonal psychology’. He believed that certain psychological disorders found among Americans were due to the presence of black people in America. He noted that ‘The causes for the American energetic sexual repression can be found in the specific American complex, namely to living together with “lower races, especially with Negroes”’ (Jung, 1950: 29). Dalal (1988) maintains that Jung considered black people to be inferior and not just different. However, he says that ‘it would be a mistake to assume that in the field of psychotherapy the charge of racism can only be levelled at Jung and his theories’ (Dalal, 1988: 21). He chose to focus on Jung, however, because of ‘his popularity, and because his racism is invisible to modern Jungians’ (Dalal, 1988: 21). It is important to note that psychometric projective techniques such as the Rorschach Ink Blot Test (Rorschach, 1942) and Thematic Apperception Test (Murray, 1938) depend heavily upon psychoanalytical theoretical underpinnings for their interpretations.

Baldwin (1976) observed that the standards of observation which have led to persistent conclusions of the ‘social pathology’ of black behaviour resulted from the Eurocentric assumptions in the use of measures of black behaviour.

The traditional social pathology view of black behaviours is therefore based on a European conception or definition of reality, or more precisely, a European distortion of the reality of black people. Its rise to prominence in the psychological literature, naturally then, merely reflects the vested social power of Euro-American psychology (and white people generally in European American culture) to legitimate European definitions of reality rather than the necessary objective credibility appeal of its presumed validity.

(Baldwin, 1976: 8)


A main feature of Eurocentric psychology is the assumption among psychologists that people are alike in all important respects. In order to explain ‘universal human phenomena’, white psychologists established a normative standard of behaviour against which all other cultural groups were to be measured. What appeared as normal or abnormal was always in comparison to how closely a specific thought or behaviour corresponded to that of white people. Hence, normality is established on a model of the middle-class, Caucasian male of European descent. The more one approximates this model in appearance, values and behaviour, the more ‘normal’ one is considered to be. The obvious advantage for Europeans (whites) is that such norms confirm their reality as the reality, and flaunt statements of their supremacy as scientifically based ‘fact’. The major problem with such normative assumptions for non-European people is the inevitable conclusion of deviance on the part of anyone unlike this model. In fact, the more distinct or distant you are from this model, the more pathological you are considered to be.

For many white psychologists, the word ‘different’ when applied to black people became synonymous with ‘deficient’, rather than simply different. For example, many psychological tests (standardized on white people), are inappropriately applied to blacks, causing them to appear less intelligent or deficient. Guthrie (1976) has discussed the problems of culturally biased psychologists who administer and interpret culturally biased psychological tests.

White asserts that ‘it is difficult if not impossible to understand the lifestyles of black people using traditional psychological theories, developed by white psychologists to explain white behaviour’ (White, 1972: 5). White goes on to state that, when these theories are applied to black people, many weakness-dominated and inferiority-oriented conclusions are discovered. An analysis of the psychological literature on black people will illustrate White's point.

An example which White offers is of the designation of ‘culturally deprived’ to a group of black youngsters whom he describes as having developed the kind of ‘mental toughness and survival skills, in terms of coping with life, which make them in many ways superior to their white age-mates’. He continues: ‘these black youngsters know how to deal effectively with bill collectors … they recognize very early that they exist in an environment which is sometimes both complicated and hostile’ (White, 1972: 6).


Models of Western psychological research on black people

Various models can be traced in the Western (Eurocentric) psychological research of black and minority groups (Sue, 1978, 2006; Thomas and Sillen, 1972). These models include: the inferiority model; the deficit (deprivations) model; and the multi-cultural model.

The inferiority model maintains that blacks are intellectually, physically, and mentally inferior to whites – due to genetics/heredity. It focuses on the role of genes in explaining differences between blacks and whites. The model apparently gave some authors a scientific basis for regarding blacks as inferior (Jensen, 1969, 1987; Rushton, 1988a, 1988b). Rushton has proposed a theory in sociobiology whereby Asians, Caucasians, and Africans, as a result of evolution, may be hierarchically ranked such that Mongoloids > Caucasoids > Negroids. Fairchild, in an article entitled ‘Scientific racism: the cloak of objectivity’ (1991), challenges Rushton's conclusions. He argues that ‘Rushton's sociobiology of racial differences is unscientific in its assumptions and interpretations, and therefore may properly be regarded as scientific racism’ (Fairchild, 1991: 112).

The deficit/deficiency model contends that blacks are deficient with respect to intelligence, cognitive styles, and family structure – due to lack of proper environmental stimulation, racism, and oppressive conditions. From this deficit model came such hypo-theses as ‘cultural deprivation’, which presumed that, due to inadequate exposure to Eurocentric values, norms, customs, and lifestyles, blacks were ‘culturally deprived’ and required cultural enrichment. Implicit in the concept of cultural deprivation, however, is the notion that the dominant white middle-class culture established the normative standard. Thus, any behaviours, values, and lifestyles that differed from the Euro-American norm were seen as deficient.

The multicultural model states that all culturally distinct groups have strengths and limitations. The differences between ethnic groups are viewed as simply different – rather than being viewed as deficient. This model has helped researchers to focus on culture-specific models in a multicultural context (for example, Sue and Wagner, 1973; Sue, 1981 – in regard to Asian Americans). Minority groups took the initiative in defining themselves rather than being defined by the deficit/deficiency models of the white culture.

Only a few white psychologists (for example, Jensen, 1969) accept the idea that black people are at birth genetically inferior to whites in intellectual potential. Most psychologists take the view 

that black people are culturally deprived and psychologically maladjusted because the environment in which they were reared as children and in which they continue to rear their own children lacks the necessary early experiences to prepare them for, generally speaking, achievement within an Anglo middle-class frame of reference.

(White, 1980: 5)


We can see that implicit in the concept of cultural deprivation is the belief that the normative standard is the white middle-class culture. Therefore, any behaviour that is different from the white norm is labelled as deficient.

The tradition of viewing black people as deviants from the ‘norm’ is reflected in research on the black family. Black families have been studied using Eurocentric frameworks. For example, based on the Eurocentric norm and models of Freudian psychology, Moynihan (1965) concluded that the ‘Black family’ was essentially pathogenic and responsible for the origin of many psychological and social problems of African Americans. He wrote: ‘At the heart of the deterioration of the fabric of Negro society is the deterioration of the Negro family …. It is the fundamental source of the weakness of the Negro Community at present’ (Moynihan, 1965: 15).

Moynihan labelled the black family a ‘tangle of pathology’. In his analysis he regarded the black woman as maintaining a matriarchal culture. In turn, the black matriarchy model was viewed as maintaining pathology because it did not conform to the ‘normal’ family structures of the white culture (Moynihan, 1965).

A number of writers (Belgrave and Allison, 2006; Billingsley, 1968; Nobles, 1978; McAdoo, 1981a, 1981b) have challenged the deficit views of black family life, in which positive psychological factors have been ignored, while the ‘pathological’ factors have been heightened. Other researchers have advanced more positive views of the black family and have examined the strengths in black families (McAdoo, 1981a, 1981b; McAdoo and McAdoo, 1985). These issues will be discussed in Chapter 4.

The social work literature has done much to reproduce the myths and distortions about the black family. As Stubbs states, ‘Despite some later recognition of the strengths of black family structures, most of the literature continues to emphasise cultural pathology as an explanation for the problems of black families’ (1988: 99).

Another example of the tradition of viewing black people as deviants from the ‘norm’ is reflected in research on the black child. Many researchers (for example, Moynihan, 1965; Jensen, 1969; Deutsch, 1968; Bernstein, 1961; Hunt, 1961) maintain that the black child 

(a) is delinquent because he has a defective superego, (b) is emotionally disturbed because he refuses to adjust and upsets existing settings, (c) scores differently on IQ tests than whites because he has inferior genes, (d) lives in a ghetto because he comes from a deficient family with dominant mothers and pregnant sisters, (e) fails to obtain jobs and promotions because he lacks proper work habits and a ‘competent self’, (f) fails in school because he is ‘cul turally deprived’, and (g) fails in virtually all aspects of life because he forever carries the scars of oppression obtained at home during preschool years.

(Gordon, 1973: 91)


Many psychologists and social workers assume that the black child is a white child who ‘happens’ to be painted black. This implies that the social, emotional, mental, and physical developmental patterns of the white middle-class child have become the optimal standard by which the black child is measured. Wilson (1981, 1992) argues that there are critical differences between black and white children, and psychologists have failed to consider the study of the black child as an important area of specialization. Consequently, our understanding of the psychological development of the child is based on research on white children by white psychologists. In American and British psychological literature the black child is treated as an afterthought, as a contrast to the white child, never as a subject matter in its own right.

Psychological research has often been used to support racist ideas and practices in American and British society. The theories, methodologies, findings, and conclusions generated by white psychologists have been used to try to demonstrate that blacks and other racial minorities are mentally inferior to whites. There exists a wealth of data that indicate that the psychometric tools used in psychology are not only biased against black people, but fall short of providing any useful data in predicting talents, capabilities, or skills of the majority of black children. The black child is being judged by a test which is based on an experience which he/she has not been allowed to have, and which gives no credibility to his/her experiences. In most standardized tests, subtests are heavily loaded with content from the white middle-class culture. Therefore, it should not be surprising that individuals from that group do better on such tests than individuals from black groups. Therefore, for black groups these tests measure only their familiarity with white culture.

Research carried out by Williams (1981) demonstrated that, when a test is based on a black group's perspective and experiences, they will do better on the test than the white group. His research on the Black Intelligence Test of Cultural Homogeneity (BITCH), which is a black, culture-specific test, shows that blacks score consistently higher than whites on this test, which is based on black culture. The test, consisting of 100 culturally biased items, was administered to samples of African-American and European-American high-school students and adults in the United States. The results consistently showed significantly different scoring patterns between these two groups, with the African Americans scoring at least thirty points higher than European Americans. This illustrates that, if a test is made specifically for a particular group (as most standardized tests are made for the white middle class), then one would expect members of that group to score higher on the test than members from outgroups. Although there is much doubt regarding the validity of intelligence tests, psychologists have used and continue to use them as valid (Williams et al., 2004).

The above examples were used to illustrate the need for a psychological explanation and analysis of black lifestyles, which emerges from the framework of the black experience.

Due to the negative images of black people that have emerged from the Eurocentric approaches, it is clear that it is imperative to apply an alternative frame of reference. It can be seen that traditional psychology has failed to provide an accurate understanding of the black reality. In fact, its use has, in many instances, resulted in the pathologization of black people (Jones, 2004).


Toward a black perspective in psychology

There is a consensus among most black psychologists and professionals that explanations of black behaviour which are alternative to white European perspectives must be developed.

A black perspective in psychology is concerned with combating (negative) racist and stereotypic, weakness-dominated and inferiority-oriented conclusions about black people. This perspective is interested in the psychological well-being of black people and is critical of research paradigms and theoretical formulations that have a potentially oppressive effect on black people. White psychology has offered deficitoriented psychological explanations about the behaviour of black people. These deficit theories have been used to explain much of the behaviour of blacks as individuals and as a group.

The black perspective is critical of the white middle-class norm in psychology – and argues that it is necessary to analyse black behaviour in the context of its own norms. Much of the work and research involved in developing a black perspective in psychology was initiated in the USA by black psychologists.

In the USA, the development of a black perspective has advanced through two overlapping phases. The first phase questioned the conclusions of white psychologists whose research and theories inevitably specified some deficit, deficiency, and/or distortion in the psychological make-up of black people as compared to whites. The second phase questioned the assumptions upon which white psychologists based their theories and research, while indicating that their biased results were partially a function of these assumptions. A black perspective must be concerned with developing new theories and psychological tests which are applicable to black people. Smith argues that psychological innovations ‘are needed to aid in deriving truth about black behaviour; they are needed to combat racism; [and] to aid Blacks in dealing more effectively with black communities’ (Smith, 1979: 11).

In the USA the efforts of black psychologists have been felt in the areas of community mental health, education, intelligence and ability testing, professional training, forensic psychology, and criminal justice. Some of the goals of the Association of Black Psychologists, which was formed in 1968 in the USA, are: to improve the psychological well-being of black people in America; to promote an understanding of black people through positive approaches to research; to develop an approach to psychology that is consistent with the experience of black people; and to define mental health in accordance with newly established psychological concepts and standards regarding black people. Since its establishment the Association has played an important role in stimulating and contributing to the body of literature available on black people.

The black perspective in Britain has referred to the knowledge base of black research in the USA, and adapted it to fit in with the British experience. The development of a black psychology is more advanced in the USA than in Britain. It would appear that in Britain only a few social scientists acknowledge the failure of general psychology to provide an accurate understanding of black reality and the pathologization of black people resulting from applications of Eurocentric norms. More research from a black perspective needs to be carried out in the areas of mental health, education, intelligence and ability, personality, motivation, learning, language development, the family, and self-concept.

Not only will the understanding of the black frame of reference enable social workers to come up with more accurate and comprehensive explanations, but it will also enable them to build the kind of programmes within the black world which capitalize on the strengths of black people. A strengths-coping perspective tends to describe black behaviour almost exclusively as positive adaptations and does not attempt to utilize a white cultural framework as a standard for all behavioural phenomena. Such a perspective is illustrated in Hill's (1972, 2003, 1998) model of black families, which cites kinship bonds, religiosity, and achievement orientation as examples of some strengths indigenous to black families (see Chapter 4).


Issues in developing a black perspective in psychology

Most black psychologists appear to recognize basic problems in the applicability of Western (white-European) psychology to the experiences of black or African people. Black psychologists have felt for a long time that the description of black behaviour as deviant, abnormal, and pathological was inaccurate. Because of the racism inherent in traditional Western psychological models, black psychologists felt a need to branch out and develop a discipline that would be more applicable to the description and explanation of black life. It was in the context of a ‘paradigm of racism’ that black psychology was formally conceived. Thus, black psychology was a reaction. Black psychology is self-affirmative, particularly in its denial of the denigrating conceptualizations of European-American psychology (Akbar, 2004). European American concepts ‘are appropriate for a time and a context, i.e., the time and context that views the African American [black person] as a deviant from the anglo world for those observers who maintain the insignificance of race and cultural plurality may still find such an approach appropriate and valuable’ (Akbar, 2004: 37). Black psychology ‘represents an effort to come to grips with the overwhelming ethnocentrism of European American psychology with a counter-ethnocentrism (Akbar, 2004: 38). A recent update to White's (1970) article entitled ‘Toward a Black Psychology’ in Jones (2004) strongly advocates a Black psychology defined by black people.

There are diverse views among black psychologists on the development of a black psychological perspective. Many black psychologists, while accepting the need for a black psychology, do not view it as an independent activity separate from Western psychology (for example, Cross, 1971; Guthrie, 1976; White, 1972; Comer and Pouissant, 1992).

Comer and Poussaint (1992) argue that there is no distinct black psychology or white psychology. However, they acknowledge that psychological practices in the USA have been white-dominated and are often culturally biased and racist. White (1972, 2004) maintains that not all traditional white psychological theory is useless, and that it was the duty of psychologists to incorporate what is useful into black psychology and reject the rest. An example of a useful theory is found in the views of the existential psychologists. Their theory applies to the lives of black people, because they take the view that, in order to understand what a person is and the way he/she views the world, one must have some awareness of his/her experiential background, especially as it might include experiences with the institutions such as the home, family, and the immediate neighbourhood which directly affect the person's life.

Other black psychologists argue that black psychology is independent from Western psychology because ‘African (Black) psychology … derives naturally from the “worldview” or philosophical premises underlying African culture (as does Western psychology relative to the worldview of European culture’ (Baldwin, 1991: 126).

For some African-American psychologists (White, 1972; Pugh, 1972) the term black psychology refers to ‘an accurate workable theory of black behaviour drawn from the authentic experience of black people in American society’ (Baldwin, 1991: 126). For Louis Williams 

Black psychology is the psychological consequence of being black. In this work, problems and issues of psychology have been presented from a variety of operational viewpoints, including those of Eastern, African, Western, and Afro-American experience. [This approach] … centers on a general principle of the uniqueness of the black experience …. [Therefore] out of the authentic experience of black people we must build a viable psychology … this notion is central in the definition of Black psychology.

(Williams, 1978: 3)


Guthrie (2004) maintains that ‘black psychology is an outgrowth of “Third World” philosophies which are not committed to the authenticity of traditional European and American psychology, but are born out of a need promulgated through neglect rather than traditional theoretical stances’ (Guthrie, 2004: 48). Guthrie (2004) envisions black psychology as a scientific study of behaviour attempting to understand life as it is lived. Nobles (2004: 58) considers a rationale for black psychology as: ‘engaging in a critique and rejection of white psychology's methodology and conclusions; and providing Afrocentric models for study, theory and therapy’.

Black psychology is as complex and diverse as the people it attempts to describe and understand. A wide range of models, theories, and approaches is used to describe the black psychological experience.

Karenga (1982) identified three schools of black psychology: the traditional school, the reformist school, and the radical school. The traditional school (for example, the work of Clark, 1965; Grier and Cobbs, 1968) is defined by: ‘(1) its defensive and/or reactive posture; (2) its lack of concern for the development of a Black psychology and its continued support for the Eurocentric model with minor changes; (3) its concern with changing white attitudes, and (4) its being essentially critical without substantial correctives’ (Karenga, 1982: 325).

Among the significant contributors to the traditional school of black psychology are Grier, Cobbs, and Poussaint. In Black Rage, Grier and Cobbs (1968) argued that black people felt ‘enraged’ or experienced a sense of psychological rage as a consequence of inhumane and racist treatment. Nobles is critical of this work, and argues that Grier and Cobbs ‘accepted uncritically the psychological principles available in western psychology as applicable to all people no matter what their race or cultural background’ (Nobles, 1986: 70).

The reformist school (for example, White, 1980) is concerned about white attitudes and behaviours, ‘but focuses more on change in public policy than on simply attitudinal change,’ and, furthermore, ‘begins to advocate an Afro-centric psychology, but combined with a traditional focus on change that would, ostensibly, benefit both blacks and whites … (Thomas, 1971; Cross, 1971)’ (Karenga, 1982: 325).

The radical school directs its attention ‘to Black people in terms of analysis, treatment and transformation’. They ‘insist on and are developing a psychology that has its roots in the African worldview (Jackson, 1982; King et al., 1976)’ (Karenga, 1982: 325).

There exists a tendency among black psychologists towards disagreement over whether the terms black and African have the same meaning, hence the concepts black psychology and African psychology. Some black psychologists suggest a basic distinction between the two concepts (Mosby, 1972; White, 1970, 1972; Williams, 1978), while others seem to use both concepts more or less synonymously (Akbar, 1975; Baldwin, 1976; Nobles, 1976). Some black psychologists who use the term black psychology rather exclusively also confine their focus to the African-American population. Others who use the term black psychology apply it to African (black) people generally (including African Americans). Jackson (1979) proposes that African psychology represents, more or less, the ‘innovative-inventive’ component of black psychology, which suggests that the former is subsumed under the latter (i.e., African psychology as a component of black psychology). From his survey of the definitional controversy among black psychologists, Jackson observed that:

The appellate ‘black psychology’ is basically a generic designation for an emerging perspective in the field of psychology. Its embryonic stage of development is clearly illustrated in its range of definitions. At one extreme, Black psychology has been pictured not so much as a distinct academic discipline but as a reaction to an interpretation of psychology as a ‘white’ or Euro-centric endeavor …. At the other end of the continuum, some have hailed black psychology as the ‘third great psychological-philosophical tradi tion with characteristic strengths and weaknesses ….’ Much more reflective of the contemporary application of black psychology, Sims (1977) stated that it is ‘concerned with redefining existing psychological principles and concepts, and developing additional models that will reveal the strengths of black people … [it will] offer behavioral guidelines that have been examined in terms of their applicability to the specific needs and problems of black people’ …. At the present time, it will be seen black psychology is a composite of reactive, inventive and innovative components and extends … ‘to the total behavior in all situations of black people throughout the world’.

(Jackson, 1979: 271)


It is clear from this observation that black psychology is a combination of three components: reactive, inventive, and innovative, and deals with ‘the total behaviour in all situations of black people throughout the world’ (Jackson, 1979: 271).

I have already indicated that a wide range of models was used to describe black behaviour. Some of the models used were classified as follows: Africanity model, colonized/colo nizer model, culture of poverty model, integritivistic model, and racial oppression model (Davis, 1982). These categories are not meant to be exclusive but were employed to facilitate a clearer understanding of the discipline of black psychology.


The Africanity model

This approach argues that African philosophy is potentially useful in helping us understand the behaviour of African Americans. The Africanity model attempts to explain black behaviour according to the tenets, values, and belief systems that derive from an African philosophical tradition. Several black scholars have argued that an African philosophical tradition should be the foundation of black psychology (Akbar, 1981, 2004; Nobles, 1972, 2004). They argue that recognition of the African roots of American blacks will produce a uniquely differ ent understanding of black lifestyles and reality.

According to Nobles, ‘African (Black) Psychology is rooted in the nature of black culture which is based on particular indigenous (origi nally indigenous to African) philosophical assumptions’ (Nobles, 1980: 31). He states that one's cultural worldview influences how one perceives reality. The African worldview espouses groupness, sameness, commonality, co-operation and collective responsibility. In contrast, the Euro-American worldview espouses individuality, uniqueness, differ ence, competition, separateness, and independence. Nobles maintains that 

Black psychology must concern itself with the mechanism by which our African definition has been maintained and what value its maintenance has offered black people. Hence, the task of Black psychology is to offer an understanding of the behavioral definition of African philosophy and to document what, if any, modifications it has undergone during particular experiential periods.

(Nobles, 1980: 35)


African psychology maintains that the essence of the human being is spiritual. The assumption in black psychology is that the best way to know what we know is through affect or feeling. Joseph White describes the culture of African Americans as a feeling-oriented culture. White says ‘In a feeling-oriented culture, apparent and when examined closely, superficial, logical contradictions do not have the same meaning as they might have in the Anglo culture’ (White, 1972: 46).

An article entitled ‘Vodoo or IQ: an introduction to African psychology’ is considered to be an important work in the field of African psychology. The authors claim that ‘one of the distinguishing characteristics of African as opposed to Euro-American psychology is the (utilitarian) end which is sought. The end of African psychology is the improvement of Africans (blacks), whereas the end of Euro-American psychology is to improve the lives of Euro-Americans (whites)’ (Khatib et al., 1975: 13). The authors cite the differences between white and black people in the assumptions white people hold about themselves and the world. Some of the assumptions listed are:

	that the world is basically material as opposed to spiritual;

	that the black man is basically inferior to the white man;

	that the ‘self’ is independent of other ‘selves’ and the environment;

	that black people and white people can be measured by the same yardstick in terms of behaviour.


(Khatib et al., 1979: 66–7)


Colonized/colonizer model

The colonized/colonizer model suggests that black (American) behaviour can be explained in terms of black people's history as a colonized people. This model proposes that blacks do not have unique behavioural patterns, but have similar patterns to other colonized people in the world. For example, Blauner (1969) argues that, although there are variations in the political and social structure of European colonialism and American slavery, they both developed out of a similar balance of technological, cultural, and power relations, and thus a common process of social oppression characterized the racial patterns in the contexts.


Culture of poverty model

The culture of poverty (or social class) model posits that the black ‘predicament’ is primarily a function of low socio-economic statuses, and that blacks in the lower economic state exhibit behavioural patterns similar to other lower social class groups.


Cultural integritivistic model

The cultural integritivistic model (Boykin, 1981) asserts that the cultural strengths and integrity of blacks should be expounded upon, and should be the conceptual framework for research in black psychology. Cross's (1971) model of psychological nigrescence is an example of this model. This model will be discussed in Chapter 5.


The racial oppression model

According to the racial oppression model, most of black behaviour is a response to living in a racist and oppressive society and has evolved out of the slavery experience. An example of this model can be seen in the work of Grier and Cobbs (1968). They argue that black Americans are filled with ‘Black rage’ after years of trying to survive in a racist, oppressive society. In order to survive, blacks have had to develop ‘cultural paranoia’, where every white person is considered to be an enemy until proven otherwise.

We can see that a number of different models have been used to explain black behaviour. For example, the colonizer and culture of poverty models do not view black behaviour as unique when compared with groups who find themselves in similar states of oppression, and, as such, do not consider black culture an important variable in their conceptualization of black life. However, some of the other models – the Africanity and integritivistic models, and to a lesser extent the racial oppression model – would consider black culture the cornerstone of black psychological research.

More recently, Jones (2004) notes that there has not been sufficient work by African American scholars across the various fields to develop a completely workable black psychology – a task that is ongoing. Four themes that have relevance for understanding contemporary black behaviour are: African philosophy; the African worldview; spirituality and religion; and the concept of resilience (Nobles, 2004; Jones, 2004). These themes ‘do not exclusively undergrid all of African American/African/black life, but it does appear that they are important components of such behaviour ….our challenge is to establish the validity of these four constructs … for understanding Black behaviour’ (Jones, 2004: 55).


Differences between Western and black psychology

In the last three decades ‘Black psychology has moved from invisibility to visibility’ (White, 2004: 13). There have been ‘major theoretical devel opments, research and research applications, extensions into ethnic psychology, and a call for cross-cultural competencies in the training and continuing education of psychologists’ (White, 2004: 13). This section aims to describe briefly some differences between Western and black psychology in the study of the self and motivation.

The Eurocentric and black psychological approaches differ in terms of how they define the self. Western psychology is concerned with the study of the individual ego, behaviour, and consciousness. Thus, from a Freudian (psychoanalytic approach) to a Skinnerian (behaviourist) psychology, there is a common emphasis on individual differences as being the best description of human experience.

In contrast, black psychology describes this area of study as being the collective experience of oppression. Consequently, what must be studied to understand the human experience is the shared experience of oppression. The degree to which one is conscious of shared oppression is assumed to be a measure of ‘black awareness’ or ‘black personality’. Therefore, we get models of black personality such as the Cross (1971, 1995) model which describes development of black personality as growing from ‘Negro to Black’ conversion (see Chapter 5).

This approach, which begins to see personality as a collective phenomenon, is a critical contribution of black psychology. It makes a radical departure from the European-American preoccupation with the individual and his/her isolated experience. This is highlighted by Holdstock (2001). He notes that:

An aspect of the revisioning of ourselves will have to be consideration of the competitive individualism that has thus far been the hallmark of contemporary psychology. We cannot expect a new world order to come about if we continue to endorse a concept of the self as a closed and self-sufficient unit of the social system. If we, as a select group of professionals who specialise in human behaviour, mental health, [and the actualization of the potential of individuals] fail to endorse an alternative, interdependent concept of the self that is more facilitative of achieving the ideals we aspire towards, then we have little hope of bringing about any change in society.

(Holdstock, 2001: 204)


Another area of difference in the approaches of Western and black psychology is in the study of human motivation.
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