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ABSTRACT
The Oppression Syndrome in Africans
Colonized in the United States

September,

1981

Olinga,

B.

Ed.

University of Massachusetts

D.,

A.

University of Pennsylvania

,

Directed by:

Professor Ellis Olim

This dissertation is a conceptual, exploratory study
of the psychological condition of Africans living in the

United States through the development of a concept called
the oppression syndrome.
tion,

African, as used in this disserta-

refers to Black people of African ancestry who are

living in the United States.

The oppression syndrome

refers to the psychological responses of Africans which
result from the incompatible dual nature of their psycho-

logical state, caused by the conditions of racism and

domestic colonization.

A detailed presentation is made

which discusses the meaning of the oppression syndrome as
well as its manifestations.

The African Community Learning

Center (Afcom) in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, is presented
as an example of an independent African institution that is

alleviating the oppression syndrome through the operation
of its ongoing programs.

This dissertation consists of a

suggested new conceptual framework for old ideas, which

VI

has been derived from extensive review of the literature,
an exploratory interview project,

case histories, and the

experience of the author.
The interview project was conducted during the 1978

Afcom Summer Day Camp.

The interviews provided an oppor-

tunity to observe the beginnings of the psychological

duality of African children, which is the basis of the

oppression syndrome.

In

addition,

four case histories of

Afcom staff members are included to serve as examples of
some potential options for treating the oppression syndrome
that are presented by Afcom.

An analysis of some of the

traditional approaches to African mental health is also

presented which suggests very strongly that such approaches
have been ineffective in resolving the crisis of the

oppression syndrome.

I

suggest that the psychological

benefits of independence for African people would be
significant enough to substantiate the claim that independence is a prerequisite for Africans' psychological health.
The suggested new directions for resolving the problems
are for Africans to struggle to achieve such independence

and self-determination through the practice of activism
and the various options for change that are presented in

this dissertation.

Simultaneous with this process is the

development of viable social, cultural, and psychological

interventions which may resolve both immediate and longterm problems.

vii

Finally,

I

discuss the possible implications of this

exploratory study of the oppression syndrome and the

manner in which the concepts presented in the dissertation
can conceivably be further developed.

It

is my intention

that this dissertation will stimulate both further research

about the psychological conditions of Africans as members
of a domestic colony and also encourage concerted action
in the direction of physical and psychological independence

for Africans.
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CHAPTER

I

THE PROBLEM

The psychological problems which have historically

beset Africans

,

Black people of African ancestry who are

living in the United States, are multifarious.

This

dissertation will discuss how colonialism and institutional

racism have produced

a

psychological disorder in Africans

which will be referred to as the oppression syndrome.

This

term is derived from the term "oppression psychoneurosis,"
which was originally used by Queen Mother Moore, an
activist born in 1898 who has continued to fight for human
rights for Africans and other oppressed people.

Traditional methods that have been used to treat
psychological problems have proven insufficient to treat
the oppression syndrome, the condition which affects

Africans in the United States.

Since the primary cause of

the oppression syndrome is colonization and racism,

Africans affected cannot be treated fully without directly

confronting and attacking its root causes.

To do so would

be analogous to treating the victim of a communicable

disease while the person remained in the diseased environment,

as described by Melvin Sikes (1971).

Some

conventional modalities may be useful in treating African
people individually and in groups for the effects of the
1

2

oppression syndrome, but it is imperative to eliminate
the
conditions that give rise to the oppression syndrome.
The African Community Learning Center, in Philadelphia,

Pennsylvania, hereafter designated as Afcom, is an example
of an institution that is treating the oppression syndrome.
It

will be used in refining the concept of the oppression

syndrome and discussed in detail as an example of

a

program

that is treating this psychological problem.

Purpose of Study
The purpose of this dissertation is two-fold.

The

first objective is to provide a framework for the definition,

analysis, and application of the concept of the oppression

syndrome.

A detailed presentation will be made which will

discuss the meaning of the oppression syndrome as well as
its manifestation in Africans in the United States.

The

second objective of the study is to provide an in depth

description of Afcom, a center that is treating the

oppression syndrome in the process of its operation.

This

will include the results of a previously conducted summer
project, descriptive material, personal interviews, and
case histories, which will be utilized to develop the

concept

3

Definition of Terms

African

.

Black people, born and/or reared in the United

States, are referred to as Africans because this term

denotes the reality of their position in

tliis

countrv’.

They did not voluntarily migrate to the United States; they

were kidnapped and brought against their will.

As a slave,

the transplanted African was only considered 3/5 of

a

person, certainly not an equal citizen in the newly formed
nation.

In 1863,

when the enslaved Africans were given

freedom, they were not given a choice, individually or

collectively, about what to do with their lives.

States citizenship

United

was imposed on the Africans, without

allowing and facilitating the exercising of options to
return to Africa, establish a separate nation or state,
move to another country, vote to accept United States

citizenship, or any other option.

The citizenship that

was imposed has never been, even until the present time,

complete and equal for Africans in the United States.
Therefore, although there have been many influences,
physical, mental, and psychological upon African people in
this country, they are still aliens in this land.

Until

the Black people in the United States are in a position to

decide how they will identify themselves, to be named
African provides a frame of reference from which they can

4

conceptualize and organize their existence.
(1972) supported this concept.

Malcolm X

He stated:

—

xhat s what you and I are
Africans.
You catch any
white person off guard and ask what he is; he doesn't
say he's an American.
He either tells you he's Irish,
or he s Italian, or he's German.
And even though he
was born here, he'll tell you he's Italian. Well, if
he's Italian, you and I are African even though we
were born here.
(p. 33)

—

The term African is also used because it clearly identifies
the Black people in the United States as a colony of

Africans, not merely an ethnic minority.

As long as

Africans think of themselves merely as Black Americans or
f

Afro-Americans, their primary objective will be to assume
the identity of other United States citizens, the majority
of whom are white.

Human rights activist and poet, Haki

Madhubuti (1974), explained this situation well in stating;

Black people's frame of reference in Amerika has been
reversed from that of our Afrikan selves to accepting
the frame of reference based upon the value system
of Europeans and European-Americans
(p. 27)
.

The necessity that the Black people in the United

States define themselves from a positive frame of reference
is clear in light of the history of African people in this

country.

Since arriving as slaves, Africans have been

defined by numerous labels, most of which were imposed
upon them.

They have been called darkies, coons, colored,

niggers, negroes, Negroes, culturally deprived, Afro-

American, Black, Third World, minorities, and many others.

The tragedy of these labels is that few of them have been

5

indicative of positive identities for African people
the United States.

in

The earlier names which were applied,

such as darkies, coons, and niggers, were obvious
attempts
to degrade and dehu.manize a people in captivity.

Later,

the term Negro was used by many Africans as well as whites
as a label of supposed respect,

officially spelled with

a

especially when

capital

”N''

it

was

rather than a lower

case "n"

However, a closer examination of the word Negro

reveals

jthat

it refers to a people with no history,

culture, or meaning beyond what originated in slavery.

By

definition, a Negro has always been an inferior being,
first a slave, then a second-class citizen.
hand,

On the other

Africans have a culture, history, and meaning which

extends thousands of years before slavery in the United
States and includes positive definitions which far outweigh

negative ones.

The names of most ethnic and racial groups

identify a group of people who share
history, and land base.

common culture,

a

Thus as Madhubuti explained;

Chinese came from China and are Chinese. Japanese
Even if they
came from Japan and are Japanese
call themselves Chinese-Americans or Japanesethey are
Americans, in the final definition,
first and foremost Chinese and Japanese people.
.

.

.

.

(p.

.

.

25)

So where is Negroland?

what was their culture?

Where did Negroes come from, and

During the 1960

's,

the negativity

6

of the terra Negro was exposed to all, and the term
has

almost been omitted from official use.

However, the same pattern has been repeated.

To where

does an Afro-American trace her/his culture heritage?

This term appears to have a vague connection with Africa;
it

is used in a haphazard,

the Afroland?

round-about manner.

Where is

Along the same lines, where is the "Third

World", and to what culture do Third World people adhere?

The term third world has been defined along economic
lines,

along color lines, and along political lines, and
(

none of them distinctly refer to African people.

Even

if the Black people decided to be included in the Third

World, allowing people of European ancestry to be considered
first world, they would still need a name to define the

African people apart from other third world groups.

There

is nothing negative about Africans referring to themselves

as Black people as a general descriptive term.

However,

this name is still incomplete because it refers only to a
color, not a culture or a land.

During the 1960

's,

the term colored was discarded

because it had previously been used to avoid giving
name to African people.

a

Africans are people of color, as

are other groups of people; but this name does not refer
to a culture or a land.

Perhaps the term that comes

closer than the others to providing an identity for

7

African people is African-American.
term is that,

a.t

The problem with this

the present time, African-American is a

contradictory term.

African people in the United States

are not allowed to be African and American at the
same
time.

To accept and attempt to succeed in United States

society necessitates that one suppress or deny much of
what is positive about being African.

Therefore, to use

the name of African allows people to name themselves from
a

frame of reference independent from the negative

definitions imposed by United States society.

The name

African also unites African people all over the world, no
matter where they reside

— in

North and South America,

Asia, Europe, and the continent of Africa.

United States

.

The name United States is used to refer to

the United States of America in the dissertation.

The

term America is not used because, in actuality, America

embodies two complete continents and numerous peoples,

cultures and countries.

All of the other countries in

North, South, and Central America denote their citizens by
the name of their respective country (e.g., Canadians from

Canada, Cubans from Cuba, and Bolivians from Bolivia).

The

United States is the only country which has given the
name of an entire continent to its citizens

—Americans.

For this reason, the terra America and American will not be

used to designate the United States or its citizens.

8

—

next term to be defined is "white" or
"white

people."

Strictly speaking, this name refers to people
of European ancestry and blood who are
also not African in
origin.
In the dissertation, when the term white
is used,

European or European-Amer ican could be substituted for
At other times,

it.

the term dominant culture will be used to

refer to white people as a racial and cultural group in
the United States.

As explained previously, to use the

designation American or white American would be inaccurate,
and the ^author is not assuming the authority to determine

what other name to substitute instead.

Therefore, the

terms white people and dominant society or culture will
be used to refer to persons of European ancestry and
blood,

Racism

generally referred to as white.

.

Racism, as used throughout the dissertation, has

the following definition:

The expression of an attitude, position, or form of
behavior that negatively affects the life of another
person or lives of another people, in support of an
institutional pattern that systematically deprives
others of full opportunity and full participation
(Beck, 1972, p. 5)
because of race.
The primary factor that distinguishes this definition of

racism from that of prejudice or discrimination is the
condition that the idea or behavior expressed must be in
support of a systematic and institutional pattern.

9

Robert Blauner (1972),

a

white social scientist,

discussed some of the traditional misconceptions which
have preraeate.d the field of social science in regard to
racism.

Among them were the beliefs that the most important

aspects of racism were the attitudes and prejudices of
whites, and that race and racism were not fundamental parts
of United States society.

Such thinking would allow racism

to be reduced to a purely individual matter and would

ignore the more widespread and devastating effects of

institutional racism.

Blauner further stated;

Ra^cism is too often equated with intense prejudice
This kind of racial extremism is not
and hatred.
necessary for the maintenance of a racist social
structure.
(p. 9)
.

.

Based on this definition, it is not possible for
Africans to be racist against whites in the United States.
This does not deny the existence of prejudice against

whites on the part of many Africans, nor does it deny the
fact that some Africans may be oppressive to some whites,

given the opportunity.

However, because the United States

has not institutionalized prejudice against whites,

Africans can not be considered racist.

African people in

the United States are the victims of racism, and their

reactions are responses to racism.

This definition of

and
racism does not imply that all Africans are innocent

sincere victims of oppression, nor does it imply that
oppressive.
all whites are insincere and intentionally

It

10

does indicate that the perpetration of racism and
its

insidious effects must be viewed not only on an individual
level, but also on an institutional and societal level as

we 11.

Rationale for Study
There has been extensive and ample documentation of
the negative psychological effects of racism on Africans
in the

1973).

United States (Jones, 1972; V/illie, Kramer, & Brown,
The task at hand is for Africans to redefine the

nature rof their problems and accordingly, to redefine how
they are to be treated.

Research that is undertaken to

examine the historical damage done to the psyche of
African people as a result of their dehumanizing condition
should be for the purpose of providing solutions to resolve
the crisis.

This dissertation was written by an African, about
Africans, and for other Africans to read and utilize.

My

intention was to provide a description and explanation of
the development of the oppression syndrome which is

experienced in some form by all Africans who dwell within
the borders of the United States, along with recommendations
of processes for beginning to end it.

Traditional methods

for improving the mental health of African people have

failed to resolve the underlying contradictions from

11

which the oppression syndrome stems by not effectively
addressing their colonized status.

In

outlining strategies

for mental health workers to utilize in effectively
dealing

with psychological problems of their people. Preston
Wilcox (1973) explained that the broader problems of
Africans oppressed in this country required

a

change in

ideology and direction, not just a change in technique and
personnel.

I

am writing this dissertation because

I

think

that the psychological effects of racism and colonization
on Africans are very real and very damaging.

I

do not

belie<7e that colonization is the direct cause of each

symptom that manifests itself in the oppression syndrome.
Likewise,

I

do not feel that simply removing Africans from

our oppressive conditions would lead to the resolving and

ending of all psychological problems.
I

do maintain that it is extremely difficult to

determine what types of psychological problems

a

people

will encounter (if any), and what types of treatment will
be effective while they are subjects of domestic colonization.

I

believe that the failure of social scientists to

develop an effective and fair system of analyzing and

treating the mental health problems of Africans is directly
related to their inability to conceptualize the actual
social, political, and cultural conditions of African

people in this country.

I

allow for the possibility

12

that my conceptualization may be incomplete
and in need of

further development.
a

I

offer it as a basis for developing

theory of psychology for Africans which views us
as an

independent and valuable people in our own right

merely a deprived minority group which is

a

,

and not

distorted

reflection of the larger dominant society in which we are

enclosed
Finally,

I

do not deny the fact that whites have made

important contributions to the study of the mental health
of Africans.

I

do not deny the possibility for a white

social scientist to understand and positively improve the
f

conditions of African people.

However, due to the fact

that information about Africans is not provided accurately
or consistently by the educational systems of this country,
a white person must go out of her/his way to acquire a

sensitive understanding of African people.

As a result,

relatively few venture outside of traditional boundaries to
do so.

Moreover, regardless of how many whites develop an

understanding of and sensitivity to Africans, the responsibility lies with Africans to develop the concepts and
actions that will lead to mental health for African people.

Overview of Dissertation
In this section,

an overview of the remainder of the

dissertation is presented.

Chapter II is an extensive.

13

detailed account of how the psychology of Africans has been
analyzed and reviewed in the social science literature.
An attempt is made to provide a general analysis of the

literature on African psychology since the formation of
the United States; however, the primary concentration is
on the literature since the 1940’s.

This chapter is

lengthy because it plays an important role in the overall

theoretical development of the oppression syndrome concept.
The literature review is not only for historical purposes;
it also serves as part of the basis for constructing the

entire concept of the oppression syndrome.
ong(f)ing

Thus, an

analysis and critique of the literature is made in

order to illustrate the various trends of ttiought and to
show how they have interrelated with the actual problems of

Africans
Chapter III includes the methodology that was used in

completing the study of the oppression syndrome.

It

outlines the various procedures employed in conducting the

Afcom Interview Project, and it also outlines how the
results are incorporated in the development of the concept
of the oppression syndrome.

An overall rationale is pro-

vided for approaching the subject in a conceptual and

exploratory fashion, along with

a

rationale for the use of

each instrument included in the design.

limitations of the study are given.

Finally, the

14

Chapter IV gives

complete description of the origin,

a

development, and symptoms of the oppression syndrome.
a

As

prelude, the psychology of colonialism is discussed
in

order to provide background information regarding the

psychological conditions of colonized people in general.
The discussion of the oppression syndrome involves the

general psychological dynamics of colonialism as they are

specifically applied to Africans in the United States.

A

detailed analysis is made of the primary manifestations of
the syndrome which results from a myriad of sources,

including the review of previous literature, Afcom programs
and ^'experiences

,

and conceptualization of the author.

This

chapter is necessarily lengthy as it forms the crux of
the entire dissertation.

Chapter V provides a description of the origin and
current operation of Afcom.

A rationale is provided for

why it has been chosen as an appropriate site to use in the
r

current study.

Data from a previously conducted summer

project at Afcom is shared, and an analysis made of the
results.

In addition,

four case histories of Afcom staff

members are included to further amplify why the Center was
used as a basis for refining the concept of the oppression

syndrome
Chapter VI discusses approaches to treatment of the

oppression syndrome.

At the beginning,

the traditional

15

approach that has been used in treating the psychological

problems of Africans is presented, and the weakness of
this traditional approach explained.

The Community Mental

Health movement is analyzed as the most recent trend in
treatment,

and a case example is presented.

to suggested new approaches,

As background

there is a section on the

psychological effects of independence for Africans as

prerequisite for psychological health.

a

Also included as

background is the psychology of activism and options for
change.

Finally, new directions for Africans to utilize

in attempting to treat the oppression syndrome are presented.

'Chapter VII discusses possible implications of this

exploratory study of the oppression syndrome and how the
concepts presented in the dissertation can conceivably be

developed further.

The significance of the concepts and

the suggested new directions for treatment are shown as

they relate to the present state of affairs of the African

community and to plans for the future.
Implications
The implications of the results of this dissertation

could be far reaching.

Africans in the United States will

be able to study their mental health problems and progress

from a frame of reference which is based on their history

their present struggle, and their future .fight for self

16

determination.

Understanding the oppression syndrome as

it relates to the Africans in the United States
will pro-

^ide a consistent basis from which to analyze the

conditions of African people today.

There will be advan-

tages for African mental health workers and any mental health

worker who is sincerely interested in resolving basic
contradictions which plague African people.
The effect on other independent African institutions

which are based on ideologies similar to Afcom will be
positive because they will benefit from research and

documentation on some of the principles on which they
operate.

framework

Other programs will be able to build on this

— even

the concept of the oppression syndrome

can be expanded, modified, and developed further to be

even more meaningful.

Mental health workers who are still

working within the bounds of traditionally oriented
systems can nevertheless benefit from an additional

perspective from which to view the people that they serve.
The author intends for persons who read the dissertation to

utilize and adopt as much or as little as they find

applicable to their own situations as long as

it

will help

the psychological state of African people in the United

States

CHAPTER

I

I

REVIEW AND CRITIQUE OF THE LITERATURE
This chapter provides

a

historical franework for

understanding and analyzing how the psychology and behavior
of Africans in the United States has been studied and

recorded in the psychological literature.

This chapter is

not merely a review of what has been written;

it

also

provides an analysis of the implications of the literature

based on a central thesis

— that

Africans in the United

States will be able to begin to resolve mental health

problems only when they view themselves and their problems
from the perspective of a
I

domestically colonized people.

am aware that much of the literature in this review has

been reviewed often in the past; however,

I

believe that

the perspective from which it is being reviewed herein has

seldom been found in the social science literature, and in
particular, the psychological literature.

Therefore, it is

imperative that the literature be reviewed in this manner,
so that this perspective can be presented.

As a result of this review of the literature, the

following objectives should be achieved.

The first goal

is to provide an understanding of the impact that the move

for self-determination by Africans in the United States has

had on the literature.

A corollary of this goal
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is to
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understand how the literature has reflected this movement
toward self-identity and self-determination of African
people.

The second goal is to present the basis from

which the concept of the oppression syndrome will be

developed

During this review of the literature,
apparent that

it

it may

become

is written from a biased viewpoint.

The

literature will be analyzed from the standpoint of an
African woman who believes that African people must be in
the forefront of all attempts to organize, analyze, and

publicize ideas about the psychological functioning of
other Africans.

I

do not deny the right of others to

present contrasting analyses to my own, nor do
the value of such viewpoints.

I

I

deny

am offering a perspective

which, because it has been neglected in the literature,

may appear to be overly biased.

However, to many of the

Africans who have been struggling for self-determination,
my approach may be welcome.
As shown later in this chapter,

all writers proceed

from a point of bias; however, for the majority, the

bias is implicitly found in a set of values and beliefs

which are held by the mainstream of United States society.
Consequently, authors may feel that they are writing from
an "objective,

value-free" frame of reference, but to one

such as me, whose perspective differs in many areas from
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"th©

r©3,m

ma, i n s t

glaring.

,

thsir biasss and valu©— judgBinsn'ts ar©

Th© pr©c©ding ©xplanation was giv©n to assist the

readers of this review in maintaining
points of view.

minds open to other

Having been educated in the mainstream

of the dominant United States culture,
of,

I

have become aware

studied, and learned the works of many whose social and

political orientation differed from my own.

I

now feel

that it is my responsibility and right to present my

orientation
The research has been divided into four periods, each
of which reflects differing trends of thought regarding

this topic.

The first period incorporates literature

priAted before the mid-twentieth century.

It was very

general in nature, did not cover the psychological impact
of slavery and post-slavery in any depth or accuracy,

and

was primarily used to promote overtly racist policies and

practices.

The second period was characterized by an

attempt of social scientists to study the psychological

effects of enslavement and oppression on Africans.

The

primary focus was abnormality and pathology in their
functioning, and both African and non-African authors

attempted to explain them based on the oppressive conditions
of Africans.

The third period researched is the political

and cultural movement in the 1960

's

which incorporated

period of marked political activism and cultural change

a
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for Africans.

The psychological ramifications are

significant enough to study this period by itself.

Africans and non— Africans advanced many theories to account
for the psychological status of African people in light

of the profound events occurring throughout the country.

The last period presents an update of current trends of

thought since the 1960's, along with proposals that have

been made to resolve the problems.
The terminology that has been used to refer to

African people in the literature will also be reviewed

because this will provide an index of changes in the social
and political climate in which Africans have had to

function psychologically.

A relationship will be shown to

exist between changes in the labels applied to Africans and

changes in the nature of the literature written about them.
Role of Values
In reviewing the literature,

one fact is strikingly

evident, that most of the studies published previous to
the late 1960 's had white authors.

The vast majority of

such studies were negative in their assessment of the

personality and functioning of Africans (see Jones, 1972;
Thomas & Sillen, 1972).

An important reason for this

occurrence is that when Africans were analyzed, whites in
the United States were used as the norm for mental health
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and normal adjustment.

Such an approach is invalid because

the group to which Africans were compared to determine

their psychological status was the same group which

benefits from and perpetuates racism.

A

consideration

usually ignored is the fact that the mental stability and

self-esteem of many members of the normative group are
often dependent on the relegation of Africans to an

inferior status in the society.

Kardiner and Ovesey (1951)

and Wilcox (.1973) indicated that racism was therapeutic for

many whites as it helped them to maintain their self-

concept and identity which, was partially formed by feeling
a personal superiority over African people.
wherx

Therefore,

comparisons are made between Africans and whites,

unless the author takes into consideration the racism on
the part of the whites involved, the results are certain
to be inaccurate.

The racial oppression of African people is not simply
an individual matter;

it pervades the United States

culture and is built into its institutions; therefore, it
is very difficult not to be affected in some way by the

tentacles of racism in this country.

Thomas Barnes (1972)

explained that in order for Africans in the United States
to emulate the same mental health state as whites, they

would have to also assume a deep rejection and oppression
of themselves.

This paradoxical situation in turn often
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resulted in the many psychological problems that have been
cited by researchers.

When Africans are characterized as

"pathological or maladjusted models of whites," the
question is not often asked whether whites provide

a

suitable model for them to begin with.
The absence of discussion about this issue on the part
of many white researchers derives,

to a large extent,

from

their value system which forms the frame of reference

which they approach their work.

in

As indicated earlier,

there is a myth associated with social science research
that the results of such work,

if performed properly

according to the rules, will be objective and value-free.
For example, Baughman (1973), a white social scientist,

acknowledged in his book the "significance of the white
man's perspective" in misinterpreting the psychology of
Africans.

Nevertheless, he allowed his work to be pre-

sented as objective because he attempted to present all
sides of the issues.

The fact remains that all persons in

the social sciences, along with the rest of society, hold

value systems which form the basis for the analyses and

determine how they view people and their behavior.

Hare

(1973) discussed how the values of the dominant society

have been used to evaluate the lives of oppressed African

people
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In order to determine that certain behaviors,

thoughts, or attitudes are unhealthy, abnormal, or un-

desirable,

an

individual must simultaneously believe that

certain other behaviors, thoughts, and attitudes are

recommended

(

Szasz

,

Most white authors, by

1960).

necessity, derive their perspectives from living as white

people in a predominantly white society, in which racism
is

inherent.

Although many authors acknowledge that

racism and descriminat ion have played

a

key role in the

current psychological status of African people, careful

review indicates that very few really deal with these
factors in presenting solutions to the current problems,
as Delany (1974) and Ladner (1972) have shown in their

analysis.

Instead, more attention has been focussed on

the problems and contradictions of the victims of racism.
It

is essential for each white person in the social

sciences to critically examine her/his values and assess

whether or not s/he is capable of presenting an accurate
psychological analysis of Africans in the United States
which can also be used in
mental health.

a

positive manner to improve

Of importance is providing analyses that

will be helpful in promoting mental health and not

perpetuating negative thinking.

This task is difficult,

examinathough not impossible, and it requires an honest

Africans
tion of the historical relationship between

24

and non-Africans in the United States.

Each social scientist

must also be willing to examine how the racial reality in
the country has affected her/him and her/his writing.

It

is

equally important for each African social scientist to

critically examine her/his values and assess whether s/he
is able to

in the

present a psychological analysis of Africans

United States which is not a repeat of the themes

found in the literature of the dominant society or is not

overcompensating.

It is important to develop a perspective

that is based on the nature of the African community,

utilizing the processes that have contributed to the
healthy aspects of survival of a colonized people.
In the work published by Africans until the 1960 s
'

the/ primarily followed the pattern of their white
colleagues in analyzing the psychological problems of
other Africans (Hare, 1973; Howard, 1972).

They displayed

more sensitivity and insight into the causes and rationale
for some of the conditions; however, the value system

against which the behavior and personalities of Africans
have been measured has primarily been supplied by the

dominant United States culture, which is non-African.
studies
A clear example of this is apparent in most

about "the Black family.”

Some attention is usually

households”
devoted to discussing the number of "fatherless
refers to families
and "Illegitimate children." The former

25

run by unmarried women or women who do not have a
spouse
on the premises.

The latter term refers to children born

to parents who are not married.

Until the 1960's, both

of these characteristics were considered negative,

and

their prevalence was considered to be one indication of
the psychological disturbance among Africans in the United

States.

In the 1960's,

African social scientists began to

refute the use of the term "illegitimate” to refer to any
child born in the community.
(1972),

a

As explained by Joyce Ladner

sociologist, "There are no 'illegitimate children

in the Black community as such because there is an inherent

value that children cannot be born illegally"

Cp.

109).

In

addition, all children are born with fathers, whether they
are ^present or not.

In recent times,

the stigma of

"fatherless homes" has been lessening throughout the

whole society.

Due to changing ecomomic and social

conditions, increasing numbers of white women are having
to raise children without fathers present.

The phrase

"fatherless homes" is being replaced by "single parent
families" in the media, schools, and social science
literature.

Even the Internal Revenue Service has

legitimized this social condition by adding

a tax

status

for "single head of household."

more complete discussion of this issue refer to
at the
the address given by Barbara Sizemore, June, 1979,
National Black United Fund Conference in Boston,
Black
Massachusetts, available on tape from the National
United Fund, Los Angeles, California.

For

a
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The result of these changing values is that previous

literature written about Africans will have to be reanalyzed
in light of the changing morals and values of the larger

dominant society.

However, the psychological damage which

resulted from being classified as "illegitimate'' or
"fatherless" will not be changed as easily as the terminology is changing.

The purpose of presenting this example

is to illustrate the necessity for Africans to do research

about themselves using a value system that is derived from
the history, culture, and experience of African people,

that will not merely perpetuate old stereotypes and

degradation (Scott, 1973).

During the present time of

constantly changing social values and norms, the need for
research from an African perspective is paramount.
Period

I

In reviewing the early literature on the psychology

of Africans in the United States

,

it

is apparent that

most of it was used for one main purpose:

to rationalize

slavery and later racial discrimination, and to insure
their perpetuation.

Two basic themes have recurred with

variations in the form, but with one basic message.

One

mentally and
is that African people are innately inferior
have a limited capacity for growth.

And the other is that

pathological.
their personality and character is abnormal or
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either stemming from biology or culture or both (Thomas &
Sillen,

1976).

Hand in hand with these themes is the

conclusion that Africans function best psychologically
when they remain, by force or choice, within the limits
of their capabilities.

Therefore, during times of legal

slavery, slaves were felt to have less mental health

problems than freed men because the latter could not handle
the complexity of independence and responsibility

(Prudhomme & Musto

1972).

,

The same theories were used

after Emancipation to justify the denial of education and

economic opportunities because again, it was considered

a

waste of money to try to push Africans past their natural

capacities for servitude and menial tasks.
Overt racists would point to Africa, which was stereo-

typically viewed as the "dark continent" full of barbarians
and savages, for proof that their descendents were still
at a primitive stage of development.

They asserted that

Africans were meant for slavery and this system was, in
fact, beneficial to them because through it they learned

some basic socialization skills of civilization (Thomas &
Sillen,

1972).

Dr.

Samuel Cartwright, a popular physician

during slavery, produced a psychiatric explanation for why
slaves ran away.

They were afflicted with "drapetomania

he
which means "the flight from home madness," which

other
stated was "as much a disease of the mind as any
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species of mental alienation."

He explained that

psychologically normal Africans were faithful and happygo-lucky and "the mentally afflicted ones pay no attention
to the rights of property

.

.

.

slight their work

.

.

.

raise distrubances with their overseers" (Stampp, 1956).
One of the so-called scientific rationales that was

used to assert the inferiority of Africans was the claim
that the average size of Africans' brains is smaller than

that of whites, and therefore their mental capacity is

limited.

Dr.

Samuel Morton concluded in 1840 that the

brain sizes of the races ranged on the evolutionary scale
from lowest Ethiopian (black) to highest Caucasion (white)

This claim was later asserted

(Thomas & Sillen, 1972).

in 1906 by Robert Bean who published an article on "Some

Racial Peculiarities of the Negro Brain" in which he

asserted that due to the small size of Africans' brains and
the smaller number of nerve cells and fibers, the

"possibilities of developing the Negro are limited"
(Thomas & Sillen, 1972,

p.

5).

Some scientists have attempted to attribute the cause
of supposed African inferiority to phylogenetic differences,

stages
the concept that various races exist as different

being
of biological evolution, with Africans, of course,
at a lower stage.
the-

work of

G.

This idea found an early platform in

Stanley Hall (1905), who founded the
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American Journal of Psychology in 18S7 and was the first
president of the American Psychological Association,

He

stated that certain primitive races, like children, are
in

immature states of development and must be treated with

tolerance by more developed people.
that he gave were Africans,
In

Examples of such races

Indians, and Chinese.

the early 20th Century, this theme appeared often

in psychological and psychiatric journals.

The Psychoanalytic Review

The authors of

founded in 1913, stated

,

The existence side by side of the white and colored
races in the United States offers a unique opportunity
not only to study the psychology of a race at a
relatively low cultural level, but to study their
mutual effects upon one another.
(Thomas & Sillen,
1972,

8)

p.

This trend in the literature continued in the American

Journal of Insanity in 1914, in which the familiar phylogenetic theme was repeated.

Mary O'Malley conducted a

study of 455 white patients and 345 African patients to

determine comparative information on psychoses.

O’Malley stated (Thomas

8i

Sillen,

1972, p.

Although

12)

There is little known of the psychology of these
it requires a great amount of painstaking
people,
effort and hours of toil to obtain any conception of
the mechanisms of the negro mind,
.

.

she nevertheless drew a few conclusions from her work.

example, she claimed that Africans had deficiencies in

evolutionary advancement; and because they were out of
harmony with the higher stage of civilization in which

For
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they lived, Africans in the United States developed mental

disorders as a compensatory defense.

For years this

theory appeared in psychiatric literature as an authoritative study.

The journal in which this article was published was
the forerunner of the American Journal of Psychiatry

,

first

published in 1921, which continued the racist tradition.
Its first issue contained an article by W.

M.

Bevis

entitled "Psychological Traits of the Southern Negro With

Observations as to Some of his Psychoses."

He cited the

work of O'Malley and reinforced familiar stereotypes
"All Negroes have a fear of darkness

.

.

.

careless,

credulous, childlike, easily amused, sadness and depression

have little part in his psychic make-up" (Thomas & Sillen,
1972, p.

One of the most renowned figures in the

12).

history of psychoanalytic psychology, Carl Jung (1930),

utilized his interpretation of the human psyche to further
perpetuate insidious racism.

He hypothesized that "the

different strata of the mind correspond to the history of
the races

.

.

.

the Negro has probably a whole historical

layer less (than the white man)."

This theme has survived despite continuous refutation
by experts.

Evidence of this is the controversial book by

Carleton Coon (1962)

,

The Origin of Race.

Coon made the

claim that caucasions were the first race to evolve from
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homo oroctus to homo sapions and ar© thorsfor© sup©rior to

oth©r rac©s

Th© id©a that ©ach of th© rac©s ©volv©d at

.

a

s©parat© pac© as oppos©d to on© continuous ©volution of
th© human rac© is irrational and contradicts th© findings
of sci©ntists who hav© not allow©d racism to distort th©

int©rpr©tat ion of th©ir findings (P©ttigr©w, 1964).
addition,

it

In

is g©n©rally acknowl©dg©d that th© ©arli©st

forms of human civilization originated in Africa amongst

African p©opl© (Robbins

&;

Littoll, 1971).

Theories of th© mental deficiences of Africans were

supported by another pillar of acceptability
States Census.
1840,

— th©

United

Notable in this attempt was th© Census of

the first census which purported to enumerate the

number of mentally diseased and defective persons in the
country.

The results of this census implied that slavery

was indeed a natural and benevolent institution for

According to the report, the insanity rate

Africans.

among slaves was minute, but the rate of insanity increased

drastically when they were freed.

To be specific, the

census showed that regional differences for insanity were
extreme.

In the South,

only one in 1558 Africans was

labeled insane, while in the North, the ratio
145.

was one in

More startling was the assertion that geographical

location correlated with the insanity rates.
in Maine,

1

For example,

in 14 Africans was reported insane; in

32

M3,ss 3,ch.us 6 1 “t s

1229;

,

th.0 figur© wa.s

and in Louisiana, only

in 43)

1

1

in Virginis.,

in 4310 (Pettigrew,

1

in

1964).

Pro-slavery racists used such figures to support their

claim of the mental and psychological inferiority of
Africans as evidenced by their inability to survive without
the paternal dominance of whites.

These figures were challenged by Edward Jarvis (1844),

statistician and physician, who noted glaring inconsistencies upon closer observation.

For example, he found

northern communities which reported more insane Africans
than the total population of Africans reported for the
area.

Worcester, Massachusetts, reported 133 lunatics

and idiots, but this figure was actually the total number
of patients in the State Hospital, all white.
165 cases listed for Ohio,

There were

including 88 which covered

towns containing only 31 Africans.

One town in Maine had

no African inhabitants at all; yet 6 were assigned as

insane living in that town.

Jarvis published an article

to refute the falsification of figures and convinced the

Massachusetts .Medical Society to demand
the census.

a

correction of

He termed the document a "fallacious and self-

condemning document."
The response from the Secretary of State was that
"where there are so many errors, they balance one another.
correct"
and lead to the same conclusion as if they were all

33

(Thomas

Si

Sillen,

1972,

p.

19).

However, he neglected

to mention that all of the errors went in one
direction,

against Africans, and therefore were not balanced.
an investigation was held,

proclaimed valid.

When

the census was officially

Prudhomme and Musto C1973) documented

how these incorrect census statistics were used for many
years to come.

The next time statistics were used falsely

occurred during the Reconstruction period when white
supremacists were again endeavoring to prove that Africans
were mentally unsuited for freedom.

A report conducted

by J. B. Andrews claimed that the number of insane

Africans had risen over 800 percent between 1870 and 1880
(Thomas

85

Sillen, 1972).

So-called reputable psychiatrists

supported these figures with explanations that Africans
could not withstand the pressure now that they were

deprived of the care and supervision and restraining
influences of slavery.

Such claims were continually

brought forth, and many of them relied on the 1840 Census
as a basis of proof.

Another factor not taken into

account is that the classification of mentally insane

persons is based on diagnostic techniques which are not
reliable.

Kramer, Rosen, and Willis (1973) documented

the inconsistency and unreliability of the statistics for

mental illness.
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During that time period, the term used most often to
refer to Africans was Negro.

Often in the literature the

term colored would appear, and in the older works,

writers referred often to slaves and freed men.

These

labels indicate the attitudes held toward African people.

They were not considered to have a positive identity of
their own outside of what the dominant United States

society had given them.

At earlier periods,

a

closer

association was made between Africans in the United States
and Africans on the continent of Africa, but it was

usually in a pejorative context.
Period II
One of the first major works which exhibited a

different trend of thought and influenced the literature on
the psychological status of Africans in the United States

was An American Dilemma by Gunnar Myrdal (1944).

This

lengthy work was written at the commission of the Carnegie

Corporation, which selected him to do a "comprehensive
study of the Negro in the United States, to be undertaken
in a wholly objective and dispassionate way as a social

phenomenon"

(p.

Ixi).

Myrdal was selected for this

project because of his outstanding record as a social
scientist,

including his unwillingness to "pass over or

conceal uncomfortable facts" (p. xxv).

Another important
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"tha-t

h© posssssBci

to th© Unit©d Stat©s,

wa.s

tha.t

h©

wa.s

a.

for©ign6r

coming from Sw©d©n which did not hav©

a history of racial discrimination.

Th©r©for© th© work

that h© compl©t©d was laud©d as a critical, obj©ctiv©

analysis of "th© N©gro probl©m," as h© phras©d
Th© study is compr©h©nsiv©

;

it.

much tim©, ©n©rgy

p©rsonn©l, and funds w©r© inv©st©d in gath©ring data from
as many primary and secondary sources as possible.

Th©

intention of the author was not simply to present th©
facts gleaned from his research on Africans in th© United
States, but to analyze the implications of the racial

situation in light of traditional United States values.
The book was not only a study of Africans, but also a

social and political critique of United States society

because the author stated that the problems of Africans
were intertwined with all other social, economic, political,
and cultural problems in the country.

Myrdal did present a thorough analysis of the

atrocities and dehumanization perpetrated against Africans
during and after slavery, although the political analysis
that he provided was not nearly as unique as many scholars

asserted it to be.

He revealed information about the

hypocrisy in the functioning of United States society that
had already been passionately presented by W.

E.

B.

DuBois

other scholars of
(1970), Frederick Douglass (1968), and
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African descent.

However,

the results of his work

received much public acclaim.
Because Myrdal was one who prided himself on his
objectivity, he fell into the same trap that many social

scientists have fallen into when studying Africans
United States.

in the

To begin with, he used the traditional

United States value system, which he termed "the American
Creed," as his reference point to measure desirable

characteristics and goals for Africans.

The American Creed

is the ideology that the United States is the great

"melting pot" where all people have an equal opportunity
to live, work,

and pursue happiness; that there is a

common thread of unity which links all United States

citizens to a common history; that Christianity is the

backbone of this civilization that supports and promotes
these ideals.

Theoretically, one could appeal to an

individual's belief in the creed to point out inconsistencies in the situation of Africans and s/he would rush
to rectify the injustices because of moral indignation.

However, another part of the creed states that with hard

work and perseverence

,

anyone can make it, and if someone

does not, it is her/his own fault.

In addition,

blind

acceptance of this ideal leads people to take the
its
attitude that everything will turn out all right on

own
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Myrclal

defined the American dilemma as the conflict

between this creed and the actual values operating in
society which emphasize individualism and personal benefit.
The fact that this creed is inoperable, as he clearly
proved,

did not prevent him from using it as

a

standard.

Throughout the book, he continued to give evidence of the
fact that,

even though he spent a long time immersing

himself in the day-to-day life experience of Africans in
this country, his values and his conclusions were drawn

from a perspective that included racism as a component.
For example, although he stated that the racial

crisis was originated and is perpetuated by whites, and

therefore

a

white problem, he continually referred to it

as the "Negro problem," which placed the responsibility

on the victim.

He assumed that Africans in the United

States were lacking a cultural past prior to slavery, and
their history began at that point.

Myrdal did not give

full credence to the expressions of "African pride."

He stated that they were based on rejection from the white

community and not the positive interests of Africans.
his attempt to explain the vicious cycle of racism, he

began by asserting that both Africans and whites were

mutual causes of the problem, which negated the sole

responsibility of whites for originating racism in the
United States.

In describing the lives and communities

In
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of Africans, he made gross generalizations and reported

that they had low moral standards.

He was consistently

condescending when he referred to Africans and implied
that they should have whites to solve "their problem."

After exposing the sickening reality of the racial

crisis present in the country, which he previously

claimed pervaded all aspects of the society, Myrdal

rationalized and apologized for it all by stating that
this problem was only a dirty corner in the United States

household and should not be used to generalize about the
United States as a whole.

His only projection for future

trends was that Africans would progress more in the

society and move toward assimilation, and this nation
(dedicated to democratic ideals) would resolve the racial
issue

The new trend in the literature solidified in 1947

when Kenneth and Mamie Clark published their famous
study on "Racial Identification and Preference in Negro

Children."

For the first time, a major study was con-

ducted which indicated the negative and deep-rooted

psychological effects of racism on Africans by exposing
the effect on young African children.

Clark and Clark

(1947) concluded from their work the following:
1.

Children develop an awareness of race around age

three or four.
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2.

Even at that age, African children express
a

definite rejection of blackness and a preference for

whiteness
3.

The children preferred white dolls to black ones;

they assigned poorer houses and less desirable roles to

black dolls than white ones; and they less accurately
and willingly identified themselves racially than did

white children.
The conclusion to be drawn from this work is that

racism was having an adverse affect on the proper development of the self-concepts and the self-esteem of African

children.

This work set a precedent which allowed others

to write about deficiencies in the psychological develop-

ment of Africans with more credence because of the high

repute in which the authors were held and because they

themselves were African people.

The importance of this

work was that no longer were the victims

United States

— being

— Africans

in the

totally blamed for their situation.

For if a child is unable to develop a positive self-

concept and adequate self-esteem, how could s/he be

expected to adequately cope with the complexities of life
in United States society?

Therefore, the reason for the

inferior status of Africans was attributed to cultural
and environmental reasons rather than biological ones.

Although this work began to shake the fetters of the

40

biological inferiority theories, it paved the way for the
theories of the inferiority of Africans based on "cultural

deprivation and family disorganization" (Thomas i Sillen,
1972)

Many studies were patterned after this initial one

(Goodman,

Landreth & Johnson, 1953; Morland, 1953;

1952;

Trager & Yarrow, 1953), and their results basically
concurred.

None of them went into great detail about the

social and political causes or possible solutions to this
sad state of affairs.

Kenneth Clark used his study to

testify in 1954 before the Supreme Court when the Brown
vs. Board of Education case was being heard.

That case

resulted in the order to desegregate schools across the
country.

The study was used to verify the psychologically

damaging effects of a separate and unequal school system.
Nevertheless, the Clarks' study and subsequent research

which developed as a result of it, was still based on

a

standard set by whites.
In 1949,

E.

Franklin Frazier authored a comprehensive

volume titled. The Negro in the United States
a

,

which was

detailed account of the life experience of African

people in the United States dating from slavery until the
time the work was published.

He incorporated various

aspects of their existence, including a sociological,

psychological, and historical analysis of Africans within
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their own communities and in the context of the larger

United States society.

He described the life of Africans

under the system of legal slavery, including how they

learned to adapt psychologically and physically in order
to survive.

This,

in turn,

led to the formation of slavery as a

social institution, which he believed was supported by
both Africans and whites.

Accounts were given of slave

revolts, the underground railroad, and organized attempts

made by Africans to gain freedom.

Proclomat ion

After the Emancipation

Frazier documented the struggles of the

,

Freedmen to build a life for themselves and their families

without land, capital, or adequate skills to survive in
a

quickly industrializing society.

One of the underlying

themes of the book was the process that African people
went through in an attempt to integrate and assimilate in
the "melting pot" of the United States.

Although he

concluded that this has not yet been accomplished, his
tone was very positive in regard to the prospects for the
future.

He felt that Africans had been making steady

progress in the areas of education, economics, and
politics, and would continue to do so.

He stated:

The integration of the Negro into American society
becomes ... a question of a new organization of
American life in relation to certain principles and
[^whichj were implicit in the system
values
(p. 690)
from the beginning.
.

.

.
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Louis Wirth explained,

in

the introduction to the book,

that Frazier did not attempt to formulate any broad
social

policies nor did he present

a

political or social perspec-

tive of the direction in which the United States and the

•

Africans living within it should turn to rectify the damage
that had been done.

Frazier verified his intentions by

comparing the purpose of his book to the work previously
cited by Myrdal

.

He stated that the study was concerned

with
the process by which the Negro has acquired American
culture and has emerged as a minority or ethnic
group, and the extent to which he is being integrated
into American society.
(p. xiv)

Although Frazier intended to avoid taking any
political position, he nevertheless assumed one because
the entire book is based upon the concept of integration
as the inevitable path Africans must follow as an ethnic

minority group similar to other immigrants to the United
States who have also been minority groups.

Although the

road to integration would be rougher for Africans, he

presented no other options for them to follow as

a group.

His work is very important because it was the first major

psychosocial study of Africans in the United States which

systematically explored their lives as an "organized
(or disorganized) community" within this country.

Africans

about
were not viewed merely as isolated misfits, "floating
in the American society" without any real place.
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Notwithstanding the tremendous contribution made by
this book, Frazier ultimately followed the basic pattern
of his predecessors and used the United States culture and

values as the norm against which to measure the degree of

adjustment and assimilation of Africans.

Implicit in this

process was the assumption that full integration into the

United States society was a realistic and desirable goal.
He made it clear that he felt that ’little or no culture had

survived from the African continent, and therefore,

everything that was characteristic of Africans in the
United States was
country.

a

result of their experience in the

Frazier's attitudes were also revealed by the

manner in which he discussed "family, social, and personal

disorganization."

He felt that Africans would progress

as they moved closer to the norm established by whites.

The underlying theme of most of the book is the effect that
the various social components of Africans'

lives would

have on the process of integration which was presented
as the answer to the problems.

Another major work which appeared during that period
was that of Kardiner and Ovesey (1951), who presented,
what they termed, a description of the Negro personality.

They utilized research and presented some historical
information.

However, the bulk of their information came

from a set of 25 case studies which they had analyzed
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according to traditional psychoanalytic theory.

Persons

participating in those studies were from lower class,
class,

females,

and upper class background; males and

adults and adolescents; paid and volunteer, and

labeled neurotic and normal.

So,

there was a wide range

of diversity.

The Mark of Oppression

,

as the work was titled, was

significant in that it clearly showed the effects of

oppression on Africans in the United States.

The authors

provided an analysis of the psychological effects of
slavery and the contradiction of so-called Emancipation.
The authors explained that the status of Africans was

actually unchanged, but they were expected to participate
fully and compete in society unprepared.

They clearly

cited as the reason for the problems of Africans the racism
and oppression perpetuated in the country in which they
live.

Nevertheless, they concluded that

personality is

a

pathological.

basic Negro

caricature of the corresponding white

personality" (p. 317).
of normalcy and,

’’This

Again, whites were used as standard

inevitably, Africans were diagnosed as

Regardless of whether or not an explanation

was given for the reason that Africans were deficient in

comparison to whites, the fact still remains that, in the
end,

they were characterized as inferior.
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In addition,

Kardiner and Ovesey consistently stated

that none of the African culture from the African continent

survived through slavery; the culture was destroyed.

thinking is

in

This

direct contradiction to the awareness of

culture which developed among Africans in the 1960

which subsequently influenced the literature.

's

and

Because

the authors viewed Africans as incomplete whites, they

could not identify or appreciate any form of African

culture as independently having value outside of traditional

United States norms.

Kardiner and Ovesey generally pre-

sented Africans as being passive, servile, and complaint
people.

The authors felt that much of the psychological

problems of Africans stemmed from their suppression of
anger and hostility based on the lack of acceptable and

effective outlets for their expression.

In the process of

describing the docility and passivity of Africans, the
authors failed to adeuqately discuss the numerous and

continuous experssions of rebellion which have been

a

part

of the history of Africans in the United States (Grant,

1965).

Spirituals were used by the authors as an example

of the accommodative aspect of the Negro personality.

In

making this analysis, Kardiner and Ovesey did not incorporate
information about how the spirituals were first used as
secret codes to communicate escape plans amongst slaves who

desired to return to Africa

Cobbs,

1968).
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Kardiner and Ovesey were aware of the negative manner
in

which their work could be used; yet they proceeded to

publish their volume full of stereotypes, and they reinforced racist ideas.

Their only acknowledgement of the

consequences appeared in the introduction of the book

in

which they cautioned the readers that the completion of
their study was a risk because the results could be
misused.

They attempted to clear themselves of this

responsibility by stating that this was not their intention.
When Thomas Pettigrew (1964) completed his psychological
study titled Profile of the Negro American

,

African people

in the United States were on the verge of a major change

in direction toward Black consciousness and identity.

Some of the indications were present as Pettigrew wrote,
and,

as a result, he was able to incorporate some of these

new trends in his thinking.

This was especially apparent

when he wrote his predictions for the future.

Most of his

work, however, was based on information and analysis prior
to the era of Black consciousness.

He discussed the

psychological ramifications of occupying

a

role in society

that is degraded by definition and carries with it the

burdens of second class citizenship.

He emphasized infor-

mation found in the literature on the effect of

discrimination and racism on the identity and self-esteem
of Africans.

He discussed the psychological weaknesses that
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are traditionally cited in the literature, such as
personal
and family disroganizat ion and inadequate educational

functioning.

Pettigrew was careful to state that

it

was a

miracle that Africans were not more damaged than they were,

considering their circumstances.

The book provides a

fairly complete account of the psychological dynamics

involved in oppression, although it fails to provide any

concrete alternatives to substantially change the situation.

Pettigrew also fell into the trap of using traditional
values to measure psychological health for Africans, who
did not exist in a traditional setting.

This was

especially true when he discussed the family because he

automatically assumed that the absence of

a

father in the

home would lead to crime, delinquency, disorganization, and

improper sex roles.

Many of the values that he used as

guidelines have changed in the larger society, and yet

Pettigrew used them as indices for abnormality.

For

example, he placed a high value on childrearing which

clearly distinguished between male (masculine) and female
(feminine) sex roles.

He felt that it was unhealthy for

girls to exhibit characteristics which were usually

considered masculine such interest in theoretical and
political concerns rather than religious and aesthetic ones.
Likewise, he felt that it was unhealthy when boys displayed

interests in activities traditionally labeled feminine,
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such as singing.

This mixing of roles which Pettigrew

observed amongst African youth is today considered by many
social scientists as being psychologically more wholesome
and less infected with sexism (Ladner, 1972).

Such contradictions nothwithstanding

,

Pettigrew

expressed deep insight into the inner conflict experienced
by oppressed African people.

He also recognized the

necessity for Africans to involve themselves in actitivies
to change their conditions,

and he accurately predicted

that heightened protest activity would occur in the future.

He also included the beginning description of Africans
and African identity.

Throughout the literature of this period, the most
predominant term that was used to refer to Africans was
Negro.

Use of this term reflected the lack of awareness

of a conscious African identity by scientists at that

time

Period III
The tone of the literature which developed during and
as a result of the mass political and cultural activity

previous
in the 1960 's evidenced a marked change from

writings.

The changes in the literature developed along-

occurred in
side the political and cultural changes that
the country.

The actual beginning of the vast movement
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which culminated in the 1960
Parks,

a

'

s

was in 1954, when Rosa

tired African woman, refused to relinquish her

seat to a white man on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama, and

was subsequently jailed.

The historic Bus Boycott in

Montgomery ensued, which provided the spark for igniting
the flame of what is termed the "Civil Rights Movement."

The climate was further set in 1954 when the Supreme

Court ruled on the case of Brown vs. Board of Education of
Topeka, Kansas, and decided that separate education for

Africans and whites in the United States was inherently
unequal

Following those events was a continuous series of
challenges to legal discrimination and racism by Africans

with the assistance of some concerned whites.

Students

were active and left schools by the droves to participate
in the Freedom Rides which were another form of protest

against discriminatory laws in transportation.

Dr.

Martin

Luther King, Jr. was in the forefront in this movement for
civil rights, and he trained the participants in the

demonstrations in the techniques of non-violent civil
disobedience.

The forces continued to push for integration

into United States society with the hopes that the

economic, political, and psychological problems of Africans

would be eliminated as

a

result of this process.

In 1963,

the famous March on Washington was held which demonstrated
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to millions around the world that Africans in the United

States were ready for change.
At

the beginning of this period, very little

appeared in the literature about the psychological effects
of all this activity on Africans throughout the country.

Most of the attention was focussed on the rising demands

being made by Africans who were asserting the civil rights
which they had supposedly gained from the United States
Constitution.

And then in 1965, Daniel Moyniham published
The Case for National

his report on "The Negro Family:

Action," which coincided with the occurrence of the urban
The country was in an

rebellion in Watts, California.

uproar and a panic because of the rebellion, and authorities

everywhere were searching for an answer to the question,
"why?"

Moyniham'

In the report,

s

report conveniently provided the answer.

he asserted that,

"at the heart of the

deterioration of the fabric of Negro society is the
deterioration of the Negro family."

He claimed that

African families were "tangles of pathology," and even
though the families did not originate the racial crisis,
they were responsible for its perpetuation.
He used the familiar indexes upon which to draw his

conclusions

— the

fact that almost 25% of all African

families were headed by women; almost 25% of African

marriages were broken; almost

257o

of African children
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were born out of wedlock.

However, there was a slight

change in the interpretation of these much repeated data
instead of considering African people hopeless cases due to
their innate inferiority.

Moyniham hypothesized that this

sad state of affairs could be corrected by the social and

educational programs that the federal government had
already begun to establish in order to compensate for the

deprivations
With this turn of events, a mass of literature

appeared which defined Africans as being "culturally
deprived" and "culturally disadvantaged."

The primary

flaw in the deprivation hypothesis was that it was based
on the assertaion that Africans in the United States

the most part, had little culture.

,

for

The disadvantage

hypothesis assumed that African culture was inferior to
the dominant (i.e., white) culture.

The literature also

asserted that given the opportunity to be educated into
the mainstream United States culture, Africans would be

able to overcome these deficiences.

Weaver (1972) de-

scribed the basic content of such material, which, he
stated, was written for
the uninitiated, the newcomer, the still uncertain
who must be convinced that it is now
white.
necessary to do something about the poor quality of
(p. 265)
education for Black children.
.

.
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Most of the writers were white; however, some African

scholars joined in the fight to expose the problems in
the

African community.

Clark (1967), who had been writing on

this topic for several decades

,

made another appeal to the

consciences of the citizens of the United States with his
book. Dark Ghetto
tion:
it

,

in which he gave the following descrip-

"The dark ghetto is institutionalized pathology:

is chronic,

self-perpetuating pathology" (p. 81).

Following this introduction of the "deficit culture"
model (Jones, 1972), African psychologists, psychiatrists,

sociologists, and educators began to refute en masse the
one-sided, distorted claims that were being made about
the African community and the individuals who resided

within it.

Eminent was sociologist Andrew Billingsley

(1968), whose book. Black Families in White America

employed

a

,

fresh approach to the study of African families.

He analyzed and presented the strengths found in the
family; he discussed the majority of families which were

struggling and intact, but which previous literature had
virtually ignored.

He explained that the literature on

"disorganized families and cultural deprivation" implied
that the African community was one homogeneous group;

rather,

it was

differentiated by socioeconomic class and

geography, among other factors.

Billingsley exploded

the myths of African pathology and inferiority by exposing

contradictions in tho definitions of morality, normality,
stability, and other key criteria.

His work has been

emphasized and developed by other writers such as Gunnings
(1972), Weaver (1972), Jones (1972), and Ladner (1972).

The next major development in the literature during
the 1960 s was influenced by the increasing expression of
'

individual and mass protest which, unlike previously, was
not always non-violent in nature.

With assassination of

Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Jr. and escalation of
the war in Viet Nam, the movement for Civil Rights began
to move in the direction of Black nationalism, Black

consciousness, and Black self-determination (.Barbour, 1969).

New organizations developed, such as the Revolutionary
Action Movement and the Black Panthers.

They were devoted

to the cause of freedom for African people in the United

States without depending on the help and approval of whites
and white-controlled institutions.

Some organizations, which previously had been inte-

grated and had supported civil rights activities, such as
the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, became

entirely African and moved away from the integrat ionist
philosophy.

And all organizations, even those which

civil
remained integrated and primarily oriented towards

Advancement
rights such as the National Association for the
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of Colored People, were influenced by the new spirit and

direction of African people.

During that period, the most significant works
relating to the psychology of Africans were written by
Africans, and they reflected African concerns and ideas.

Africans began to analyze the psychological impact that
the movement for integration was having on the African

community and its individuals.

Nathan Hare (1969) referred

to it as "brainwashing and whitewashing."

Alvin Poussaint

(1969) presented an analysis of the effect of integration
on the self-image of Africans in which he concluded that

"token integration into white institutions may lead to

greater identity changes for Afro-Americans."

He explained

that Africans would remain "psychological beggars" as long
as assimilation was the primary goal.

When Grier and Cobbs (1968), two African psychiatrists,

published their psychological assessment of Africans in the
United States entitled Black Rage

,

a

landmark was reached

in the literature regarding the psychology of oppressed

Africans.

Grier and Cobbs redefined the psychological

problems suffered by Africans which had historically been
found in the literature and clearly showed that their

primary origin was racism and oppression.

Furthermore,

these
for a people existing in such conditions, many of

traits were not abnormal.

They explained that "cultural
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paranoia,

'

which was translated on the individual level

to paranoid psychoses," was a natural and necessary

reaction for Africans who "must be ever alert to danger
from their fellow white citizens."

They explained that

manifestations of self-hate were actually
and grief turned on the self."

"depression

This depression had

resulted from the condition of Africans in the United States
and "all their slain sons and ravished daughters."

this grief was turned outward,

it

manifested itself as

violence against one's own kind at first, but in
of healing,

When

a

period

against one's oppressor.

They defined the "Black Norm," which was the collection of healthy psychological devices that were employed
by Africans in the United States in order to survive.

They

did not deny pathology and psychological malfunctioning

within the African community; to do so would have been
unrealistic.

However, to determine what should be con-

sidered pathological for Africans, the authors suggested
the following method:
To find the amount of sickness a Black man has, one
must first total all that appears to represent illness
What remains is a
and then subtract the Black Norm.
endeavor.
(p. 182 )
proper subject for therapeutic

They discussed the familiar problems of African men
and women and their family relationships; however, they

clearly stated that the origin of the situation was slavery
and the continuing inability of Africans to provide
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protection and support for their families due to institutional racism.

Grier and Cobbs explained how many

stereotypes which were previously used in

negative sense

a

to downgrade Africans were being "turned around" and used
in a

positive sense.

For example,

instead of being ashamed

of being labeled as naturally rhythmic, Africans began

accepting these characteristics as an accomplishment.

When

the stereotypes were no longer viewed as negative, they
lost their potency as a tool for racism.

Such labels were

gradually used less and less.
The book is very significant in that it provides

psychological analysis of Africans using
was clearly derived from and by Africans.

a

a

standard that
The authors

do not merely attempt to explain why Africans suffer from
so much psychopathology;

they determine what, if anything,

is pathological and if it should be "explained."

They

make it clear that the basis for this determination must
come from Africans.

Some other African scholars have

expressed strong disapproval of this work of Grier and
Cobbs.

Because the psychiatrists based their conclusions

on psychiatric patients whom they were treating, Ladner
(

1972 ) felt that they were incorrect to generalize their

findings to the broader African population.

She claimed

that they presented and reinforced the familiar stereo-

types regarding African women and did not allow them to
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develop their own internal standards for judgement.

A

psychiatrist, Hugh Butts (1969), published his criticism
of the psychoanalytic mode which Grier and Cobbs followed
in making their assessments.

Like others, he felt that

they repeated stereotypes and myths.

Grier and Cobbs made their position very clear

regarding their mode of psychotherapy and the principles

governing psychological functioning to which they subscribed.

They believed that the psychological principles

that they used could effectively be applied to the unique

experience of Africans, but they would be modified.

It

was made clear that the growing racial crisis was a

primary factor in the mental health problems of Africans
rather than their intrapsychic inadequacies.

Their con-

clusion was that the solution of the problem lay with

whites

— ’’Get

off their [Africans] backs’."

This position

had not been previously voiced so forcefully and clearly.
The authors were not apologetic, and the purpose of their

explanations of the problems of Africans was so that
future directions would be clear.

Although they presented

much negative information, they made it clear that Africans
had an enormous wealth of strength with which they had
fought and would continue to fight until they removed
the oppression.
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Others have continued to find

a

basis for and

definition of the psychology of Africans.

a

Wade Nobles

(1972) researched traditional African religions and

philosophies

in

order to determine the foundations of

psychology for Africans in the United States.

He asserted:

Black psychology is more than the psychology of
living in ghettos
more than the 'darker
dimension' of general psychology.
(p. 18)
.

Instead,

.

.

it was derived from the positive features of basic

African philosophy which determined the values, customs,
attitudes, and behaviors of Africans throughout the world.

This body of thought was based on the concept that people

were a part of the natural rhythm of nature, and the
survival of one's people is essential.
that African philosophy was,

He made it clear

for the most part, still

unwritten, and concepts had to be derived from analyzing

traditional structures reflected in myths, tales, and
oral history.

His work is significant in that he began

to establish a basis for developing a psychology of

African people which was universal and adaptable to
different regions, but not based on the deficit model.

Doris Mosby (1972) echoed the need to develop

Specialty of Black Psychology."

a "New

She concluded, based on

studies conducted by McDonald and Gynther (1962, 1963),
that separate norms and separate scientific studies must
be developed when studying Africans.

The latter study
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compared responses on the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality
Inventory between African women and men and white men and
women.

In general,

they found all Africans were more

deviant from the norm than whites, and African -males more

deviant than females.

However, the normative group on

which the test was based did not include Africans, and
therefore, the applicability of the results are questionable.

Mosby believed that the differences reported were

real; however, the interpretation -that Africans are

pathological was incorrect

self-determined standards.

.

She emphasized the need for

Joseph White (1972) agreed

with the necessity of developing a theory of psychology
for Africans that analyzes and measures their functioning

from a relevant basis.

Many other social scientists

joined in the move to make psychology more accurate and

relevant for Africans.
A few writers began to emphasize the importance of

mental health programs for Africans being based in the
African community.

Preston Wilcox (1973) asserted that

the psychological problems in the African community were

imposed on it by the oppressive exploitation of the white

community and they could not be solved by the latter

because whites had a vested interest in the continued
pathology of Africans.

To accept the definitions of the

would be
dominant society of the conditions of Africans
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adjusting Africans to

anti-Blackness

.

”

a

state of "psycholgo ical whiteness

He stated that African mental health

workers needed to examine their roles as members of the
African community, including their psychological identity.
He also defined the necessary role of persons who desired
to improve psychological health in the community.

This

role included becoming involved in organizations and

activities within the community that would lead to self-

determination for African people.
Edward Barnes (1972) also elaborated on the role of
the community in helping to develop a positive self-concept
in African children.

After citing the traditional litera-

ture, which indicated the incomplete and negative

self-image of African children, he asserted that it was
possible for Africans to develop a positive self-image in
this racist society, provided certain conditions were met.

The community in which a child functions had to experience
group identification and a sense of peoplehood.

The child's

family must also have felt a sense of belonging to the

community

Roderick Pugh (1973) advanced

a

psychological analysis

of the Black Revolution which asserted that its essential

aspects were psychological.

This began with the 1963

March on Washington, which he labeled as the "psychological
birth.

He felt that the liberation of Africans was not
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y6t accomplished because of the psychological process
which

began in the 1960

's

that had not yet been completed.

Anxiety had historically been conditioned to "Blackness"
and,

as a result,

a

psychological defense named adaptive

inferiority had developed.

Pugh explained that this

defense mechanism was only a superficial and temporary

measure utilized by individuals and groups so that they
could continue to function even though they operated on a
lower level of efficacy.

He defined adaptive inferiority

by the following:
A psychological defense which, under stress so
extreme that survival iteslf is threatened, allows
for relative intactness of functioning within a
seemingly valid structure of experience.
(p. 351)
It

is similar to the identification with the oppressor

defense, and it is easier to adopt when there has been no

precedent for equality between the oppressed and the
oppressor.

He concluded by stating that;

is a push toward selfThe Black Revolution
realization on the part of Blacks, but it also
forces the white majority toward a truly sound basis
for self-realization.
(p. 355)
.

.

.

.

.

.

An important development in the literature at that

time was demonstrated by the change in terminology used
to refer to Africans.

The term "Negro" was gradually

being replaced by other terms which developed largely
from the Black Consciousness Movement.

In the literature,

more writers were using the terms "Black, Afro-American,
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Africa.!! Am©rica.n,

Africa,n"

a.ncl

(Jones,

This was

1972).

a

result of the growing awareness of the necessity for

African people to define themselves, rather than be defined
by others.

During this period, Negro was either used con-

currently with Black or else it was abandoned altogether.
This was indicative of the fact that Africans were taking
a

major step toward psychological independence.
Period IV
The current status of the literature on the psychology

of Africans incorporates many of the concepts from previous

periods along with more recent developments.

There was

inevitably a reaction that developed on the part of many

whites in the mainstream against the surging declaration
of "Black pride and Black power."

the reaction came as open attacks

In some instances,

on the African community as in the case of Arthur Jensen

(1969).

He postulated that compensatory educational

programs for Africans were useless because the intelligence
of Africans was primarily determined by genetics, not

learning or environment

.

Jensen provided support for this

claim by comparing the scores of African children with
those of white children on standardized intelligence tests.
He found that the results of the scores

Intelligence Quotient

,

,

called the

were consistently lower for African
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youth than white youth.

Using sophisticated and technical

research procedures, he deduced that these deficiencies

were due to heredity.

These ideas were merely a revival

of the older theories of biological inferiority of Africans,

and Jensen was the latest proponent of "scientific racism"
(

Barnes

,

1972

)

There was a sufficient quantity and quality of response
to Jensen's racist allegations to insure that the concept

of biological inferiority of Africans was once again con-

clusively refuted by scholars, both African and
non-African.

The Association of Black Psychologists called

for a moratorium on the administration of intelligence

tests to African children (Jones, 1972).

It

was clear

that such tests, which in theory were to be used for

diagnostic purposes, were being misused and abused to
further racist political ends (Williams, 1972).

And the

Federal Government used Jensen's work to justify massive
cuts in federal programs.

Many African social scientists

spent much time and energy which could have been used for

more productive ends, refuting Jensen's invalid claims.
Even though the "scientific" racism theories continued
to appear in the literature, most of the succeeding work

was not so overtly extreme.

Notwithstanding the fact

had
that various African psychologists and psychiatrists

proposed

a

number of theories for understanding the
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psychology of Africans, this work had not been compiled
into a consistent body of knowledge.

When there is

a

vacuum in the literature, some will inevitably move to fill
it,

whether they are most qualified to do so or not.

White social scientists continued to present analyses of
Africans, and they often carried the same stereotypes in
new forms.
A good example of the type of literature that

currently being printed is Black Americans:
Analysis by

E.

Earl Baughman (1973).

is

A Psychological

He used the basic

ideas that former social scientists held before the 1960

and updated them to fit more current approaches.

's

His

stated intention in writing the book was so that it could
be used as a textbook because he felt that this type of

compilation was missing in the current literature.
book is a clear example of why

it

This

is necessary now as

much as ever for Africans to take control in defining and
Baughman

researching their own psychological dynamics.
mixed some awareness of African identity with

a

reactionary

response to the behavior of Africans, and, in the process,
revealed the insensitivity that many white researchers
have historically utilized in analyzing Africans.
In the beginning,

after a discussion of the signifi-

term
cance and meaning of names and labels, he chose the

Black Americans to refer to African people.

He made it
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clear that it is the responsibility and right of Africans
to determine what they will be called.

Nevertheless, in

his use of the term Black Americans, he indicated that he

would be studying Blacks as

a

particular group of Americans,

which necessitated that he compare them with mainstream
whites.

This is, in fact, what he did when he discussed

self-esteem.
of Africans,

He cited various studies done on self-esteem
and then he stated that he felt that these

studies had over-emphasized the negative aspects.

He

thought that the self-esteem of Africans was more intact
than was commonly represented in the literature.

This

assessment appears positive on the surface, and it could
be encouraging to read such approaches.

He explained it by stating that whites have damaged

self-esteem, and in many cases, being Black is advantageous
for a developing self-esteem.

To further elaborate, he

stated that Africans could point to the system as the blame
for their failures rather than their own inadequacies;

therefore he claimed that their ego remained more intact
than whites who had no one to blame but themselves.

What

he failed to mention is that to the numbers of African

youth who suffered from inadequate achievement, the idea

constantly reinforced in them had been their own inferiority,
not the blame of the system (Barnes,

1972).

They have been

fed the American Creed as other children growing up in
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the United States,

and they have reacted with a feeling of

self-inadequacy if they were unable to get ahead.
The vast majority of the literature has confirmed
this,

and even Baughman acknowledged that his theory is

contrary to most of the literature.

He implied that it is

"in" to be Black and that there is a great danger that

Africans will passively accept their fate as products of
a

discriminatory system and reap all of the supposed

benefits accordingly.

Again, what he failed to acknowledge

was that, progress notwithstanding, the majority of

Africans had not substantially improved their life situation
in comparison with the majority of white United States

citizens.

The gap has actually been getting wider between

Africans and whites (Hare, 1973).

Baughman cited another study by McDonald and Gynther
done in 1965, which purported to be a cross-racial comparison of self-esteem using the Semantic Differential Test.
A group of African high school students were given the

same test that a comparable group of whites received.

The

results of the test gave scores of each student's ideal
self as reported by her/himself.

The results also indicated

each student's real self, or how s/he perceived her/hiraself
to actually be.

The discrepancy between the real and

ideal selves of the group of Africans was much less than
•the discrepancy for the whites.

Therefore, the authors
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concluded that the Africans had higher self-esteem.
Traditionally, a high discrepancy between one's real selfconcept and one's ideal self-concept indicated a low

self-esteem.

Therefore, the authors concluded "the

results are contrary to what one would predict based upon
much of what has been written about Black self-esteem by

professionals" (Baughman, 1973,

p.

37).

Again, Baughman failed to give significance to the
fact that both the real and ideal selves as reported by

African youth were lower than those of whites.

In other

words, African youth viewed themselves in lower status

positions than whites, and because they reported this
status as their "ideal self," the authors concluded that
their self-esteem was higher than that of white youths who

had higher, more positive aspirations.

The authors did not

discuss the significance of the fact that the African youth

perceived themselves on a lower level than the white youth
in the study,

and that they indicated that this lower level

was their ideal level.

Baughman compared two groups.

The

members of one group held relatively high opinions of

themselves in comparison with the other group, and they
held aspirations for themselves that were even greater.
The members of the other group held relatively low

opinions of themselves, and they did not aspire to anything
very much greater.

The latter group certainly reported
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more congruence between their real and ideal test
scores;
however, the conclusion that this indicated higher self-

esteem does not necessarily follow.
This does not suggest that the test is invalid; it

reveals the invalidity of making cross-racial comparisons

using this method.

The thinking that led to the conclusion

that the African youth had higher self-esteem was reminiscent of the thinking of earlier social scientists.

It

stated that African slaves were psychologically better
adjusted than freed Africans because they accepted their
rightful place in the society (Thomas & Sillen, 1972).

Baughman merely gave the results of the study, stated that
its authors did not elaborate on the results, and he

allowed each reader to draw her/his own inferences.
In one section,

"Significance of the white man's

perspective in diagnosis," Baughman explained that analyses
made by whites were tenuous because they could not fully

understand the life and experience of Africans.

The

sincerity of this section is questionable because he
continued to draw conclusions and assert claims regarding
African psychology and behavior, and much of it was at
odds with the conclusions of other social scientists, both

African and non-African.

He used the familiar guise of

writing an objective, balanced analysis which considered
dispassionately all sides of the issues.

However, he

69

never revealed why he felt that he had overcome the handicap

which he later attributed to white authors

— that

whites

were subject to considerable error in analyzing African

people
An example of this occurred when he made a blanket

statement that there was social reinforcement for "hustlers"
in the Black community,

status.

and they occupied a position of

He used the Autobiography of Malcolm X as a

reference for this claim.

In his generalizing,

he failed

to state that hustlers formed one- small part of the total

community, and that leaders and participants in the

political, cultural, and religious sectors of the African

community did not condone such activities.

He did not state

that heroes and heroines of organized crime were promoted
by whites in the movies and on television.
a series of

In particular,

movies commonly referred to as "Black exploita-

tion films" were produced, which glorified African men and

women as heroes and heroines of street life (Ebony, 1974).
Those films were not produced by Africans, and enough

negative response was made by members of the African

community that they declined in production.

Of course the

actors and actresses shared the responsibility for allowing

themselves to be portrayed in this manner.

However, many

reported in interviews that they were unable to find jobs
roles.
in films which portrayed them in more positive
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Such examples illustrate how Baughman used old defi-

nitions with new labels, and the end result was that he
did not fully understand or present the psychological status
of Africans in the United States.

African writers have maintained the sensitivity which

developed in the 1960

's,

and they have continued to analyze

the psychological dynamics of Africans from a different

perspective than traditional social scientists.

William

Cross (1973) developed a theory to account for the psychological processes that Africans experienced in their

development of identity, in particular

a

Black identity.

He named it the "Negro to Black Conversion Experience."

Cross stated that one of the primary concerns of African

behavioral scientists should be to develop
Black liberation.

a

psychology of

This would include "developmental

theories, personality constructs, and Black life-styles that

promote psychological liberation under conditions of

oppression" (p. 268).

He felt that this liberation would

be only partial because a prerequisite for complete freedom
is engaging in a physical war with one's oppressor,

as

articulated by African psychiatrist, Frantz Fanon (1968).
Cross outlined the five stages as follows:
1.

Pre-encounter;

Individual avoids identifying with

anything Black and identifies with whites entirely.
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2.

Encountsr:

Individual begins to experience

Blackness and understand what
3.

in

Immersion-emersion:

it means.

Individual is totally absorbed

Blackness and hostile to whites.

Eventually the person

levels off and becomes more reality-based and less

fanatical
4.

Internalization:

Individual's life takes a certain

course based on the nature of the experience at Level =3.
The individual may become cynical; s/he may become fixed

with attitudes from Level #3; s/he may become satisfied
and complacent
5.

Internalization-action:

The individual moves on

to translate ideas and beliefs into actions.

(p.

279)

Cross explained that the purpose of the process was to

provide a model for developing self-actualization for

Africans under conditions of oppression.

He felt that it

was essential that Africans have a variety of psychological

options to employ regardless of what state the Black
Movement was in

Cross's theory was developed partially in response to
an appeal made in 1970 by Joseph White for "research and

development of a Black psychology."

White (1973) felt

that group encounter processes could be used effectively
to help African men and women deal with their problems,

provided there were alterations in the traditional goals
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and models.

He felt that a lot of confusion developed from

the Black Movement in the 1960

'

s

,

and ongoing groups

could analyze it and keep everything in perspective.

Ladner (1972, 1973) exposed the crippling effect that
social science research has had on the psychological

development of Africans.

She exposed the myths and stereo-

types which have remained essentially unchanged throughout
time; only the labels and explanations have changed.

Ladner proposed that Africans look at sociology and psychology through new eyes, from a more positive perspective.
She also devoted considerable time to presenting a fresh,

positive outlook of African women which contributed to
overall theories of the African family and community.

Her

primary recommendation was that African people should join

together in "defining who they are, what their goals are to
be
(P.

.

.

.

and what the strategies of survival will be"

2).

Nathan Hare's approach involved identifying the

system of racism and colonial oppression as the basic
culprit that has infected the minds of Africans (1973).
He recognized that only by rejecting the values and goals
of the dominant society and utilizing self-determined

African goals could Africans expect to become psychologically liberated.

He has initiated "Black love groups"

which serve the purpose of resolving the male-female
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conflicts within the African community and establishing a
positive base for unity and action.
The overriding orientation in the literature to the

psychology of Africans at the present time consists of
steps,

plans,

and programs to change,

improve, and develop

the thoughts and behaviors of Africans.

Poussaint has

continued to do much work around the issue of mental health.
His suggestions for actions to deal with problems remain

within the framework of Africans as minorities in the
United States society.

His efforts appear to be directed

towards helping Africans to modify their behavior in

order to cope with the existing conditions, and less
toward helping them change their behaviors in order to
change the society at large.

This conclusion was drawn

by the author as a result of attending a seminar at the

Second National Black United Fund Conference held in June,
1978,

in Atlanta,

Georgia, in which Poussaint offered a

solution for the problem of teenage pregnancy*.

His

solution was more frequent and accessible abortions for
young women.

He did not offer solutions which aimed at

uprooting the causes of this problem.

Neither did he

discuss various attitudes and approaches to the subject
*This tape is available from the National Black United
Fund, Los Angeles, California.
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of unwed mothers,

chapter.

as have previously been discussed in this

Poussaint

,

in suggesting abortion, was following

the newly emerged values in the mainstream society in which

abortion was often considered the best solution to problems
of unwanted pregnancies.

He did not present an analysis of the social, political,
or psychological effects of abortion on African people,

and he used the values of the dominant society to determine
the necessary behaviors of Africans.

The concern that he

expressed was primarily with terminating pregnancies, not
with the attitudes toward childrearing and abortion in the

African community and the psychological effect of taking
such actions on a widespread basis.

Presenting positions

without this analysis has already been demonstrated to be
harmful to Africans psychologically.

Today African social scientists and scholars have

become complacent as is evidenced by the absence of
literature which stimulates African people to push for
change.

1960

's

Phrases that were common in the literature of the
such as "Black liberation. Black revolution, even

Black psychology," are less frequent now.

Yet the concrete

conditions of African people which were studied in the
1960 's have worsened as indicated by rising unemployment
rates,

lower literacy rates, and higher rates of incarcera-

tion in prisons and mental institutions (Hare, 1979).
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The term used most commonly to refer to African is
Black; however, there is a widespread use of the term

minority.

There is also an increasing use of the term

third world.

These phrases appear to be part of

a

trend

backwards by African people who are unwilling to call
themselves by

a name that

specifically identifies them.

Minority is used by federal and state governments, and

it

not only includes various racial groups, but it also

legally includes women, poor people, handicapped people,
and recently, gays.

Likewise, the phrase third world has

been used to unite African people with other oppressed

people throughout the world.

However, many Africans

emphasize their identity as being third world and not as
African.

In additon,

there is still considerable contro-

versy regarding the definition of third world and regarding

which groups are represented by this term.

None of these

terms originated from Africans.
It

is important,

more than ever now, for African

psychologists, psychiatrists, sociologists, and other
social scientists to take control of the language and

ideology which directs the psychological development of the
lives of African people in the United States and its

portrayal in the literature.

CHAPTER

III

METHODOLOGY
Nature and Intent of Study
The intent of this dissertation is to present the

concept of the oppression syndrome, which was developed

through extensive literature research, an exploratory
project, and accumulated personal experiences.

dissertation is conceptual and exploratory.

The

The explora-

tion of new theories, including new directions, is based
on many concepts which have already been articulated and

analyzed in previous research.

By concepts is meant

verbal symbols of ideas abstracted from collective experiences.

The various concepts are first isolated and

then combined to form new theories and perspectives in a

composite concept termed the oppression syndrome.

It

was

my intention to develop a hypothesis regarding the causal

link between the colonized condition of Africans in the

United States and the presence of the oppression syndrome.
Thus, the review of the literature and the use of previous

studies were not only for historical purposes.
The major portion of the study consists of suggested
new meanings and directions for older ideas in a different

conceptual framework. The newly constructed concept of the
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oppression syndrome was further refined by preliminary use
within the ongoing program at Afcom.
to be a rigorous test,

Although not intended

the results of a project that had

been previously conducted at Afcom is used for further

refinement of the concept.

On the basis of this process of

refinement, new directions for treatment of the oppression

syndrome are suggested.
Rationale for Methodology

Because the major goal of the dissertation is to
develop and clarify the concept of the oppression syndrome
(which will stimulate the creation of future research

possibilities), the selection of the type of study to be

conducted was crucial.

It was my

opinion that a conceptual-

exploratory study would best allow for full examination of
key ideas and formulation of pertinent theories.

This

process is necessarily creative and does not follow
rigidly prescribed set of rules.

a

However, it falls within

general guidelines for exploratory studies as outlined by
Tripodi, Fellin, and Meyer (1970).
The guidelines are generally applicable to three main

categories:
use of data.

sources of information, types of data, and
The sources usually include reviews of the

published literature; an "experience survey," which is the
interviewing of persons closest to the area of inquiry
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and available records.

and/or qualitative.

Types of data may be quantitative

Special emphasis is placed on the

methods of accumulating qualitative data such as narrative

information from interviews and from the researcher's
observations.

Use of data involves the attitude and

approach of the researcher.

The researcher may use

previous hunches or theoretical notions to analyze large
amounts of data.

It

is

important to remain receptive to

new information and to be flexible in research procedures.
A problem often encountered is information overload.
is,

It

therefore, crucial to develop a system to categorize

the data into manageable pieces of information.

The above guidelines suggested for use in the present
study are general because it is recognized by research

methodologists that exploratory studies must have

a

sufficiently broad framework to allow for creative and

unanticipated discovery and creation of concepts (Tripodi
et

.

al

.

1970).

The psychological problems of Africans

have been researched and studied from numerous angles, and

there remains a void in the development of viable theories
to explain their psychological behavior and to suggest

effective measures for improving mental health.

For this

reason, a conceptual-exploratory study allowed me the

maximum flexibility to build on past work and reconstruct
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a theory

research.

which will indicate areas for further empirical
Tripodi et

.

al

.

explained

it

as follows;

xjxploratory studies are empirical research investigations which have as their purpose the formulation
of
a problem or questions, developing a
hypothesis, or
increasing an investigator's familiarity of a
phenomenon or setting for more precise future search.
The intent to clarify or modify concepts may also be
predominant.
(p. 48)

Because of the nature of the dissertation, relevant

methodologies were selected which were appropriate for
conducting the desired type of study.

The empirical study

and measurement of the formation and behavioral character-

istics of psychological functions are necessary to achieve

well-rounded theories.

However,

it

is not always desirable

nor possible to utilize an experimental or quasi-

experimental design in a rigorous fashion.

Social

scientists often attempt to explain, predict, and/or control

behavior without having sufficiently observed and utilized
its richness or diversity.

Cattell (1969) described this

tendency as follows:

Although the endless variety and colorfulness of
human personality intrigue the artist and challenge
the ingenuity of the scientist who function together
harmoniously in the mind of any good psychologist
many psychometrists have nevertheless fled from this
richness of human nature as from some fearsome
They have left reality to the novelist, and
incubus.
the cloistered order of the laboratory,
into
escaped
where the husk of measurement may be exhibited even
when the kernel is lost. Some experimentalists
have thus gained what is really a barren scientific
victory, either by maneuvering themselves into false
assumptions about human nature, or at the price of
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relinquishing three fourths of the wide domain of
human behavior.
(p. 1)
Data were not collected by use of a rigorous experimental design to empirically demonstrate the behavioral

consequences of the oppression syndrome.

However,

follow-

up studies might appropriately use such research designs.
An example of how this can be done is found in the work of

Patricia Gurin and Edgar Epps (1975), Black Consciousness
Identity, and Achievement

.

,

The authors tested newly

formed social and political concepts which resulted from
the Civil Rights and Black Nationalist movements in the
1960 s
'

,

along with new approaches to traditional academic

concepts.

For example, new approaches to old concepts

such as motivation, aspiration, and achievement were

researched, along with concepts of Black nationalism,

cultural nationalism, integration, and separation.

conducted their research over an

8

They

year period, and the

results provided further development of relevant concepts.
Assumptions

There are several assumptions used in the dissertation
about the nature and conditions of oppressed African
people, which have contributed to the development of the

oppression syndrome.
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1.

Africans in the United States possess

a

racial and

cultural distinctiveness from the mainstream of society in
this country.

This distinctiveness can be identified

through the variance in culture, the conflict of values,
and the differences in roles that they assume (Pettigrew,
1964)
2.

Africans, as a group, occupy

a

low position in

the socioeconomic structure vis a vis whites in the

United States

— over

one fourth of all Africans live

officially below the poverty line, with this figure
increasing in many concentrated urban areas (Blackwell,
1975); Africans’ median income is less than two thirds

that of whites (Jackson, 1973).
3.

Most Africans live in a restricted environment

that was imposed on them by the dominant group in the

society.

In urban and southern rural areas,

this environ-

ment is generally physically, culturally, politically,

and economically restrictive.

The African community is

controlled by members and institutions which serve the
dominant United States society and live and operate outside
of its boundaries (Blackwell,

1975).
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Overview of Procedures
The dissertation incorporates many different sources
of data.

First,

an extensive review and critique of the

literature was made in order to examine the foundations on

which the concept was to be developed.

The next source

was the Afcom Center, which is organized and operates on

principles similar to those elaborated on in this dissertation.

A

preliminary probe into the operation of Afcom was

conducted, and its applicability and relevance to the

current study were affirmed.

The results of a summer

project that was previously conducted at the community

center is presented, and it was used to refine the

oppression syndrome concept.

Thirdly, case histories of

four Afcom participants were compiled to use in the re-

fining process.

In addition, my exposure to and

participation in some of the programs operating in the
Center are included, along with careful review of the

Center's available literature and resources.

Because the core of the dissertation is conceptual and
exploratory,

I

found it necessary to utilize as many

different sources as possible.

Any particular avenue of

research taken alone would perhaps have been considered
insufficient upon which to draw conclusions.

However,

concluded that if the variety of data that were used

I
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converged as

I

hypothesized that they would, then their

validity would be strengthened.

Afcom interview project

.

Afcom sponsors an annual summer

camp for youth, which includes classes in African history
and culture, arts and crafts, basic reading and math

skills, recreation, and field trips.

In addition,

weekend cultural activities are held.
June 26- July

5,

1978,

periodic

During the period,

50 youths in the summer program,

ages 7-15 were interviewed regarding some of their atti-

tudes about African identity, self-concept, and their

general experiences.

The primary purpose of the interviews

was to explore the childrens' perceptions of themselves,

their families, and the larger community in which they
lived.

I

attempted to determine how wide their awareness

span was regarding the sociopolitical conditions of

Africans in Philadelphia and the country at large.

Twelve

additional children who entered the program late were
interviewed after the close of the summer camp, between
August 21-25, 1978, in order to gather additional information about the awareness and ideas of children who had

participated in the summer experience.
The interviews were as non-directive as possible, in

order to allow the interviewees to specify their own

definitions and interpretations of the situation.

All
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questions were read aloud, and
the children as they spoke.

I

wrote the responses from

The interview covered

a

wide

range of situations and experiences in order to produce

sufficient responses to confirm or refute the anticipated
responses, based on the prior analysis of Afcom and the

preliminary conceptualization of the oppression syndrome.
The use of additional transitional and probing questions

provided opportunities for the reporting of unanticipated
reactions by the children to their life experiences and
the summer camp.

I

sought to obtain a maximum of self-

revelatory comments from the children.
depth,

I

To maximize their

used restatements of the implied and expressed

feelings of the interviewees.

Twelve of the staff members who worked in the summer

program were interviewed during the summer regarding their

understanding of the goals of the program, their perception
of the meaning of African identity, and how they saw this

manifested in the students.

The results of the interview

project, which are discussed later, were used in the

further development of the oppression syndrome concept.

Focused interview:

use and method

.

The instrument used

with the children who participated in the 1978 summer

program was the focused interview.

Prior content analysis

of the sociopolitical conditions in which the children
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lived was the basis for determining that this process

would be appropriate in analyzing the effects of their
environment.

On the basis of these assumptions, an

interview guide was created.

The interviews centered on

the subjective experiences of the children prior to ex-

posure to the Afcom Summer Day Camp.
The use of the focussed interview method, which was

articulated by Robert Merton and Patricia Kendall (1965),
was deemed appropriate by me because of the nature and

goals of the study.

Merton and Kendall described four

basic conditions, which if met, predispose the research

situation to be effectively handled by means of the
focussed interview (pp. 476-477).
1.

Persons interviewed have been involved in a

particular situation.
2.

The total structure and hypothetically significant

elements have been previously analyzed by the investigator.
3.

On the basis of analysis, an interview guide has

been fashioned which utilizes major areas of inquiry to

locate pertinent data relevant to the study.
4.

The interview is focussed on the subjective

experiences of persons exposed to the pre— analyzed
situation
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Use of this method not only tests certain expectations but

also allows space for unanticipated responses which can

further develop and modify original theories.

Specification of stimuli

.

This refers to the designation

of which factors in an experimental situation are respon-

sible for the observed effects in the participants, as

indicated by the interviews.

Such stimuli are often

difficult to ascertain in social psychological settings.
Therefore, to avoid the risk of eliminating valuable

aspects of the project in the analysis, an "undifferen-

tiated complex" (Merton, 1965) was selected to serve as
the primary variable.

The undifferentiated complex refers

to the total functioning of the local African community
in which the children lived.

It also refers to the

operation of the Afcom Summer Program, which will be

described in

a

later section.

Since the nature of this was

exploratory, this approach left much flexibility for
future researchers to utilize more specificity in isolating

causal factors in their follow-up work.

Retrospective introspection.

There was a focus on what

Merton and Kendall (1965) referred to as retrospective

introspection.

This refers to the examination of one

s

feelings and reactions to a stimulus (introspection) after
the experience has occurred (retrospection).

This process
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is facilitated by the verbal representation during the

actual interview of the stimulation on which the interview
is based.

Such representations are designed to help the

interviewees re-experience the situation and aid them in

reporting their reactions.
in the first interviews,

Thus,

in the Afcom project,

the general home and school

conditions of the children were represented.

In the post-

program interviews, the Afcom summer program experience was
represented.

An example is the question,

"Thinking about

the classes, the field trips, the recreation,

and the

programs, what did you like most about the summer day

camp?"

The answers to such questions were followed up

with open-ended questions regarding what made them choose
their answers.
Since,

in the Afcom summer program,

the children's

environment was very different from their usual one,

I

considered this method helpful.
Student interview schedule

.

Four areas were used in the

interview schedule to gather and organize data from the
participants.

The first part consisted of basic demo-

graphic data including name, address,

a.g6

,

sex, year in

school, and an inquiry regarding whether or not the

interviewee had been to Afcom on any previous occasion.
to
During this part of the interview, an attempt was made

possible so
help the interviewee feel as comfortable as
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that they would be relaxed for the remainder of
the discussion.

Three conceptual categories were determined to be

relevant to the central thesis of the dissertation, and
•appropriate questions were framed to elicit data in these
areas.

At the beginning,

a

general question was asked to

help the children warm up and get used to the introspective

process in which they were about to participate.

They

were asked, "What do you want to do when you grow up?"
In responding,

the children were encouraged to discuss

v/hatever they would have to do in order to achieve their

goals.

When the

I

was satisfied that the interviewees

were significantly relaxed and ready to continue the
dialogue,

I

advanced to questions from each of three

categories

Category

I

:

self-concept and African identity

.

The

questions in this area were designed to elicit information

regarding the participants' overall perception of themselves,

including their degree of identification on

personal level with being African.

a

An attempt was made to

determine those persons who the children felt had

a

strong

influence on their development and who served as significant
others.

This category is important in the development of

the concept of the oppression syndrome because a crisis of

identity is at the core of the oppression syndrome.

The

dual nature of African identity in the United States was
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to be explored in depth throughout the dissertation,

and

the interviews provided a ripe opportunity to study the

early manifestations of this duality.

The questions

utilized for probing this area were as follows;
-•7.

Do you like yourself? Tell me what in particular
you like about yourself.

#8.

Do you ever wish that you were different than
you are now? Tell me what in particular you

wish were different.
#9.

What do you prefer to be called? (African,
Afro-American, Black, Colored, Negro, Other)

j^l6.

Name one woman that you would most like to be
like when you grow up.
What is she like, and
why would you like to be like her?

#17.

Name one man that you would most like to be
like when you grow up. What is he like, and why
would you like to be like him?

Category II:
a

identification with African people as

group and commitment to group action

.

Another factor

that is crucial to understanding the oppression syndrome
is an awareness of how individuals function within the

overall African community.

Thus, each person's self-

identity is an important part of the analysis; however,
a

necessary condition for understanding the oppression

syndrome is a knowledge of the nature of individuals'

relationship with the overall African population.

It

is

insufficient to assess whether or not persons have a

positive self-concept without making a comparative analysis

with their role in the total group.

Again,

it was
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instrumental to incorporate observations regarding how
this principle functions in children.

Questions that

were used to probe this area were:
"11.

Would you rather -go to a school that is all
Black, half Black and half white, or mostly
white?

#12.

In your opinion, do you think Black people have
trouble getting together to solve their problems? If yes, why?

#13.

Would you rather that your neighborhood was all
Black, half Black and half white, or mostly
white?

#15.

Do you think a Black person can get a better
education separated from whites or integrated

with whites?
#18.

Do you like your neighborhood? If yes, what do
you like, and if no, what don't you like?

Category III:

awareness of cultural and political

situation of Africans in the United States and individuals

relationship to it

.

This area was included because the

psychological problem of the oppression syndrome is based
on the concrete cultural and political conditions of

Africans today.

Instrumental in beginning to resolve the

oppression syndrome, like most other problems, is an
awareness of the actual conditions in which one is in-

volved and one's relationship to them.

Inasmuch as this

awareness must continue to develop and expand as time
passes, it was helpful in the overall analysis to use the

feedback from children who were just beginning the whole
process

Their perceptions of the roles of males and

'

91

fGrn3,l6s

in thG sociGty wa.s a,lso GxplorGcl.

quGstions wgtg

usgcI to

The following

probG this aroa.

"10.

In your opinion,

"14.

What do you think it moans to whitG pooplG to
bG whitG?

-7l9a.

Who do you think has a hardor timo growing up,
a Black boy or girl?
Why do you IggI that way?

what makGS a pGrson Black?

"19b. Who do you think has a harder life, a Black man
or woman? Based on your experience, why do you
feel that way?

#20.

Based on your personal experience
the things that have happened, do
that things are getting better or
Black people in this country? In
better or worse?

Post-camp interviews

.

and all of
you think
worse for
what way

The twelve children who were

interviewed at the close of the summer
the same questions with one change.

program were asked

Instead of being asked

if they had been to the Center previously,

they were asked

the following question:

Thinking about the classes, the field trips, the
recreation and the programs, how do you feel about
Summer Day Camp? What did you like or dislike about
the Day Camp?
Procedure for analysis of student responses

.

The following

procedure was utilized to analyze the responses of the
children to the interview schedule.

There was a total of

50 possible responses for each question, unless otherwise

deisgnated.

The results are presented in Chapter V, along

with a discussion of the significance of these results.
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Category
together.

I

:

#7

,

8

.

These two questions were analyzed

The responses were dichotomized into categories

which indicate that the subject either had

a

faction or disatisfaction with her/himself.
age of the participants,

it was

basic satis-

Because of the

recognized that basic

satisfaction would not preclude the inclusion of ordinary
fantasy or imaginative items.
9

This was analyzed on the basis of the frequency

.

of responses in each of the designated categories, African,

Afro-American, Black, Colored, Negro, Other.
17

#16,

.

The responses to these two questions were

categorized on the basis of the frequency of responses in
the following designated categories;

relatives,

(b) sports f ignres/entertainers

(d) non-African leaders,

leaders,

(a) parents/close

a total of 100

,

(c) African

and (e) other.

There was

possible responses because each child had the

opportunity to name both a male and a female figure.
Category II:

#11,

13

These two questions were analyzed

.

separately according to the frequency of responses in the

designated categories

— all

Black, half Black and half white,

or mostly white.
#12

.

Responses were dichotomized according to cate-

gories indicating persons who responded that there were

problems or there were not

.

The "yes" responses were

further dichotomized into categories indicating those who

placed responsibility primarily on external systemic
factors.
factors and those who placed it on internal group
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This was analyzed according to the frequency of

responses in the designated categories

— separated

or

integrated
^18

Responses were dichotomized into two categories--

.

yes and no.

Category III:

#10

.

This was analyzed on the basis of

whether or not the child associated Black people with
African ancestry or identity.

Their responses were cate-

gorized according to whether or not they mentioned
association with African identity, ancestry, or the
continent of Africa.
#14

This was analyzed according to the frequency of

.

responses in categories designating the perception of the
child regarding how whites view themselves, including:
(a) superior to Africans,

(b)

inferior to Africans, or

(c) same as anyone else or don't know.

#19a, b

.

These were analyzed together according to

the frequency of responses in the designated categories

Black man. Black woman, or no difference; Black boy. Black
girl, or no difference.

#20

.

Responses were dichotomized into categories

indicating that the subject felt that conditions were
either getting better or getting worse.
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Question for post-camp

Responses were dichotomized

.

into categories indicating that the subject either enjoyed

the summer camp or did not enjoy it.

Staff interview schedule

.

with staff was twofold.

The purpose of the interview
The primary reason was to gather

data regarding the staff's feelings and thoughts about
the nature and operation of Afcom.

Their opinions of the

weaknesses and strengths of the Center would aid in the
overall determination of how it had been dealing with the

oppression syndrome.

The second purpose was to provide an

analysis of the children who participated in the program
from another adult perspective.

The staff had had varied

experiences working with children, and their insight regarding the attitudes and behavior of the children would pro-

vide a well-rounded picture of the participants.

The demo-

graphic information collected on the staff was sex, age,
and address.

They were asked preliminary questions to

determine how long they had been working with Afcom and in
what capacity.

This also served as an ice-breaker to help

them become more comfortable with the process.

Attitudes toward Afcom

.

The following questions were

asked to determine their thoughts about the role of Afcom
been
in the community and to assess how well it had

accomplishing its goals.

95

f^5.

What is your overall feeling about the operation
of Afcom so far?

nQ.

What do you feel are the goals of the Center?

rv7.

In what ways, if any, do you think you have been
meeting your goals?

#8.

In what ways, if any, do you think you have not
been meeting your goals?

tt12.

What have you personally gotten out of working
with the Center?

Attitudes about the children

.

The following questions

were asked;
#9.

Can you give me a general description of the
type of youth who come to the Center to participate in the programs and to work?

#10.

What are some of the problems you have noticed
that the youth have? Please explain.

#11.

What kind of African identity do you feel most
In what ways can you
of the students have?
tell?

The responses to the above questions are summarized

and discussed in Chapter V.

Case histories

.

Case histories were taken of the lives and

experiences of four staff members who were involved with
the Afcom program at its beginning.

Manheim (1977)

described case histories as follows:
The term "case histories" is used to refer to both
or
the basic data largely historical in nature ...
a
or
other collections of facts about an individual
the
group, and also to the sociological analysis which
In either usage, it
researcher makes of these data.
are subjective
data
the
is well to keep in mind that
(p. 252)
in nature.

—
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ihe purpose of these histories was to provide
additional

information regarding the functioning of the oppression

syndrome from persons who are involved with activities
which, it is suggested, will begin to alleviate it.

The histories are primarily descriptive, and they

trace the development of the ideas and behavior of the

subjects in relationship to their involvement with Afcom.
No attempt has been made to prove any hypothesis as it

relates to those specific individuals.

Rather, they serve

as examples of some of the directions that persons have

taken in attempting to deal with their lives within an

African ideological framework.

This aids in the specifi-

cation of the concept of the oppression syndrome, and it
also provides a concrete manifestation of these principles
in action.

Because the case histories were not taken under

rigorous controlled conditions, it is not possible to

determine conclusively what aspects of the subjects' lives
have been the specific results of exposure to Afcom.
However,

in conjunction with the results of the exploratory

summer project, and the extensive research already compiled
by African social scientists, including this author, the

case histories should provide valuable input.

Rationale for case histories

.

The value of individual

case histories as a tool for social research has been
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doba-tBcl

in th©

fi6ld.

(Ma,nh©iin,

1977)

.

Som© sci©ntists

f©©l that th© r©sults ar© r©lativ©ly us©l©ss b©caus© th©y

r©f©r to individual situations and cannot validly b©

g©neraliz©d furth©r.

Oth©rs f©©l that cas© histori©s can

provid© n©©d©d r©ality t©sting for artificially d©riv©d

scientific deductions that ar© often made.

Fanon (1968)

mad© extensive us© of cas© histories in preparing his

psychological analysis of th© victims of colonialism; his
work has been used as a reference by Africans throughout the
social sciences.

Grier and Cobbs (1968) also made use of

the case history approach in their psychological analysis
of Africans in the United States;

their work has received

mixed reviews by other Africans.

Manheim (1977) suggested

four relevant uses of case histories which are applicable
to the current study,

as follows:

(a)

they provide a

concrete example for reality testing; (b) they provide

information about related fields of research;
can stimulate further research;

(,c)

they

(d) they can provide clues

about the meaning of phenomena which otherwise are difficult to understand (p. 253).

Based on the above guidelines,

inclusion of case histories in the dissertation is deemed

instrumental
One of the primary reasons that the case history

approach has been criticized is that it is often based on
persons who lives reflect excessive pathology when compared
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to the general population from which they are taken.

Therefore, many scientitst have been accused of developing

theories to be used in reference to healthy persons,
based on the sickness of the maladjusted.

Such criticism

will not be applicable in the case histories used in this

dissertation.

The persons chosen for subjects are not

considered more psychologically maladjusted than the norm
of the African community.

So concepts and new directions

have been developed from a perspective of health, as the

persons involved have been actively working to overcome
their problems, of which they are generally aware.
It was

expected that the case histories would reveal

that the subjects were fairly aware of the nature of their

oppression and were consciously attempting to do something
about it.

Their degree of knowledge about psychological

issues would probably vary, and they would probably

approach issues from a more cultural or political perspective.

However, it was expected that the psychological

ramifications on their life experiences would cause
noticeable effects on them.
as a result of this,

It

was also expected that,

they would be making progress toward

the goal of eliminating the oppression syndrome, whether

consciously or unconsciously.

1
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Content of case histories

.

The case histories include

information on various aspects of the subjects' lives

arranged in a chronological design.
inquiry were the following;
(b)

pre-Afcom ideology,

Afcom,

(d)

(c)

The primary areas of

(a) biographical

information,

description of involvement with

current ideology, and (e) personal assessment.

Organization in this manner facilitates an understanding of
the nature of the oppression syndrome during ongoing

involvement with this type of program.

This information

was procured by direct interviews with subjects, other

Afcom staff, friends and families of subjects, and persons
acquainted with the subjects who may or may not have been
involved with the Center.

it was expected

In this manner,

that a well-rounded picture would be formed regarding the

subjects of the case histories.

Limitations of the Dissertation
The following limitations should be noted regarding
the dissertation.
1.

The dissertation has been based on a conceptual

framework which, although derived from empirical research,
is not the result of a rigorous,

paradigm.

controlled research

Because there is very little previous research

available that is based on studies using

a

similar

approach, this study has formulated a new approach.
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Hopefully, this dissertation provides a sharper refinement
of relevent concepts which will aid in the development of

empirical indicators which can be used in more rigorous
studies.

It will be the task of

further researchers to

test the concepts and assess their effectiveness over a

longer period of time.
2.

The dissertation will not provide a systematic

comparison to other approaches to African mental health,
although an analysis of other approaches is presented,
along with the inadequacies of current systems in order to

demonstrate the necessity for this approach.
3.

The fact that there is very little in the litera-

ture that is based on a similar frame of reference to that

found in this study does not indicate the lack of such

work being done in this area, only the lack of adequate

documentation
4.

The advantages and disadvantages of conceptualizing

the psychological state of Africans in the United States
as presented in this dissertation will ultimately be

determined by history.

However, because scholars in the

field of mental health have not undertaken to approach
the subject in this fashion, this dissertation will be a

beginning from which further study can result.
5.

The dissertation does not purport to be value-free

or completely objective.

It

is the contention of the

101

author that all research done on the mental health of

Africans has been based on a subjective value system,
which includes a definition of what is considered "healthy,
normal, and desirable behavior," regardless of the intended

objectivity of tests, measures, and the scientific method.
This dissertation is based on a different value system
from the norm, and therefore conclusions will be made

which may appear purely subjective; however, they actually
may be objectively derived from the given set of premises

established within the value system and framework.
6.

The population on which the description of the

oppression syndrome is based is national. The population
for the study of Afcom is restricted primarily to the

Philadelphia area in general, and to North Central

Philadelphia in particular.

In addition,

persons who

have participated in the Afcom program have voluntarily

chosen to do so; therefore, the sample is not random, even

within the area, thereby limiting generalization from the
study
7.

There are limitations resulting from factors such

as loss and distortion of memory of the participants in

the summer program.

The use of retrospective introspective

techniques hopefully have minimized this effect.
addition,

interviewer bias is always

projects of this type.

a

In

consideration in

Because the focussed interview

style was utilized, some measure of interviewer bias was

incorporated in the analysis, as the intrusion of the
interviewer was
8,

a

crucial aspect of the interview.

The author recognizes that there are usually

limitations associated with overall programs of this type

which are studied in a short space of time, including
the possibility of short duration of effects, selective

perceptions and retention of insights, and the participants'
limited transfer of insights to other experiences.

There-

fore, what rudimentary data are gleaned from this study

could be useful in conducting more controlled and

longitudinal studies in the same area.

CHAPTER

IV

THE OPPRESSION SYNDROME
The purpose of this chapter is to provide a detailed

definition of the oppression syndrome.

As background,

an

analysis of the psychology of colonialism will first be

presented in order to establish the antecedents of the
syndrome.

The primary symptoms of the oppression syndrome

as they are manifested in the everyday life of Africans
in the United States will then be thoroughly discussed.

Psychology of Colonialism
The oppression syndrome is based on the identification of Africans as a colonized people in the United States.

Only in this context do the symptoms of the oppression
syndrome have meaning and coherence.

The oppression

syndrome is the psychological result of the condition of
domestic colonization of African people in the United
States.

An understanding of the meaning of domestic

colonization as it applies to Africans is essential before
any approach can be made toward analyzing the oppression

syndrome
A traditional definition of colonization provided by

Robert Blauner (1972), who has done much research on the

colonization of Africans, follows;
103
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Establishment of domination over a geographically
external political unit, most often, people of
a different race and culture, where this domination is political and economic and the colony
exists subordinated to and dependent upon the
mother country.
(p. 83)
As a result,

colonialism has usually been associated with

countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin and South America,

with European nations being the colonizers.

However, care-

ful examination indicates that slavery in the United States

coincided with the colonial expansion of European powers.
In other words,

instead of establishing a colony in Africa,

the United States brought the people to be colonized to
its own borders and formed a colonial empire in the

southern states of the country.
Even after the abolition of legal slavery, Africans

received only partial freedom.

As explained by Benjamin

Scott (1969), emancipation was another form of the

"peculiar institution," which previously had referred
to the system of slavery.

Slaves were set free in a

capitalist country with no money, land, property, or
power.

Consequently, the inequality of Africans with

their fellow white citizens was inevitable.

As a result,

the colonial system remained in a modified form.

Later,

when the ex-slaves began to migrate to northern urban
areas, their physical and emotional status remained

weakened.

Historian Harold Cruse (1969) related the
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similarity of the condition of Africans in the United
States and Africans in other parts of the world:
Like the peoples of underdeveloped countries,
the Negro suffers in varying degree from
hunger, illiteracy, disease, ties to the land,
urban and semi-urban slums, cultural starvation,
and the psychological reactions to being ruled
over by others not of his kind.
(p. 42)

David Llorens (1969) dramatically demonstrated the

similarity between the colonized natives in Algiers who

revolted against the domination of France and the colonized
Africans in the United States.

He described the "fellah,”

the terra used by psychiatrist and political analyst,

Franz Fanon (1968), to refer to the oppressed, colonized

masses of people in Algeria, who fought for and won liberation from France.

And the 'fellah' Fanon spoke of very definitely
inhabits this land, and he is in this land no
less the truth than in Fanon 's adopted Algeria....
We have seen him erupt in Harlem and Watts and
we heard him through the voice of Brother Malcolm.

—

(p.

—

170)

A superficial examination of Africans in this country

may tempt one to deny their essential colonial status.

Even though they do not have full equality with whites,
their economic and material conditions are better than
those which existed in most African colonies.

The high

standard of living and wealth in the United States
obscures the reality of the plight of Africans within.
analysis
However, as Albert Memmi (1969) explained in his
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of colonized people,

"No one is oppressed in the absolute,

but always in relation to someone else in a given context"
(p.

74).

The relative position of Africans in comparison

with whites in the United States is such that they have
never been equal in economic, social, or political status.

Blauner (1972) stated, "There were still sociologists

celebrating the impressive decline in racial prejudice
at the very moment Watts burst into flames" (p.

9).

Despite any accumulation of material possessions,

Africans do not control or own the means of production
of any of their possessions;

there is no public school

system owned or controlled by Africans; Africans do not

collectively or individually own enough land or capital
to be able to negotiate with other groups on an equal

basis; political figures are not free to act in the true

interests of African people, and they must constantly

compromise in order to maintain their positions.
famous study of the illusory "Black middle class,"

In his
E.

Franklin Frazier (1962) exposed the fact that there is
not a sufficient economic base in African communities
to actually sustain a true middle class.

Persons referred

to as middle class in the African community are primarily
in professional service fields,

such as social services,

education, and religion, and do not form the base for any

form of "Black capitalism."

107

In summary,

while material assets are possessed by

Africans, they are still completely dependent on the

dominant society for their survival.

Memmi explained

the plight of the African:

The Black American takes a dramatic view of his
situation.
Oppression is like an octopus; it is
hard to tell which of the arms has the tightest
stranglehold.
Injustice, insults, humiliation,
and insecurity can be as hard to bear as hunger.
(p.

76)

The reasons for the inability of Africans to sub-

stantially improve their status relative to whites in the

United States stem from the fact that Africans were
involuntarily brought to this country as a colonized
people, and even upon legal freedom, they maintained their

colonial status.

Blauner explained some of the common

misconceptions regarding Africans that have contributed
to the lack of understanding of their conditions.

One such idea used is the immigration analogy, in

which Africans are compared to European people from
different cultural and ethnic groups who migrated to the

United States.
the Jews,

The conclusion is then drawn that because

Irish, Polish,

and others were able to overcome

discrimination and poverty sufficiently to become adequately

assimilated into United States' society, then the same
should be true of Africans.

This is invalid.

All groups

except Africans freely migrated to this country looking
for a better life.

Only Africans were brought en masse
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involuntarily for the sole purpose of providing slave
labor to build the country.

At the outset,

illusions of

equality and progress for the masses of Africans were
unrealistic.

It was later,

after internal political

changes developed during and following the Civil War, that

Africans were given a hope of equal citizenship.

But

this was prohibited by laws that were enforced even in
the 20th century.

No other ethnic group was ever legally

defined as inferior.

So the progress of Africans in the

United States civilization was doomed from their arrival.
This legal form of discrimination contradicts another

widely held misconception that racism is primarily an
attitude of prejudice manifested in individuals.

Of

course individual prejudice is an essential component of
racism, but this does not explain its pervasiveness nor

the totality of the effects of racism on the entire
society.

Racism has been institutionalized in this country

and is interwoven into its fabric.
The roots of institutional racism can be traced back
to when a slave was defined by law as 3/5 of a person.

The United States courts continued to legislate the

inferiority of the African in such historic cases as the

Dred Scott Decision (1837) and the Plessy vs. Ferguson
(1896) case.

As a result of the Dred Scott Decision, a

slave was considered the property of its owner no matter
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where the slave went; s/he was not even safe in states
which outlawed slavery.

Therefore,

a

slave owner had the

right to take an African residing in a state where s/he
was considered free and return her/him to slavery if the

owner determined that the African had not officially
been given freedom.
In Plessy vs.

Slaves were considered property.

Ferguson, the courts established the legality

of racial segregation in public facilities and initiated

the period of the Black Codes and the Jim Crow Laws.

Africans are the only group of people in the United
States who, by law, were ever considered unequal, inferior
beings.

As W. E. B. DuBois (1972) related in one of his

histories of African people, "The mild domestic slavery
of the African tribes and of the Arabs and Persians did

not preclude the son of a slave becoming a king" (p. 77).

Many of the attitudes toward African people that were

supported by law less than a century ago, are still held
currently by very many members of the dominant society.
Such attitudes have influenced policies in hiring and
firing, education,

facets of life.
laws,

social welfare, business, and other

The follow-up to the previously-stated

such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 gave Africans

the rights that as human beings they should have already
had.

This process helped to perpetuate racism as many

members of the dominant society behaved as if they had
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themselves by their cultural, religious, and/or political
affiliation.

Skin color was relevant only as an identify-

ing characteristic, much the same as height, occupation,

or name

Previous to the 15th century, there was free economic
and cultural exchange between African people and the rest
of the world.

Only the deadly institution of slavery

necessitated that consciences by assauged by promoting
theories of the homogeneity and natural inferiority of

black peoples.

The United States was formed when this

ideology was rampant, and therefore, the concept is probably

more firmly rooted here than elsewhere in the world.

Cruse

(1969) explained that European nations do have a historical

basis for acknowledging the true status of Africans; however, the United States is the only nation in the world

which was founded on African people.

Merely changing laws

has been unsuccessful in erasing this orientation in

current United States society.

African people throughout the world are becoming
unified for the sake of their own survival.

Ironically,

the more that racial consciousness and identity develop

among Africans, the more Europeans and whites in the

United States attempt to minimize the importance of race.
Accordingly, Blauner described current theories in
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sociology, economics, psychology, and political science,

promoted by whites who consider themselves liberal, which
discuss the increasing irrelevance of race in industrial
societies.

Theoretically, race becomes less important,

and social class takes on a more important role.

Con-

sequently, many social scientists deny the existence of
a past or present culture of Africans in the United

States; instead they acknowledge only a "culture of

poverty" (Blauner, 1972).
But as Cruse described in political science and

economics, Blauner in sociology, and Hare (1973) in

psychology, to ignore the relevance of race in the United

States is to be racist and assist in the institutional

perpetuation of racism.

For ignoring the reality of the

decisions that are made regarding the health, education,
and welfare Africans which result directly or indirectly

from their skin color prevents one from effectively being
able to resolve the problems.

The solution is not to go

from extreme attitudes of a supposed racial hierarchy
to negating the reality of the racial groups that have

developed as a result of such theories.
All the above trends of thought are in line with the

colonial mode of operation.

Initially, the thrust is

placed upon negating all feelings of positive self and
group identity among the colonized.

As the colonized are
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forced to ban together for physical and psychological
survival, their existence is further negated by being
told that they have no culture, no basis for racial

identification, and no need to organize independently
of the dominant culture.

The psychological effects of

this are discussed later.

This view of Africans as a domestic colony has been

held by many other historians and social scientists.

Martin Delaney, a political activist in the 19th century,
was active in working for the rights of the captive

African nation in the United States.

In 1852 he described

the colonization of African people as "the removal of the
free colored people from the land of their birth as pro-

perty to the slave propagandists"

(p.

47).

DuBois docu-

mented the aims and desires of people of African descent
to return to Africa, their home, until disillusionment

began to discourage them.

Marcus Garvey (1969) led a

mass movement of over 10 million Africans in the United
States which was based on their desire to return to
Africa, the continent of their ancestry.

Elijah Muhammad

later founded the Nation of Islam based on many of the

principles established by Garvey.

He initiated a program

for Africans to control their own communities and lives.

Both of the latter programs were based on the belief
that Africans in the United States were a people in

\
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captivity in

a

foreign land who were being oppressed and

exploited for the benefit of a society of whose benefits
they received only a minimal portion.
who developed many of his 'ideas while

Malcolm X (1972),
a

member of the

Nation of Islam, later broke away from the organization
and carried these concepts even further.

He appealed to

the international community because he reasoned that

since Africans were actually a colonized nation within
the United States, their case should be heard before the

United Nations for violations of human rights, rather
than being simply handled as domestic racial problems

under the framework of Civil Rights.
In more recent times,

other persons in the social

sciences have analyzed Africans as colonized people.

Theories of the psychological effects of colonization have
been adopted and promoted by Hare (1969, 1973, 1976),

Howard (1972), Pugh (1972), and Wilcox (1973).
Yette (1975) prepared

a

Samuel

detailed account of the effects

of government policies and programs involving Africans

since the 1960

's.

His conclusion was that a war was being

waged against the colonized Black people in the form of
selective genocide.

Although the particulars of the condition of colonization in which Africans live may differ from those of other
many
people throughout the world who have been colonized,
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general characteristics are shared.

To be specific, the

psychological effects of colonization on colonized people
have been well documented and form general principles

which could be expected to apply in any colonial situation.
These general effects of colonization will now be discussed
along with some of the psychological reactions that are

peculiar to Africans in the United States because of their
position inside the colonizing country.

Perhaps the most widespread and devasting psychological effect of the colonial experience is that the oppressed

people are faced with the burden of living in

a

society

which completely affirms their supposed inferiority, and
which provides no viable options for essential change.

The

almost total dependence of the colonized upon their

oppressor for material and psychological support sets up
a

series of contradictions which plague the life of the

subjugated and leave them perpetually confused.
Freire (1974) bore witness to this condition when
he described the initial stages of struggle by the oppressed
in which they tended to model themselves after their

oppressors.
them,

He states,

"Their ideal is to be men; but for

to be men is to be oppressors."

Similarly, Memmi

explained how colonized people identify with and emulate
their colonizers before moving to

a

stage of revolt.

People under colonial subjugation denounce the inhuman
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treatment that they are given and claim to desire freedom
and equality.

Yet the equality that they seek is with

the same group which is oppressing them.

Therefore,

in

this desire to attain the same possessions, status, and

privileges of their oppressors, they are legitimizing the
system which has been the cause of their subjugation.
An essential function of a colonial system is to

convey throughout the society the lack of humanity of the

colonized people along with their incapability of substantially improving their status.

Therefore, the

colonized often feel grateful toward their colonizer for
taking care of their needs.

Fanon (1968) stated:

Because it is a systematic negation of the other
person and a furious determination to deny the
other person all attributes of humanity, colonialism
forces the people it dominates to ask themselves
the question constantly, "In reality, who am I?"
(p.

250)

Consequently, any movement on the part of oppressed

people to become a part of the system which exploits them
carries with it their lack of self-identity and searching
for an identity with those who oppress them.

When this

occurs, the potential is great that the oppressed people,

given the opportunity, would themselves utilize the familiar

oppressive tactics on their oppressors that were used on
them.

This is why it is important to reject the negative

value system of a colonialist country.
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Another characteristic of colonized people besides
loss of identity is the tendency to vent their frustration

and anger by using violence directed within their group.
As a manifestation of the self-hate produced by identifying

with their oppressor, aggression affirms the widespread
feeling by colonized people that "we are nothing."

Fanon

(1968) concluded from his research that "The Algerian's

criminality, his impulsivity, and the violence of his

murders are the direct product of the colonial situation"
(p.

309).

Individual and group violence is present in every

cultural group; however, the amount of violence that is

manifested in colonized societies is usually greatly
disproportionate to their numbers.

It is another form

of the physical and psychological violence that has

actually been perpetrated against them by their colonizers.

Violence is utilized by colonizers to maintain unjust,
inhumane systems of colonialism.

Its use as the accepted

method of expressing power is then imitated by the colonized
people.

Of course,

the only victims that are acceptable

by the system are the oppressed people because the

colonizer will not allow the victims to express direct
anger or aggression toward the colonizing state.

The

oppressed are consequently unable to vent anger toward the
actual objects of their anger, and so they express it toward

more vulnerable objects, other oppressed people.
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In the process,

they experience a distorted sense of

power and satisfaction by exercising this anger, and,
to some extent,

they identify with the power and control

of their oppressors,

Freire summarized this situation

by explaining:

Violence is initiated by those who exploit, not
by those who are oppressed, exploited, and unrecognized. How could they be the initiators
if they themselves are the results of violence?
(P.

41)

The suppression of culture is inevitable in a

colonial situation.

Fanon (1968) described colonial

people as "every people in whose soul an inferiority complex has been created by the death and burial of its
local cultural originality" (p. 18).

As a result,

a

large amount of self-depreciation is experienced by many
of the oppressed people because of their struggle to

maintain a solid culture of which they can be proud.
This often results in an ambivalence or marginality.
From the point of view of the dominant group, this conflict
is often interpreted as evidence of "cultural deprivation"

or "cultural disadvantage."

From the point of view of

many of the oppressed, however, cultural disadvantage
represents the effort required to resist the forces of
cultural domination.

The struggle may result in their

being denied many of the traditional socio-economic benefits
with their own culture.

Fanon further elaborated that the
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psy chologica.1 status of th© coloniz6d was el 0 vat 6 d in

proportion to how much of the cultural standards of the

mother country they adopted.
Definition of the Oppression Syndrome
Such general psychological reactions occur among

colonized Africans in the United States along with other
symptoms which together form what is being analyzed as
the oppression syndrome.

This condition differs from

traditionally labeled psychological disturbances in that
a

person suffering from the oppression syndrome could,

at the same time,

appear to function in a manner that is

ordinarily considered psychologically healthy and adaptive
by the standards of the mainstream.

All Africans colonized

in the United States experience the effects of the oppres-

sion syndrome in some form and in varying degrees.

For

some persons, their whole life is disrupted, and they
have difficulty in satisfying basic survival needs.

Others

are able to successfully suppress the psychological reac-

tions to racism and oppression, and the effects of the

oppression syndrome can only be understood by studying
such persons in the context of the total group.

In order

to understand the oppression syndrome, concepts of psycho-

logy and mental health must be broadened from those commonly

utilized in the current practice of psychology and the
field of mental health.
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To begin with,

the role of values in the classifica-

tion and diagnosis of psychological problems must be

examined in order to understand the oppression syndrome.
The determination of which behaviors should be considered
normal, healthy, or adaptive, and which behaviors should
be considered abnormal, unhealthy, or pathological is

based, to a large extent, on the value system of the

person(s) making the diagnosis.

Thomas Szasz (1960)

discussed this dilemma at length and explained:
Problems in human relations can be analyzed,
interpreted, and given meaning only within
given social and ethical contexts. Accordingly,
it does make a difference what the psychiatrist's
socioethical orientation happens to be; for this
will influence his ideas on what is wrong with
the patient, what deserves comment or interpretation, in what possible directions change
might be desirable and so forth.
(p. 116)
In this dissertation,

I

am viewing the psychology

of Africans in the framework of Africans as a domestically

colonized people, not merely as

a

national minority.

Therefore, all symptoms of the oppression syndrome that
are discussed are analyzed in this light.

Accordingly,

many of the suggested methods for resolving the problems
do not fall strictly into categories of medical or clinical

approaches.
which,

Many are socioethical and political measures

it is suggested, may be more effective in resolving

many aspects of the oppression syndrome.

Szasz expressed

to
his skepticism of many of the traditional approaches
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m6nta.l health because he thought that the norms used
to

measure mental illness were psychosocial and ethical,
yet the remedies sought were medical,

freed

supposedly value-

.

Another aspect of traditional psychological thought

which must be modified is the almost total focus on the
individual in explaining the crises.

Most theories take

into account the individual's environment, and its effects

are included in an analysis of the problem to some degree.

However, regardless of the causes or preconditions for

development of the problem, the actual psychological mal-

functioning is almost always viewed from the standpoint
of the symptoms of individuals.

The oppression syndrome

is unusual in that an understanding of it is possible only

by analyzing the functioning of groups of people,

in this

case Africans, as well as the individuals within the
group.

For example, certain behaviors or actions may not

seem significant by themselves; however, when

it

becomes

apparent that a whole group of people is affected by and

respond to similar symptoms;, they can take on a new

meaning
For example, Grier and Cobbs (1968) discussed two

conditions which they labeled cultural paranoia and
cultural depression.

These terms refer to psychological

states shared by all Africans as a result of living in a
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hostile and damaging society.

They form a part of what

the authors called the "Black Norm."

The Black Norm is

the set of normal psychological devices utilized by

Africans for their survival in the United States.

Each

African experiences these processes to a greater or
lesser degree, and each person expresses them differently,

regardless of what type of direct experience s/he has had
with racism and oppression.

The cumulative effect of

colonization on a race of people through several centuries
has resulted in some common psychological experiences

shared by all, regardless of what their role in the society
has been
A certain degree of paranoia towards individuals

and institutions in this society is present in each

African in the United States, and it can be explained only
by the effects of belonging to an oppressed group and

inheriting a certain psychological legacy as
this.

Thus, as Memmi explained,

a

result of

"All Blacks are suffering

from oppression, and they have come to believe that it

must end" (p. 25).

Of course, each person's perception

of the nature of this oppression and its solution is

different
To carry this point to the individual level, when

analyzing and attempting to treat an individual who is
symptoms
suffering from the oppression syndrome, individual
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may not be dealt with in isolation from each other.

It

is possible that certain symptoms may be treated
effectively

by the use of traditional theories and methods of psy-

chology
ever,

— for

example, alcoholism or drug addiction.

How-

the oppression syndrome is a set of symptoms, and
ing them one at a time will not necessarily get

to the root of resolving the overall conflict.

Therefore,

anyone attempting to treat the various symptoms of the

oppression syndrome, which will be discussed in detail
later, must involve the colonial status of the person who
is being helped.

Inevitably, one question is raised:

If a person has

a measure of satisfaction or contentment with her/his

life,

and is not experiencing any conscious form of physical

or psychological discomfort

,

then who has the right to

label her/him with a psychological disorder such as the

oppression syndrome?

Is this not being judgmental?

Many Africans have become content and satisfied with their
lives,

and this has contributed to the fact that over 400

years have passed and Africans still do not have all
their basic human rights in the United States.

thinking is individualistic

— one

This

can be content with

her/his own life; however, s/he would not have to look
far to see the bitter suffering of the masses of African

people in this country.

If s/he can continue to feel
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satisfied with the state of affairs, then some form of

psychological compensation must occur.

This aspect of the

oppression syndrome can be found in oppressor— oppressed
relationships of various types in various societies.
However, they have frequently been ignored in the analyses
of Africans in the United States.

As shown in Chapter II,

Review and Critique of the Literature, when considered,
they have generally been discussed as isolated symptoms.
It

is the view of this writer that the oppression syndrome

is not an individual problem in living;

it is the result

of the cumulative suffering of a race of people in cap-

tivity

.

The report of the Committee on Children of Minority

Groups of the Joint Commission on Mental Health of Children
in 1969 presented some basic conclusions regarding the

effect of racism on children.

It stated:

In terms of mental health, racism is a more pervasive and a far more serious threat than childhood schizophrenia, mental retardation, psychoneurosis, or any other emotional derangement.
Its destructive effects severely cripple the
growth and development of millions of our citizens,
both young and old alike. Yearly it directly and
indirectly causes more fatalities, disabilities,
and economic loss than any other single factor.
(Spurlock, 1973, p. 161)

Likewise, the American Psychological Association resolved
in 1968 at a conference in Vale, Colorado,

that racism was

the number one mental health problem in the United States.
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Previous to these resolutions, the National Advisory

Commission on Civil Disorders, commonly referred to as
the Kerner Commission, had drawn some significant con-

clusions in reference to the racial crisis in the United
States.

This group was commissioned to study and

analyze the urban rebellions which occurred throughout
the country during the turbulent 1960 s and to make
'

recommendations as a result.

The Kerner Commission con-

cluded that the primary cause of "rioting" in the cities
was more than unemployment, lack of education, poverty,

exploitation, and that it was

"...

expressed in the

insidious and pervasive white sense of the inferiority
of Black men" (National Advisory Commission on Civil

Disorders, 1968, p. vii).
The above statements attest to the pervasiveness
of racism and its psychological effects, which form the

oppression syndrome.

At the core of the oppression syndrome

is an identity conflict,

developed from living in

a

colonized state and, at the same time, living in the
midst of the colonizing country.

On the most basic level,

the oppression syndrome is defined by the author as

The psychological responses of Africans living
in the United States which result from the incompatible dual nature of their psychological
state, caused by the conditions of racism and
domestic colonization.
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The various manifestations of the oppression syndrome which

will be discussed are all derived from this basis.

Barnes

(1972) explained the dilemma by quoting Essien-Udom as

follows
The tragedy of the Negro in America is that he
has rejected his origins
By rejecting
his unique group experience and favoring assimilation and even biological amalgamation, he thus
denies himself the creative possibilities inherent
in it and in his folk culture.
This dilemma is
fundamental; it severely limits his ability to
evolve a new identity or a meaningful synthesis.
(p. 168)

....

This conflict is present in every African to some
extent

,

even though the expression of the conflict may

vary from complete denial to a conscious acknowledgement
of the conflict.

Africans live and must function in

a

system which was founded on slavery and the premise that
African people are inferior, and which continues to

reinforce this principle through the daily functioning
of its institutions.

Nevertheless, Africans continue to work hard to

become a part of this same system which continues to
abuse them.

Institutions that are controlled by white

people sustain racism and injustice against Africans;
and,

at the same time,

these institutions are also respon-

sible for delivering jobs, social service checks, and the
news on television.

Many of the same whites have fought

for civil rights for African people.

The following
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expression describes the attitude that many Africans seem
to hold,

"Don't bite the hand that feeds you."

In

other

words, many Africans feel that they cannot afford to
fight the white controlled system too strongly because

they are dependent on it for their survival.
Such contradictory psychological responses to the

environment cannot be tolerated by an individual without
the development of an additional set of response ten-

dencies.

These form the oppression syndrome.

No African

in the United States can totally escape it as long as

colonization thrives.

It

is,

however, possible to under-

stand the oppression syndrome and be aware of its mani-

festations so that the negative reactions can be neutralized
as well as possible.

To complicate matters, the United

States society continuously projects the illusion that

Africans can make as much progress as all other citizens
in the country.

In actuality,

it is getting more diffi-

cult for the majority of Africans to reach the mainstream

white United States, not easier (Banks, 1972).

But

because a relatively few token Africans have been allowed
to "get their feet in the door," the masses of African

people feel that there is hope for them too.

Andrew Young, former United States Ambassador to the

United Nations, is a good example of such

a token

who

supplied millions of Africans with the dream that they
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were truly making progress.

In a

keynote address* at the

Second National Black United Fund Conference in Atlanta,
Georgia,

in 1978,

he told a standing-room-only crowd

that he had his foot in the door and was not about to

take it out.

What he did not clearly articulate was how

he planned to get the rest of his body in the door, out

of the waiting room,

and into the control room.

Even

more important, he made no mention of how his foot in
the door was going to help the millions of other Africans
in captivity get inside the door too.

Ironically, this

speech was made on the night after the historic Bakke

Decision was handed down by the Supreme Court.
Alan Bakke, a white male, 37 years old, had been

denied admission to 11 medical schools throughout the
country, primarily because of his age.

One of the schools

which had denied him, the University of California-Davis
also had a special minority admissions program in which
16 of 100 spaces were reserved for qualified minorities.

The other 84 spaces were primarily used by whites.

claimed that he was discriminated against as

a

Bakke

white male

because he was more qualified than the minorities in the
special program and should have been admitted.

Had there

been no special program, Bakke would still not have been

*For a complete text of the speech, refer to the tape
which can be purchased from the National Black United
Fund in Los Angeles, California.
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admitted because he was too far down on the waiting list.
Likewise, he used only standardized test scores and
grades
as his measure of qualifications and not the myriad
of

other factors that are considered in medical school
decisions,

including age, past experience, personality,

and ability to relate to diverse populations.

Nevertheless, the Supreme Court of the United States

overturned

a

lower court ruling and supported his claim

of reverse discrimination.

The court said that quota

systems to achieve affirmative action are unconstitutional
even though it is legal to take race into account when

making admissions decisions.
Andrew Young exhibited symptoms of the oppression
syndrome in his speech when he referred to this decision.
He stated that it was a victory for Black people because

race could be considered in admissions decisions.

Guaranteed consideration of applications is meaningless
without the assurance that there will be at least some
space guaranteed for qualified African applicants.

After

the Bakke decision, no such space could be reserved

although the purpose of the program was originally to
correct the injustices brought about by historical dis-

crimination policies at the school.

However, Andrew

Young was feeling very successful as an individual because
his toe was in the door.

In the meantime,

he closed his
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eyes to the fact that the Bakke decision meant a closed

door for many potential African students.

Young's toe did not remain

in

the door very long

because the following year he was relieved of his position
as Ambassador

.

It

had taken him a lifetime of careful

political activity to finally get his toe in the door;
however,

it took only a few days for him to be kicked

out

The oppression syndrome is operative when incompatible psychological conditions are experienced by an

individual who must continue to function in the society
from which the conditions developed.

One response to

the oppression syndrome is to attempt to become assimilated
into the United States social, economic, and political

systems.
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In the process,

feelings and attitudes of

and frustration must usually be suppressed.

Another

response is to consciously repudiate white people and

white institutions and adopt a lifestyle or orientation
that is contrary to the norms of United States civilization.

This approach is taken by some Africans at the

expense of acknowledging that they too have aspirations
for success in the society and that all whites are not bad.
In the former situation,

it is not uncommon for

individuals to publically conform to the status quo and

privately to express disdain and negativity toward whites
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and their institutions.

In the latter situation,

it

is

not uncommon for such individuals to publically express

antipathy for white society and personally to aspire to
"turning the tables" and being in their place.

Of course,

such attitudes represent extremes, and the majority of
the African population is in between.

The important

dynamic to recognize is that whatever the position taken
by an African, the opposite reaction is usually present
in some form,

whether it is conscious or not.

This

casues individuals to experience the oppression syndrome.

Another pattern of behavior that often develops is
one of escape.

This can take the form of an individual's

escaping when s/he refuses to consciously deal with the
fact that s/he is African or that there is a major racial

problem at all.

Many Africans prefer to ignore the

realities of racism and state that they are simply
"Americans," that racial problems are diminishing, and
that race is essentially irrelevant.

Very often such

people operate in an environment that is primarily composed
of whites;

they have few connections with the larger

African community; and if they discuss race, it is on a
purely academic or intellectual level, as opposed to
personal
The contradiction occurs because in their day-to-day

experience, ignoring race results in the imitation of

whites.

In their

efforts to deny the significance of

race, such persons often adopt a lifestyle and environ-

ment that is devoid of most of their African culture and

reflective of the culture of the mainstream of society
or a white subgroup of the mainstream.

Other Africans utilize more familiar means of escape
via the abuse of drugs or alcohol, mental breakdowns,
crime,

and,

in many cases,

through religious fanaticism.

When using any of the previous routes for escaping from
problems, persons can absolve themselves of the respon-

sibility of having to cope with the pressures of the
society, and instead depend upon others to take care of

them in some form.

The contradiction in this method of

operation is that even though the persons involved have

managed to physically survive in the world, the problems
which led them to their form of escape remain and
actually intensify the more that they try to avoid them.
The previous patterns of behavior have been discussed
in the literature under various labels.

Thomas Pettigrew

(1964) used the labels moving toward, moving against,

and moving away from the oppressor.
(1972),
tion,

Barbara Sizemore

an educator, wrote about acculturation,

and assimilation.

encultura-

Cross (1973) developed a theory

on the stages in a "Negro-to-Black Conversion Experience
in which the previous behavior patterns were included.
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On a simpler level, many social scientists have
written

about two classic, stereotypical African characters

Uncle Toms and militants.

Such characters were in the

tradition of Malcolm X's (1971) "house nigger and field
nigger*'

descriptions.

Implicit in such theories is the assumption that
most people generally fit into one of the categories or
levels.

Although it is acknowledged that there is always

some overlapping of characteristics, a general profile

usually places persons within one of the groupings.

Another assumption that is implicitly made with such
theories that it is preferable to be in one of the

categories rather

than the others.

This preference

depends on the values and orientation of the person

presenting the theory.
The syndrome affects persons in all groups, regardless of their particular orientation.

What determines

the severity of the consequences of the oppression

syndrome is the ability of an individual to be aware of
the contradictory dynamics operating within her/his

psychological system and her/his analysis thereof.

In

addition, the ability to translate ideology and attitudes
into concrete action is central to overcoming the

debilitating effects of the oppression syndrome.

If

one continues to seriously and conscientiously work toward
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changing the oppressive, colonial conditions, with the
awareness of how s/he is being affected by these conditions,
then the effects of the oppression syndrome will be

lessened

Roderick Pugh (1972) discussed the concept of "adaptive inferiority" as

a

psychological defense which, under

stress so extreme that survival is threatened, allows for

relative intactness of functioning within

valid structure of experience.

oppression syndrome.

a

seemingly

This is a symptom of the

The oppression syndrome is similar

to the psychological conditions of other colonized people

throughout the world as described by Fanon (1968),
Freire (1974), and Memmi (1969); however, there is one

primary difference.

Nowhere else in the world have a

people living under colonial domination been forced to
play two roles in life which were so extremely different
and incompatible.

Only in the United States have Africans been allowed
to gradually attain a standard of living which is better

than that of many people throughout the world and, at the
same time, be constantly reminded that their status will

forever remain separate and unequal from that of the

dominant society.

Africans are surrounded by one of the

thickest concentrations of wealth in the world, and a
few Africans are given just enough "crumbs from the table
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to keep the illusion alive that everyone can enjoy the

full meal.

Movements for self-determination have been

more difficult in the United States than elsewhere perhaps

because Africans, as

a whole,

have never been completely

certain that the American Dream was not meant for them.

Concrete experience has continued to verify that

it

is

not

Only in the United States, where Africans suffer
from common problems of colonization, such as hunger and

malnutrition, miseducat ion

,

inadequate health care,

damaged self-esteem and lack of social, economic, and
political control, are the majority of the oppressed
likely to have access to a television from which to be
fed continued illusions of "good times."

It

is therefore

no wonder that this confusion of identity strikes so

deeply and produces a dilemma that can seldom
on an individual basis.

Memmi said,

be resolved

"Domination, even

though it is relative, can have absolute consequences"
(p.

75).

Self-esteem

.

The psychological effect of accepting and

imitating a culture which was founded and is perpetuated
on exploitation and degredation is devastating.

To

constantly view whites in most of the primary positions
of authority creates and reaffirms a sense of powerless-

ness and inadequacy in too many African people.

Africans
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in this situation often experience hate for being oppressed,

and,

at the same time,

feel utterly dependent on their

oppressor for survival.

Paulo Friere (1974) described

this characteristic:

Self-depreciation is another characteristic of
the oppressed, which derives from their internationalization of the opinion the oppressor
holds of them. ...
On the other hand, at
a certain point in their existential experience
the oppressed feel an irresistible attraction
towards the oppressor and his way of life.
In their alienation, the oppressed want at any
cost to resemble the oppressor, to imitate him,
to follow him. (p. 49)
The major result has been a loss of self-identity as an

African and identification with the mainstream of the

United States, which is primarily composed of whites.
J.

H.

Howard (1972) referred to this as the "colonized

mentality

.

Perhaps the most basic problem has been the internalization of the white supremacy norm, "White is right and
superior; Black is bad and inferior."

Grier and Cobbs

(1968) explained how this process occurred:

The ideal slave had to be absolutely dependent
and have a deep consciousness of personal inHis color was made the badge of that
feriority
And as a final precaution, he was
degradation.
instilled with a sense of the unlimited power of
Teachings so painstaking applied
his master.
(p. 34)
do not disappear easily.
.

Concomitant with problems with self-identity and
and
self-concept has been a difficulty in developing

maintaining self-esteem.

The most basic definition of
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self-esteem is "a liking and respect for oneself" (Robinson
8t

Shaver,

1973).

Beyond this simplified version there

are many aspects to one's self-esteem, e.g.,

family, moral, etc.

social,

The aspect which is crucial to

understanding the oppression syndrome is the African
identity element, which is defined by the author as
follows,

"Liking and respect for oneself as an African

and belonging to a community of African people."

The reluctance and/or confusion of Africans in regard
to acknowledging and accepting their identity as members
of a colonized group of people is related to self-concept

and self-esteem.

To derive one's primary self-esteem

from identifying with an oppressed people can be devastating and overwhelming if one does not see any viable options

for change.

For many people, it is far easier to identify

with the white society which surrounds them because it
appears to offer more hope for a better life.

The in-

herent tragedy is that the African who does so, identifies

with a culture that includes her/his oppression as an
essential component.

Therefore, by necessity, s/he must

reject her/himself to some extent.

Barnes (1972)

explained this dilemma, which confronts each African
person to some degree.

Because Africans live and must

function within the United States, the negative effects
of this damaged self-identity are difficult,

almost
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impossibl©, to totally avoid.

H© discuss©d a v©ry crucial

asp©ct of th© oppr©ssion syndrom© without naming it as
such.

His solution for resolving this conflict was for

African p©opl© to b©com© vital members of th© African

community at large, and for th© community to foster a
sens© of peoplehood and commitment to each member.

Thus,

only by developing African identity self-esteem can

African people begin to fight this aspect of the oppression

syndrome
Culture

"Cultural dualism has always presented a dilemma

.

to Black artists;

an ambivalence which has seen them

vacillate as often as a chameleon changes colors" (Perkins,
1970,

p.

86).

There are two major positions that have

been taken regarding the culture of Africans in the United
States.

One position states that Africans have maintained

very few cultural traits from their homeland on the continent of Africa.

E.

F.

Frazier (1957) advocated this

position when he stressed that the culture currently
shared by Black people is a result of their experience
in the United States,

and that anything resembling an

indigenous African culture is coincidental or artificially
recreated.
a

The other position maintains that there is

continuum between the cultures of Africans in Africa

and in the United States.

Blauner (1972) and Ladner (1972)

presented this position and explained that much of the
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lifestyle of Africans is

a

direct carry-over from their

heritage in Africa.
This controversy reveals another dimension of the

oppression syndrome.

Africans have been encouraged to

deny the strength of their roots before slavery.
is done,

If

this

they would have few alternatives but to adopt

the cultural lifestyle of the mainstream United States,

which does not incorporate them in

a

positive manner.

It

is obvious that much of the present culture of Africans

is a result of their experience in this country.

At the

same time, there is a clear similarity between much of
the cultural forms of Africans in the United States and

other parts of the world, both past and present.
The culture has been suppressed.

Fanon (1968)

explained that colonized people are rewarded and elevated
in proportion to the degree that they adopt the cultural

standards of their colonizer.

In the United States,

many Africans learned to feel ashamed of their past

because Africa was historically portrayed as a dark continent.

Following the cultural movement in the 1960's,

most Africans have come to regard the people of the

African continent in a positive light.

However, in their

feverent desire to become completely integrated into

United States society, many Africans continue to minimize
their connection with Africa and emphasize their roots
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in this country.

Africans function "within America but

not of America" (Blackwell,

1975,

p.

282),

and this

paradox intensifies the oppression syndrome.
In the following sections, various aspect-s of the

culture of Africans in the United States are analyzed
in light of how they reveal the oppression syndrome.

Language and names

A primary manifestation of the

.

effects of the oppression syndrome can be witnessed in
the confusion evident among Africans regarding their

names and their language.
it as

Herbert Kohl (1972) described

follows:

The frequency of Anglo-Saxon names among Black
youth is a living symbol of the suppression of
African culture and identity in the United
States
Having a name in our society
is no less than having a family and being identified as an individual within that family.
(pp. 120-122)

....

Extending this concept further, one's name indicates not
only the blood line to which one belongs, but also one's
racial,

cultural, ethnic, religious, and/or national

group identification, depending on how one chooses to

identify her/himself.

Understanding the origins of names

within various cultural and ethnic groups indicates that
a name says

something about what

to which s/he belongs,

a

person, or the group

stands for.

Most Africans in this country are currently very

unfamiliar with traditional African naming .processes and
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theory.

The following narrative, as told by Chief

Osuntoki (1970, pp

.

1-4),

explains the philosophy behind

the traditional naming of African children from the con-

tinent,

and it also describes how this philo.s(jpn\-

ha.s

been abandoned throughout the years.
The child is brought into the world by an act of
union and creation by the blood parents but it is
the whole community that develops the child into
a social being and into a person full of the
African personality.
It is the Naming of the
child that first begins the establishment of the
child's personal identity.
It is the Naming of the
child also that first brings upon the child some
general recognition by the community at large.
For these reasons the Naming of the child among
Africans is an occasion of some importance and,
no matter how modestly performed, the act of
Naming the child is attended with some ceremony

....

Our people, for one great era of silence, lived
in terrible bondage.
It was then that we were
forced to take on foreign names and to be weakened
And it is true
in the defense of our heritage.
as we can see so clearly that in great numbers we
were taken to foreign lands. To survive, we took
And, in
on the speaking of foreign tongues.
time, you know, we began to forget how the
It is strange, indeed,
African gets his name.
it hurts my heart, that brothers from afar often
come to greet me bearing such names as "Willie,"
"Juan," and "Francois." But we can not be hard
against them, for they have been misled. My own
attendant, Lapido, tells me that in the lands afar
many Africans there are throwing off these names
but that they still do not know how to come by
their proper birthright.

Chief Osuntoki continued to explain that the first

names given to children had meanings and were chosen to
fit the individual child.

Depending on the particular
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culture or religion of the parents, a child would be

named after one or more of the following:
1.

Day on which s/he was born.

2.

Birth order in family.

3.

The particular state of affairs of the house
or community at the time of birth.

4.

An ancestor.

5.

A physical characteristic of the child.

The list could continue indefinitely for the many cultural

groups and families that exist.

The

important factors

are that the parents and family choose names for a

deliberate purpose, and that they know the meaning of
the name.

This process is in direct contrast to most of the

naming which occurs among Africans in the United States.
Not only are names usually chosen well before a child is
born, but the meaning of particular names is not customarily

known.

In many instances children are named after other

family members, in which case the name does have a

specific purpose and meaning.

More often than not, a name

is chosen because one or both of the parents heard it

somewhere and just "liked the name."
Many argue that names are insignificant and that it
is not important what a person is called, but how a person

lives her/his life.

Ultimately, this is true.

A name is
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a label which does not determine one's character,

or psychological makeup.

However,

it

is

strength,

an identification

which indicates to others something about oneself, and
from which certain opinions are formed, whether justly or

Africans are apparently the only group in the

not.

United States for whom names are insignificant.
a result of the

This is

oppression syndrome, which has caused

Africans to reject

a part of

their identity and need for

self-determination and instead embrace the identity of
the group which oppresses them.
As explained previously,

the ethnic background of

most other groups in the United States can be determined
by their last names.

Regardless of any degree of assimila-

tion into United States culture, people of Irish, Italian,
and Polish descent maintain and cherish their names with
pride.

Names are used to identify others with whom one

feels s/he may have a common affinity.

Jews are often

able to identify other Jews by their names and, as a
result, communication and understanding can be facilitated.

Even though many immigrants, such as Jews and Polish,

arriving in this country, changed their names to facilitate
assimilation, this was a voluntary act done because the

persons involved felt that it was to their personal

advantage to do so.
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This is in contrast to Africans whose names were
forcibly removed during slavery, and they had no choice
but to adopt the names of their slave masters.

names have continued to the present.

Such

Even after emancipa-

tion from physical slavery, most Africans were not eman-

cipated from the names of their former slave masters.
Many Africans feel that they are United States citizens
and should have names which reflect this citizenship.

What they fail to acknowledge is that the United States
is a country of immigrants except for the Native Americans,

and every group brought its names with it.

So Africans

have actually adopted European names, not United States

names

The injury to the identity and self-esteem of Africans
is reaffirmed each time that they repeat and write the

names of their slave masters, even if on an unconscious
level.

Each time that Africans who bear European names

use those names, the authority and power of the European-

Americans who continue to colonize them is strengthened.
An example may be used from the television version

of the popular book. Roots

,

by Alex Haley.

"Roots" was

the product of an African born in the United States who

traced his family history back to its original tribe
in West Africa.
it

Whatever the weaknesses of the movie,

clearly showed the resistance of an African slave.

145

Kunta Kinte, to change his birthname to a new one
given
by his slave master.

Kinte was abused and punished for

refusing to accept the name Toby because he recognized
the importance of maintaining his name as a tie to his

cultural identity.
The author, Alex Haley, who was successful after more
than a decade in tracing his family to the Kinte clan
in V/est Africa,

chose to keep the name Haley which was

descended from a former slave master in his family.
Haley depicted so well how Kunta Kinte fought to keep
his name and would have wanted his descendents to do the
same;

however, Haley rejected his legitimate, freely chosen

name and opted to keep a name that has been imposed upon
his family in one point in their history.

The oppression syndrome becomes more evident in the
use of nick-names and "street names" used by African

youth and often kept through adulthood.

Nicknames are

evident in many cultures; however, in African culture
the use of nicknames or street names approaches being
a ritual.

A street name refers to the name that a youth

uses among friends and the social peer group which s/he
respects.

It

is a name that is often given in accordance

with the traditional African naming process.

It

might

be based on a physical or personality trait, such as

Slim or Cool; it may be associated with an activity such
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as Player;

it

might be

a

name of respect or deference such

as King.

Kohl discussed the traditional naming process at
length, along with the custom of adopting various names

which are used in different settings.

The latter

pattern is reflective of the dual nature of Africans
in the United States society.

They must be different

people and present different faces to their oppressor,
their family, and the community which they value.

The

oppression syndrome results from this conflict developed
by having to live in different worlds.

Africans must

learn to separate themselves and live with two or more

self-concepts.

Pettigrew (1964) discussed the separation

of role and self so prevalent among Africans.

Often

the name used by one's family is entirely different from

the street name and the formal name, i.e., the name on
the birth certificate.
For example, a male named William Johnson may be

known as William in institutional settings or perhaps
Billy depending on the context.
B.

J.

as a nickname.

At home he may be called

On the street, among his peers,

his name might be Prince.

Such names are indications,

however small, of the resistance that Africans continue
to make to their colonial sujugation,

although they

have seemingly acquiesced to their status.

Such names
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represent attempts by Africans to name and define themselves because no white person can intrude upon this

territory and no system or institution has control over
the names used within the peer group.

These are forms

of resistance although Africans have not openly and

directly acknowledged them as such.
In the 1960 's cultural movement, many Africans began

to discover the significance of names and began changing

from European slave names to African names.

Like other

cultural forms which are discussed in a later section,

name-changing eventually became

a fad and lost

much of

its originally psychological and cultural significance.

Finally, it was largely abandoned by the majority of
people.

As a result of this period, many more young

people are still likely to give their children African
first names, and whites are becoming more familiar with
the use of such names.

However

,

few of the parents have

African names, and the children still bear European family
names.

The contradictions of the oppression syndrome

will undoubtedly become clearer as the children of the

youth of the sixties grow up.
The author would like to relate the following experience from her life as an example of the psychological

effects of changing one's name.
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When my first child was born, my husband and I
gave him two African names.
We had the intention
of eventually changing our full names to African
names; however, we did not do so at the time.
As my son began to talk, I never taught him his
last name because it sounded and felt incongruent
to me Ambe Humphrie.
Even though I was not
ready to detach myself from a slave name, I
recognized even then the inconsistency between
developing an African identity and maintaining a
iijUr opean-Amer i can identity.
My son learned his
last name in nursery school at age three.

—

When I finally went through the United States
legal system to officially change my name, I felt
very positive.
I felt strong and proud that my
naime had a meaning v;hich I felt would be a statement about me. People responded positively, for
the most part, to my name change.
It v/as an
educational process for me as well as others
each time I explained what my name meant and how
and why I changed it.
Each time I shared the cultural reasons for a name
change, it reaffirmed my self-concept.
Whites
responded to my name with respect, as if they knew
that I desired self-determination.
Anika means
goodness.
Olinga means tireless one. The name
Olinga was chosen in memory and honor of a wise
and spiritual man for whom my husband and I had
great respect.
My feelings about the importance of my name not
only relate to my self-image, but also to the
identity of future generations. Whatever contribution I make in this world, however large
or small, when it is recorded in history, readers
Bill Cosby
will know that I was an African.
narrated a film entitled "Black History: Lost,
Stolen, or Strayed," in which he explained how
people of African descent were lost and distorted
Likewise,
in the history books and the media.
time
difficult
a
spend
classes
history
many Black
to
Africans
of
contributions
researching the
United States culture and civilization. The
research process would not be difficult if Africans
had maintained their ancestral names. However,
because most Africans bore European names, their
identities in history could often be determined
only by a picture or by tracing family lineage.
This will continue to happen unless Africans begin
to make our names speak for us.
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Names are an important component of
to possess a language means,

a

as Fanon (1968) stated,

assume a culture, to support the weight of
(p.

language, and

a

"to

civilization"

Africans have lost command of the languages

18).

which would relate them to their culture and heritage.
In the process,

they experience the conflicting duality

which is symptomatic of the oppression syndrome.

The

primary language which is used by Africans is English,
and the culture assumed with this language has always

been degrading to Africans.
An analysis of how the English has been used to

negate Africans was made by Nancy Arnez (1972).

She

began by describing the official denotations for "blackness" according to Roget

'

s

Thesaurus of the English Language

It included 120 synonyms, most of which were negative

in meaning,

such as soot, murky, threatening, foreboding,

sinister, baneful, dismal, wicked, unclean, dirty,

unwashed, foul, and smut.

There were 134 synonyms for

"white," and most of them favorable, including purity,
cleanness, clear, chaste, innocent, fair, and genuine
(p.

97).

This principle is carried further in the language

used by Africans and non-Africans by the use of such terms
as blackmail, black sheep, blackball, and black list.

These words continue to reinforce the negative value which
the society places on blackness and Black people.

.
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Arnez related a poem which summarized the problems

associated with the language that is spoken by Africans
in the United States.

They are faced with abhorrence of everything that
is black.
The night is black and so is the boogyman.
Villians are black with black hearts.
A black cow gives no milk.
A black hen lays no eggs.
Bad news comes bordered in black, mourning clothes
are black,
Storm clouds, black, black is evil
And evil is black and devils food is black
.

.

.

What shall I tell my dear ones raised in a white world.
A place where white has been made to represent
All that is good and pure and fine and decent.
Where clouds are white and dolls, and heaven
Surely is a white, white place with angels
Robed in white, and cotton candy and ice cream
And mild and ruffled Sunday dresses
And dream houses and long sleek Cadillacs
white.
all, all
And angel's food is white
.

(p.

.

.

.

.

.

98)

The oppression syndrome is often manifested in the

contradictory use of various phrases and concepts in the
English language that Africans use.

In an unpublished

paper, Robert Tucker*, explained that Blacks were losing

their ability to express feelings for love for each other,
and this was being communicated in the language spoken.
For example, certain expressions, like nigger, bitch,
and ho can express love and positive regard in one

instance when used colloquially, or it can express insult
literally.
and negativity in other situations when used

*Unpublished paper titled, "Some Reflections on author
to the
Loving," by Robert C. Tucker, which was given
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In using such terms,

the speaker and the listener can

never be completely certain if the intention is really

positive or negative or both.

Other words with dual

meanings are bad, nasty, mean, and tough.

Grace Holt

(1972) wrote on this practice which she called "inversion
in Black communication."

As in other aspects of the

oppression syndrome, this duality of language also
expresses the attempts of Africans to save their culture
and their psyches by using terms that would confuse an

outsider.

This is also an attempt to maintain a form of

language and communication for Africans.

Africans vacillate in the use of the language that
was imposed upon them during slavery.

Perhaps this is

because they believe, to some degree, that this language
is not really theirs.

Fanon (1968), in elaborating on

the role of language in self-concept, stated, "A man who

has a language consequently possesses the world expressed
and implied by that language" (p.

19).

Africans are half

in and half out of the world which is inherent in the

language that they speak.

Even Africans who have an

excellent command of the English language are never

completely a part of the United States society as demon-

strated previously.
are inescapable.

Thus the effects of the oppression
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Art forms

.

In addition to language, much insight

about a people can be gleaned from analysis of their
art forms.

Eugene Perkins (1970) described an important

goal of a Black Arts Movement

Seek to liberate black people from
'the
Euro-Western sensibility' that has enslaved,
oppressed, and niggerized black people since
the merciless slave ships first began shanghaiing
our ancestors from Africa to America, (p. 87)
.

.

.

Since their arrival in the United States, Africans have
always maintained unique expressions of art which have

reflected their beauty, their struggle, and their confusion.

Wade Nobles (1972) and Kochman (1972) discussed

some characteristics of the art forms practiced by

Africans that have remained consistent.
the fluidity of time.

One concept is

Time is considered infinite in

traditional African culture, and people should not allow
themselves to become enslaved by it.

Time is important

insofar as it is associated with events and not merely
an abstract mathematical form.

Therefore, the time that

an event is scheduled to begin is determined when the

participants arrive, and not merely by an abstract
scientific designation.

The term "OPT, colored people's

time" refers to the fact that events in the African

community often begin much later than scheduled because
people do not come at the planned time.

There is an

obvious clash between maintaining such a cultural tradition
in a society where being on time is a virtue.
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Rhythm is a very important component of all cultural
art forms,

and it is important for the artist to flow

with the natural feeling and order surrounding her/him.
Likewise,

there has traditionally been a basis of unity

within an African community such that an entertainer
one with the audience.
is important

involved.

,

is

Audience and group participation

and everyone is encouraged to become

Therefore, a good program involves an exchange

between the performer(s) and the audience.
In addition, Africans have historically believed in

the unity of all the components of the body;

i.e.,

all

parts of an artist should be involved in the production
of the art form.

For example, a singer would usually

move her/his body while singing, and communicate some
basic message in the music that would positively contribute
to the development of the community.

Africans have

always been oral people, and continuous communication was
a

valued goal of all artists.
The latest attempt of Africans to return to more

indigenous cultural art forms occurred in the 1960's.

These art forms appeared through music, dance, clothing,
literature, the visual arts, and the media.

A general

pattern emerged with the development of each art form,

which Nancy Arnez (1972) described.
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When blacks promulgate a new idea, a new life
style, it must be beaten down, or made to look
obscene, or threatening to the nation, or lacking
in intellectual content.
When that fails, when
blacks make it unmistakably clear that they have
a brain which they intend to use, that they have
their own heroes whom they embrace, then white
America regroups, rethinks, and attempts to
smother with affection that which it once rejected.
(p.

100)

A few Africans began to express a desire to develop

their identity and consciousness in the 1960

's

by relating

to their history and practicing a culture that was meaning-

ful to them.

Initially, whites expressed a rejection

for African music, dance, hairstyles, etc., and associated

this new culture either with negative militancy or with

unsophistication.

As it became apparent that more and

more Africans were not going to release this culture,
then it was partly integrated into the mainstream of

United States culture.
Eventually, most of the cultural forms lost much of

their political and psychological significance for a
large number of Africans, and they were projected as

fads or current styles.

As this new African culture

became more acceptable to whites, it also became more
acceptable to other Africans who had previously shunned

association with African culture.

It was only a

matter

of time before new fads and styles were introduced that

began to replace the African cultural forms that had been
so prevalent

Africans who were not aware of the original psychological and political significance of the culture dropped

much of the art in order to embrace new fads.

So by the

mid-1970's, much of the African culture was a part of
history for many people, especially youth.

Perkins

summarized this process explicitly:
There is an inherent danger to any cultural
movement which arises during a period of social
crisis that is bordering on revolution.
Unless
the esthetics of the movement support and
reinforce the struggle, then they have no real
social political significance, and become only
sterile fads that are destined to be buried
before their fruition.
(p. 86)
A more detailed analysis of this process will reveal

that these changes were additional causes and consequences
of the oppression syndrome.

There has always been

a

special meaning associated

with the music of Africans in this country.

During

slavery, Africans used the gospels that they sang as

mediums to communicate plans for escape from bondage
(Kochman,

1972).

Even at that time, they had to perform

dual, conflicting roles in order to survive.

They had

to appear to be ignorant and satisfied around their

slave masters, and steadfastly continue planning for their

freedom when among themselves.

It is understandable

both
that through the years, many Africans internalized

ongoing
these roles and continued to perform them as an

way of life.

Africans have paid a heavy psychological
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price for this duplicity.

As explained by Barnes (1972),

The ability to distinguish between oneself and
the role one plays may be a critical operation
for Blacks
The failure to distinguish
between role and self
leads to trouble.

....

.

(p.

.

.

170)

The music of Africans continued to reflect the

reality of their lives in colonization.

during

a

In the 1920's,

period known as the Harlem Rennaisance,

a new

energy appeared in the music along with fresh art forms.

Africans were full of hope and creativity, and this was

reflected throughout the community.

During the Great

Depression and the major war which followed
form entitled the "Blues" was prominent.
a

it,

an art

The Blues were

moving account of the struggles of Africans, and the

music took many forms.

The Blues also expressed the

strong will and determination to survive that African
people possessed.
In the 1960 's a revitalization of the movement for

positive identity and self-determination occurred, and
this movement was clearly expressed through the music.
Thus, popular songs to which the youth and adults

listened and danced included titles such as, "Say it
Loud;

I’m Black and I'm Proud," "What's Going On?",

"Cloud Nine."

These and other songs related the current

events of the day, including the strugglos, problems,
and victories.

Other songs, such as "Momma Didn

t

Lie,
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"Fork in the Road," and "Too Many Fish in the Sea" spoke
of lessons to be learned in everyday life.

All the songs,

categorized as "soul music," related various aspects of
the African community and often were inspirational and

educational
Love songs expressed the deep feelings of the

musicians, and words were selected with which listeners

would empathize and reflect upon.

At parties, meetings,

and social events, Africans would often give inspirational

chants such as "Umgawa, Black Power" or "Say it Loud;
I'm Black and I'm Proud."

The music was truly reflective

of a sense of unity in the African community,

and in turn,

it inspired such from its members.

As the 1970 's progressed,

music changed.
called disco.
repetitive.

the whole tone of the

Gradually music evolved to what is now
The lyrics are very simple and usually

The educational and sociopolitical songs of

the 1960 's have been replaced by simple themes like,
"Do It Till You're Satisfied," "Push, Push,

Bush," and "Get Down."

in the

The deeply moving and down-to-

earth music of 1920-1950 has also been replaced with

superficial, monotonous tunes.

Of course, there are

still many musicians who continue to promote African

awareness and positive identity through their music,
willing
however, many of the popular musicians have been
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to make songs which do not encourage the members of the

African community to reflect on their lives.

Music has

always been vital to the spirit of the African community.
The oppression syndrome can be witnessed by the manner
in which African youth escape from reality in the current

music
Arnez provided an interesting analysis of how the
dances in the 1960

mood of the time.

's

also reflected the social and political

She stated that since 1953, soul dances

have portrayed the black search for liberation.

The

"Chicken” was popular at the dawn of the Civil Rights
Movement.

The disciplined, cool-headed nature of the

Civil Rights activists was expressed in the "Stroll,"

"Madison," and the "Continental."

During the early sixties,

several dances with animal themes such as the "Horse,"
"Pony," "Snake," "Bird," and the "Dog" emerged, which

Arnez concluded referred to the nature of the current
society.

The "Twist" exemplified the anxieties of the

period and the final culmination before the storm.

As

activities in the community escalated, and more movement
was evident, dances like the "Locomotion," "Twine," and
the "Hitchhike" were popular.

Finally the "Shotgun,"

the "Jerk," and the "Boogaloo" reflected the determination
of African people to fight back and not allow the pressures

to hold them back.

The "African Twist" showed identifica-

tion with Africa, and the "Tighten Up" was an encouragement
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to g©t things tog 0 th©r.

Th© various mov©iTi©nts and st©ps

associat©d with th©s© danc©s complet©d th© sc©nario of
th©ir moaning (pp.

111-112).

Expanding th© analysis to includ© oth©r compononts of
th© ©nt ©rtainmont fi©ld, th© involvemont of Africans in
th© movi©s,

th©atr©, and t©l©vision has contributod to and

r©fl©ct©d th© opprossion syndrom©.

Historically, Africans

hav© had v©ry f©w rol©s in movi©s and on t©l©vision, and

wh©n th©y hav© app©ar©d, th©y hav© b©©n d©m©aning and

st©r©otypical

In Bill Cosby's narration and production

.

of "Black History:
a

Lost, Stolon, or Strayod," h© gav©

historical account of th© portrayal of Africans on

stag©,

in film,

th© century.

and on tolovision sine© th© boginning of

H© ©xplainod how such nogativ© carricaturos

contributod to th© woakoning of solf-ostoora among African
viowors, ©spocially childron.

Thoy roinforcod th© nogativ©

roactions that Africans customarily rocoivod from whitos
in th© gonoral socioty.

During th© 1960

's,

as a rosult of national focus on

racism and discrimination in th© modia, mor© Africans
bogan to appoar in film and on tolovision.

Howovor, th©

audioncos wor© not givon a well-roundod viow of th©
African community in th© sam© way that whitos wor© portrayod
from all difforont porspoct ivos

.

On tolovision, most of

th© programs involving Africans wor© comodios

,

and this
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practice has continued until the present.
a

There was also

dearth of strong, positive male figures on television

programs; many programs featured situation comedies of

families headed by strong, often loud and aggressive,

African women.

Africans appeared in conventional programs

primarily in tokenistic roles.
In the movies,

the portrayal of Africans usually fell

into one of four categories.
1.

They appeared with predominantly white casts in

minor roles.
2.

They portrayed atypical Africans who were smarter,
stronger, more affluent, and more successful than
the average person, African or non-African.

For

example, Sydney Portier appeared in a number of

such films such as "Guess Who's Coming to Dinner"
or "For Love of Ivy."
3.

They portrayed a variety of street hustlers and

criminals such as pimps and dope dealers, who
were depicted as the true heroes of the community

because they successfully outsmarted whites.
4.

They portrayed a number of serious and important
themes through the use of comedy.

In general,

African actors and actresses received a tremen-

dous amount of pressure to portray whatever themes and

characters would be most marketable, regardless of the

positive or negative effects on their audiences.
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This activity in the media has been indicative of the

oppression syndrome in

a very

crucial way.

once again been caught in the middle of

which is difficult to resolve.

a

Africans have

paradoxical

On the one hand,

Africans have finally gained an opportunity to appear
on television and in film, and this means employment for

more Africans, many of whom are very talented.

One task

at hand is to fight discrimination in all aspects of the

media, including negative and stereotypical programming,
and this cannot be done if Africans refuse to appear in

certain programs.
On the other hand,

it is very difficult

for such

artists and their supporters to rationalize and justify
many of the degrading and misrepresentative roles which
are played.

They are in the difficult situation of having

to appear in roles which suit the desires of the film

makers and producers, most of whom are white.

Because

very few Africans are in a position to direct, own, or

produce their own films, they are unable to determine

independently what types of images will be projected.
Therefore, they must suppress many feelings of hostility

and/or bitterness that they may experience for being cast
in this manner.

As a result, the masses of African people continue
to aspire to an illusionary life that is presented on
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television and in the movies.

It

is true that many of the

negative programs actually do represent realistic characters and situations from the lives of African people.

The

merit in such portrayals' can be ascertained after first

determining what the primary purpose of the media should
be in the African community.

If

Perkins is correct in

stating the purpose of the Black Arts Movement which
applies to the media, then the films should "be aggressive
and armed with plays that will inspire black people to see

themselves as the vanguard of their destinies and the
architects of

a

New Nation” (p. 91).

the oppression syndrome,

it

In order to combat

is necessary for the media

to provide more than an escape or a grim replica of tragic

conditions.

Much more benefit could be gleaned if such

programs were used to educate, inspire, and motivate
Africans for positive action.
Of course, there are many entertainers who maintain

very high standards and carefully screen the programs in

which they appear.

It

is

often very difficult for them to

find employment equivalent to others in the field unless
they are able to produce their own films as a few enter-

tainers like Bill Cosby and Sidney Portier have done.

There are many inconsistencies in the media entertainment
which reflect the intensity of the oppression syndrome
among Africans.
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Some of the most widespread cultural art forms through

which the oppression syndrome is manifested are physical
beauty standards,
makeup.

including hairstyles, clothes, and facial

Previous to the 1960

's

cultural movement, there

was primarily one beauty standard

— and

it was established

and controlled by white people of European descent.

Grier

and Cobbs (1968) wrote extensively about the psychological

effects that the beautification process had on African
women.

Societal standards dictated that the more European

an African woman looked, the closer she was to being

considered beautiful.

Thus, a light skin complexion,

straightened hair, small nose and lips were prized features
for most African women.

Relatively few women were consciously aware that they

were imitating a white beauty standard and were denying
the natural beauty of African women.

Therefore they used

bleaching creams on their skin; they used hot combs and
chemical straighteners on their hair, refusing to allow
it to ever remain in its natural state;

and they would not

cover all of their lips with lipstick to make them look
smaller.

Of course women of all races and cultures have

always gone through many changes to make themselves

beautiful.

The difference was, as articulated by Grier

products
and Cobbs (1968), that white women utilized such
variety, whereas
to make themselves more beautiful or for
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African women did it merely to be acceptable.

A

white

woman was acceptable in her natural state, and if she

wanted to enhance her appearance she had many options.
An African woman was considered unacceptable in her

natural state, and she had to transform herself to be

minimally acceptable in the society.
Many African men were also using processes to

chemically straighten their hair.

These processes were

more limited because society still frowned on men altering
their physical appearance as much as women, nor was it as

necessary for men to be physically attractive.

For both

men and women, the ideal mate was light skinned, with

straight hair for a woman and wavy or curly hair for a
man, and small European features on the face.

Some authors, such as Joyce Ladner (1972), refuted
the Gr.ier and Cobbs theory because they claimed that the

previous authors had greatly exaggerated the effects of
the beautification process on self-esteem.

Nevertheless,

even Ladner agreed that there was a definite ritual that

was necessary to follow for the purpose of physical

enhancement
Attitudes changed drastically by the end of the
1960's.

No longer were women ashamed to be dark-skinned.

Women and men were wearing Afro "natural" hairstyles,
wearing
glorifying traditional African facial features, and
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traditional African garb such as dashikis.

Eventually,

these beauty standards were accepted by the United States

mainstream.

Thus dark-skinned women were featured on

the covers of leading fashion magazines, and white women

tried frantically to imitate Afro hair styles.

During

the same time, white males began to wear their hair longer

and also to grow more hair on their faces.

And then the same process occurred which had happened

with the other art forms.

Acceptance by whites of African

beauty customs gave them widespread acceptance throughout
the entire society.
to view them,
fads.

From this point, many Africans began

as they were projected by the media,

as

Consequently, it was a simple process to change

the fads and too many African people forgot the original

social and political reasons for the styles.
At the present, except for African publications,

the

fashion magazines show relatively few African women, and

when they do, the majority are light-skinned with straight
hair.

Many of the hairstyles that African women are

wearin'g are reflective of the 1940 s and 1950' s.
'

Like-

wise, much of the clothing worn is from the same period.

African women have allowed themselves to ignore the
flowing dashikis and African garb that were popular in
the 1960 's and instead have settled on styles from a

period of pre-African consciousness.

Even though natural
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hairstyles are acceptable in society, more and more women
are back to using artificial straighteners to beautify

themselves
This is indicative of the oppression syndrome

because Africans are once again using white society as
a

model for what is correct.

Even though they are quick

to vocalize their disdain for whites,

and their pride for

being black, they are simultaneously imitating whites

more than ever before.

And the African community continues

to follow the same pattern.

When a new art form is

introduced, many Africans do not embrace it until white

society has given approval.

A good example of this is

the emergence of corn rolls and braids as a hairstyle.

This is an ancient African art which was revived in the
1960 s by a relatively small group of women.
’

Gradually

more African women began to wear corn rolls and braids,
and when a young white movie star appeared in her screen

debut with braids, the media responded as if she had

created the style.

This stamp of approval encouraged

more African women to wear the style with a greater

feeling of respectability.

A dignified African

actress.

Cicely Tyson, had worn them years previous to this; however,
she was not given the respect nor credit for presenting

this style.

Unfortunately, the hairstyle is separated

from its history and cultural significance much like the
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•

The author projects that only few African women

will continue to wear corn rolls as the interest in them

declines in the fashion world.
A similar process occurred with African men.

As

white males began to wear their hair shorter and shorter,
then African males began to abandon longer Afro styles
and cut their hair shorter.

More men began to wear their

hair slicked down and wavy as in pre-1960's.

In place

of the former processes, many men wore "California curls,"

which was the result of a chemical straightening and
curling process.

Such changes indicate that Africans

appear to be going in circles in reference to physical

self-esteem because their beauty standards are not determined or maintained by them.

Even though clothing,

hairstyles, and physical appearance do not control people's
thoughts, such physical characteristics are expressions
of many of their attitudes and orientations.

Unfortunately

for the majority of Africans in the United States, this

orientation is not geared toward self-determination
for most Africans.

Throughout their cultural art forms, Africans have

manifested symptoms of the oppression syndrome.

Africans

have expressed a continual desire to create and utilize
art forms which are meaningful to their history, culture,

and life experience.

At the same time,

they continue
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to look to whites as models for culture.

In fact,

much

of the culture which develops from the African community
is not accepted by many Africans until whites have

legitimized it.

And the same Africans are willing to

abandon the art form when this is done by the dominant
society.

It

is a continual struggle for Africans who

are consciously attempting to fight the oppression syndrome
to maintain relevant aspects of African culture.

Education

.

In order to understand how Africans are

victimized by the oppression syndrome through the educational process, it is first important to analyze the purpose of the United States educational system.

Carter

G.

Woodson (1933), a hero in the field of education for
Africans, described the importance of education in stating,
"When you control a man's thinking, you do not have to

worry about his actions" (p. xxxiii).

Thus, the educa-

tional system is the primary medium used for maintaining

control on the individuals within the society, and guiding
them to continue perpetuation of the culture, values, and
norms.

Hare (1976) explained the position of the educator,

Horace Mann Bond, in stating "Education has never led;
it

has always served as a means of preparing people to

fit into the system" (p.

329).

The primary function of

education has always been and continues to be to maintain
the status quo of the society.
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Freire (1974) assisted in launching a successful

literacy campaign in Brazil and,

in the process,

found it

necessary to use alternative approaches to learning other
than the traditional one, which he called the "banking

concept" of education.

In the

banking approach, students

function primarily as depositories of information that is

programmed into them by teachers.

There is

a

distinct

separation of teacher and student, with the teacher having
the status and power to define what is right and what is

wrong.

Students are not encouraged to challenge and

criticize what they are taught except within very limited
boundaries.

As an alternative, he proposed a "problem-

posing" concept of education which could be used as

a

tool

for liberation.

The banking approach to education is basically in

operation in the United States at the present.

With the

exception of some rare educational settings, students
function as receptacles in which information is deposited
to be stored up until the appropriate time at which the

information is to be released again.

For a brief period

beginning in the 1960's, students began to ask the question
"why?," and they refused to accept meaningless or irrelevant
answers.

However, after much upheaval in the educational

process and a few changes

,

the system and its participants

are returning to a traditional mode of operation.
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What role does this leave for Africans who are partici-

pating in the educational process?

Again, Africans must

struggle through the oppression syndrome.

The educational

system in which they participate is preparing them to
function in and maintain
to their survival.
a

a

system which is antithetical

Once again Africans are plagued with

duality in their existence.

United ^States values:

They learn traditional

there is equal opportunity for all;

hard work pays off; the United States is

a

melting pot;

and education is the main tool to use in order to achieve

the goals of the United States dream.

At the same time,

reality of their daily experience tells them that the

opposites are true for Africans and even most United
States' citizens.

Therefore, Africans must either deny

the colonized status of their people, or they must suppress

their rage, frustration, creativity, and confusion, in
order to survive in school.

Inevitably, something is lost

in the process.

Ironically, when Africans attempt to fight to change
the effects of the educational system, all too often they

use the same tools that they learned from the oppressive

system to begin with.
system,

changes.

it

Unless one has been through the

make
is very difficult to come close enough to
end
So unfortunately, many well-meaning Africans

that they have rejected;
up thinking exactly like the persons
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they continue to perpetuate the system.

Every .African

educator who desires change must constantly be aware of
this dilemma and how it affects her/him so that the

effects can be minimized as much as possible.

However,

like other aspects of the oppression syndrome, the problem
in

education cannot be resolved until African people re-

define themselves, their purpose, and destiny, and proceed
from an independent point of reference.

The issue of school integration and desegregation

provides a clear example of the
In 1954,

syndrome

in education.

the Supreme Court ruled that separate education

for blacks and whites was inherently unequal.

They

therefore ruled that all schools must be desegregated
"with all due deliberate speed."

Many Africans had fought

long for the acknowledgement from the highest court in
the land that African children in segregated schools were
not receiving an education equal to whites.

However,

their immediate and overwhelming positive response to
the mandate handed down resulted from being caught in

the oppression syndrome.

To conclude that because Africans

received unequal education in segregated schools, then

integrating them with whites would improve the quality
of their education,

is invalid.

To begin with, the concept of desegregation is based
on the assumption that Africans would not be successful in
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©ducation apart from whitss.

Th© obvious

corollary to

this pr©mis© is that Africans ar© also inf©rior to whit©s.
If

th© probl©m of in©quality in ©ducation was mainly a

r©sult of inad©quat© faciliti©s and staff, th©n an alt©r-

native solution could have b©©n to allot mor© funds to
insur© quality ©ducation in schools with predominantly

African populations.

If p©opl©

b©li©v©d that Africans had

th© capability to provide a successful ©ducation for their

children then it should not have been necessary to mandate

desegregation as the only solution to the problem.
The above position does not negate the fact that all

children should have the right to attend all public schools

regardless of their race, and that the process of confining

children to specific schools according to race is unjust.
However, the fight for open access to schools is a different
issue from quality education for Africans, and they should
not be confused.

Just as an African child should have the

right to attend a white school if s/he chooses, so should
that same child be able to attend an African neighborhood

school and receive the same quality education.

Then equal

opportunity in education would exist for all children.
A

closer look reveals how Africans have been victimized

by the oppression syndrome.

The Supreme Court acknowledged

in its decision to desegregate schools that the problem of

inequality was a result of the racial crisis in the country.
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Whereas whites have been responsible for originating and

continuing racism, how could they be expected to eliminate
racism in the schools which Africans attend?

Africans

were once again caught in a gross contradict ion--they con-

tinued to protest racism and inequality in education, yet
the remedy that they sought was to be closer to the source
of this racism and inequality.

miseducated and continue to be.

Africans have been grossly
How can mixing schools

so that Africans attend with whites correct this miseduca-

tion when the content of the education is the same?

If the

purpose of the educational system is to maintain the
status quo, then Africans will be miseducated and mistreated
as long as whites control the educational system,

regardless

whether they are segregated or integrated.
Consequently, the focus must be on methods to achieve
a

viable educational program for Africans, not separation

or integration with whites.

stating:

selves
(p.

"Separation and integration are not ends in them-

— they

328).

Hare (1976) explained in

are only means to an end, that being elevation"

Accordingly, African people need to examine

whether or not integration with whites in education is
really a desired goal.
The issue of forced busing to achieve racial balance
in public education is likewise very volatile,

again have been caught in a dilemma.

and Africans

On the one hand.
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African children have been suffering academically, psychologically, and physically in inadequately equipped schools,
and the opportunity to improve their conditions in pre-

dominantly white schools is attractive.

On the other hand,

the psychological effect of placing themselves at schools

where they are considered inferior and unwanted must be
negative.

In addition,

most schools have some variation

of a tracking system in which African children often end
up in lower level classes and programs.

With few excep-

tions, Africans have done most of the moving with fewer

whites attending predominantly African schools.

As a

result, opportunities for parental and community involve-

ment diminished because children were not attending

schools in their local neighborhoods.
In many instances where Africans have gained academ-

ically from attending predominatly white schools, they have

often lost socially and culturally as a result of isolation
from other Africans.

Woodson (1969) discussed at length

the effects that the United States educational system had

on Africans.

He explained that it helped to separate the

educated Africans from the masses.

He also discussed the

oppression syndrome in 1933, without attaching the label,
when he explained how the system,
under the control of the whites, trains the Negro
to be white and, .at the same time, convinces him
his
of the impropriety or the impossibility of
becoming white, (p. 23)
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Much of this analysis is based on hindsight.

At the

beginning of the desegregation movement and throughout
the process until the present, most Africans have supported
the concept.

The stronger the opposition by right-wing,

conservative groups and individuals, the stronger Africans
have held on to the position of forced busing as a necessity
for improvement in education.

Even though Malcolm X (1968)

discussed the shortcomings of Africans' furious determination to integrate into a "sick society," he was virtually
ignored.

Very few African scholars have the courage today

to acknowledge that perhaps school desegregation is

ultimately not in the best interest of African people in
the long or short haul.
In Springfield,

Massachusetts, school desegregation by

means of busing was instituted throughout the entire city.
An interracial organization composed of various community

residents worked hard to see this accomplished.

Large

concentrations of African students in inner city schools
were dispersed all over the city.

This group of parents

worked hard to achieve racial balance throughout the school
system.

However, upon review of the fruits of their

efforts, many of the African

parents acknowledged their

uncertainty about whether this had been the best action
to take.

Most of the white parents who had been involved

results, and
felt that the struggle had been, well worth the
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that both African and white children had benefited socially

and culturally from mixing together.

However, on the issue

of whether the quality of education had improved for the

Africans, the evidence was lacking.

In

addition,

the

African children bore the brunt of having to relocate
to different schools.

Thus in 1980, African parents were adamant in expressing

their disappointment and doubts about the value of desegregation.

These views appeared in

a local

newspaper in a week-

long series about the aftermath of busing, pros and cons.*

The movement, which has placed its overall emphasis
on including Africans in predominantly white schools, has

since taken an ironic change in direction.

Although the

process of desegregation has never been completely nor

successfully implemented, whites have begun to use the
laws which were developed supposedly to assist Africans,
to actually hurt them.

Increasing claims of "reverse

discrimination" have been filed by whites such as in the

previously cited case of Bakke.
a

Taking this concept further,

movement has been underway to virtually eliminate tradi-

tionally African colleges and universities either by forcing
them to enroll large numbers of whites or by merging them

with larger, predominatly white institutions.
*For more information, see the Springfield Daily News
March 14-18.

,
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With rare exceptions, this trend has been fought and

resisted by the staff, students, and supporters of African
institutions.

In 1979,

the primary agenda item at the

conference of the National Association for Equal Opportunity
was how to reverse the trend which was pushing traditionally

African colleges into oblivion.

Many Africans realize that

these schools are still the mainstay of higher education
for Africans,

and that their elimination as institutions

attended and supported by Africans would greatly diminish

opportunities for all Africans.

Unfortunately, only hind-

sight has revealed that by focussing on integration with

whites rather than the best means to achieve quality education,

the best interests of the African community ultimately

would not be served.

After 25 years since the Supreme

Court desegregation order, the majority of United States

schools have not been effectively desegregated.

However,

during the ten year span in which the movement against

reverse segregation has been alive, African colleges have
been integrated at an increasing rate.

Africans who have been persuaded by arguments which
state that predominatly African schools are just as negative
and discriminating as predominantly white schools have been

greatly affected by the oppression syndrome.

There are

essential differences between the two types of schools.
To begin with, African colleges developed as a result of
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the exclusion of Africans from white colleges.

Therefore,

they served as the only base to educate and train Africans
to serve their communities.

As long as racism is rampant,

such institutions continue to be necessary to provide

education for many Africans who would otherwise not have
the opportunity to attend white schools.

In addition,

they provide opportunities for employment of African

professionals who likewise would not be able to find
equivalent employment in white schools.
To dismantle these institutions when the basic con-

ditions which led to their formation are still prevalent,

would be suicidal for Africans throughout the country.
For some Africans,

it is a symbol of prestige that more

white youth are attempting to enroll in African institutions.
This tendency is more a reflection of the crisis in higher

educational opportunities in mainstream colleges than of
a

substantial improvement in the racial conditions.

Never-

theless, the situation imposes an additional psychological

conflict which Africans have to resolve

— how

to maintain

institutions which are primarily for the education of

Africans and yet still adhere to the United States assertion
of equality and equal access for all.

One response to the problem of the miseducation of

Africans was the development of Black Studies Programs in

public schools and colleges.

The primary goal of such
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programs was to insure that information about the history,
culture, and contributions of African people in the United

States and the world would be included in educational
programs.

As a result of the movement in the 1960 's,

African students all over the country demanded that schools
provide more classes that were relevant, meaningful, and

reflective of their own racial and cultural experience.
Jones (1973) asserted that this push for reform in the

school system was a positive mental health strategy.
However, due to the colonized status of Africans, even
a

positive movement such as Black Studies intensified the

oppression syndrome.
The Black Student Movement was based on a dual system

which intensified the contradictions experienced by
Africans living in a white society.

The primary reason

for the duality is that Black Studies programs and classes

are supplemental.

In most cases they do not change the

basic structure of the traditional classes; they only

provide options for studying alternative approaches to

traditional subjects, such as history, psychology, sociology,

and English.

Instead of incorporating the role and

contributions of Africans in the regular American History
courses, this subject is handled in "Black History."

Instead of studying the psychological functioning of

Africans in the traditional psychology courses, this can
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be studied in Psychology of Black Americans.

Instead of

studying literature by major African writers in American

Literature class, a student may take Black American

Writers
In order to fulfill requirements for graduation,

students must continue to take the traditional classes

which are not always accurate in content with respect
to Africans.

Africans are once again in

a

position where

they consciously or unconsciously suppress feelings of
rage or frustration for being negated in traditional

United States life.

Many times it is difficult to take

Black Studies courses because they are offered at inconvenient times or because a student's curriculum may be
too rigidly structured to allow for such electives.

Black

Studies courses are almost always treated as electives,
not major courses;

so according to the basic educational

program, they are superfluous.
A few schools have degree programs in Black Studies,

and students can choose this discipline for their major

course of study.

Fewer students have been taking this

option in recent years in the face of
market for Black Studies majors.

a

declining job

These students also face

the stigma of studying a field which carries relatively

little status in the traditional academic community.
not
effect on the self-concept of African students has

The
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been all positive because the low value placed on
Black

Studies classes reflects the low value placed on
African

people in general in the society.

Yet the students must

experience this in the process of attempting to succeed.
Black Studies have reflected the oppression syndrome
in another way also.

Initially, one of the goals of the

programs was to provide a forum to discuss and analyze
the current status of Africans and to develop strategies
for handling problems and making changes.

This was to be

an opportunity to introduce persons to ideological per-

spectives with which they may not have been familiar.

The

classes were also to help motivate and assist students in

using the skills that they learned in school to serve the
larger African community.

If such goals were reached,

the classes would be overwhelmingly positive, regardless
of their status in the mainstream educational system.

Hare (1976), who was one of the original developers
of the Black Studies Movement in the United States, analyzed

the movement that had grown as a result of his work and

the work of others.

He

felt that most Black Studies Pro-

grams had been corrupted and distorted away from their

original goals.

programs

He explained three types of misleading
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1*

Negro Studies

.

Merely a historical account without

relevant analysis.
2.

Pseudo-Black Studies

.

Classes taught by Blacks

which incorporate the traditional ideology and

methods
3.

Black Studies

.

Taught by whites from

a

white

person's perspective, (p. 322)
In regard to such programs,

he stated:

These types of studies are undesirable because they
not only fail to mold the proper identity, but they
also sidetrack the Black student in his preparation
for the struggle against oppression and for saving
and building a Black nation, (p. 323)
He also wrote about opportunists who used such classes
for their own personal gain, to provide a stable base or

job from which to operate.

Other persons began with

enthusiasm and a sense of purpose, but through the years
they allowed their classes to become routine and lacking
in a positive motivational spirit to serve the community

outside the class.

The African identity of students tak-

ing such classes has not, as a result, been strengthened.
In fact.

Hare (1976) stated that he felt that it was

preferable to have no Black Studies at all tnan to have
programs which were false and damaging in the long run.
Thus the oppression syndrome continues to plague Africans

who are attempting to survive in a foreign and hostile

environment
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are affected by the oppression syndrome.

A

brief summary

will amplify the crux of the oppression syndrome.
One basic theory is that most African families are

matriarchal because the households are run by women with
fathers overwhelmingly absent

.

There are many babies

born to women without fathers living with them, and the

effect of such living conditions is psychologically damaging to the child.

According to this theory, many of the

problems in the larger African community are blamed on
these pathological female-headed households.

Both boys

and girls do not have proper role models and, as a result,

develop confused sexual identities (Jackson, 1973).
The converse to this position is that because of
racism, and the inability of African men to adequately

provide for their families, the large number of femaleheaded households (but no where near the majority) exists.
With the aid of other relatives who form an extended family,

the African race has been able to successfully survive

against overwhelming odds in oppressive conditions.

This

proposition asserts that the many assets of flexibility,
resilience, and emotional strength should be emphasized

rather than weaknesses (Jackson, 1973).

African families experience all the above conditions.
The fact that there are such differences among African

scholars regarding the roles of women and men and the
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analysis of the family is a clear indication of the confusion evident among the population at large.

Much of the

analysis of the African family has been made by white social

scientists and they have generally applied the norms of
the mainstream of society for their evaluations.

Conse-

quently, Africans again find themselves in the middle of
a

double bind.

They have been made aware of the ideal

norms of family life

— which

have heretofore been two

parents, all children in wedlock, male in authority of
household, mother not working, according to traditional

United States norms.
However, this is not the reality of their concrete

experience in many cases.

Even though they may develop

theories and explanations to rationalize the reasons for

perceived deficiencies, the psychological response is
often a sense of inadequacy.

African women and men may

be aware of the injurious effects of racism and oppression;

nevertheless, it is difficult not to continue to measure

themselves by the standards of their oppressor.

The con-

fusion continues because the definitions of Africans are

based on their considering themselves merely a minority
group in the United States, not an internally colonized

people in need of self-determination (Ladner, 1972).
The crucial point of this analysis lies not in evaluating whether single-parent homes and children born out of
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marriage are healthy or unhealthy.

The importance is

that the determination of what is essential for
independence

and self-determination should be made by Africans.
fore,

There-

Africans should not accept distorted analyses of

their family constellations by white or African social

scientists.

On the other hand, neither should they justify

all conditions within the community as being healthy

merely to keep from being criticized by whites.

Resolving

this dilemma is crucial to negating this aspect of the

oppression syndrome.
African women operate in such contradictory roles

within the society that it is inevitable that they be
greatly affected by the oppression syndrome.

Ladner

(1972) and Cummings (1969) discussed the expectations

placed on African women by members of the African community
and the dominant culture group.

They are expected to be

physically beautiful although the beauty standards have

traditionally been derived from European women.

For a

brief period in the recent history, distinct African
features were at

a

premium; however, most current styles

and beauty trends feature women who are light-complexioned

with straightened hairstyles and European facial features.
They are also expected to be nurturing mothers and to place
a high

value on childrearing.

Yet they are also expected
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to be able to work outside the home to pull their
share of

the financial load.

They are expected to be strong in times of crisis
and be able to function independently in case the man of
the house in unable to do so.

Yet they are expected to

play a secondary role to the man when he is present.

They

are expected to be submissive and allow the man to take

over as head of household and protector, and yet, they
are expected to be prepared to fight along side him in

case the home is threatened.
It

is no wonder that much psychological trauma is

experienced by African women when they attempt to fit
such a varied bill.

Some of the expectations represent

the ideal role of a woman based on traditional United

States cultural standards, such as primary role of house-

keeper and deference to men and concentration on remaining

physically beautiful.

Others represent the reality of the

conditions of African people

— most

women must work outside

the home to insure survival; women often must support

themselves emotionally as well as materially because of the
lack of a man to do so; beauty standards are unrealistic
for the majority of African women to maintain.

As economic

conditions become worse more white women are experiencing
similar problems.

African women have been suffering from

these conditions since slavery.
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Another manner in which the oppression syndrome is

reinforced in African women occurs in their interaction with
the white society outside the home.

One position,

as

explained by Frances Welsing in an open seminar held at
the University of Massachusetts in April,

1977,

is that

African women have easier access to jobs because they are
female and therefore less of a threat to white

controlled institutions.

,

male-

Jacquelyne Jackson (1973) denied

this assertion and explained that African women carry the
lowest paid and lowest status jobs as compared to white
men, white women,

and African men.

Regardless of whether

or not one believes that African women have a more diffi-

cult time in society than African men,

it is apparent that

more women are entering the job market and competing for
employment.

Findings have shown that white males are

more

threatened by African men in general as opposed to women

because they are more likely to use violence when frustrated
or angry (Jackson,
As a result,

1973).

the African woman often finds a means of

survival provided by whites, men in particular, and at
the same time, she is aware that this same group of men
are responsible for denying African men opportunities to

provide for their families.

Again,

she must repress or

suppress feelings of bitterness and hostility in order
support herself and
to continue to function so that she can
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her family.

Too often, the men from whom she desires

protection are unable to do so.

In the process,

she

experiences the oppression syndrome stemming from the
disparity between her emotions and her actions.
African men must also deal with

a

contradictory set

of experiences in which they are subject to the oppression

syndrome.

Based on the standards of United States society,

many of which Africans have internalized, the men are

expected first of all to be providers for their families
and protectors of their welfare.

At the same time,

the

racism inherent within this society has prevented the
masses of African men from being able to support and protect
their families on their own.

With economic efficacy comes

the power and ability to protect one's rights and the

rights of one's loved ones, and this power is also lacking
by the masses of African men.
In addition,

the oppression of colonization has struck

African men hard because they bear the brunt of incarceration into prisons, mental institutions, and the armed
forces.

Even though many of them may want to be available

to provide more for their families, they are often physically

unable to.

The men are expected to be strong, active

fighters for African liberation or at least for civil rights,
and they are not supposed to take anything from the

man."

white

One penalty for submitting to white racists is to
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be labeled

Lncle Tom."

Yet the same men are still

expected to earn enough from this same white-dominated
system to take care of their families.
So they too must suppress or repress feelings of

frustration and rage in order to avoid being totally

crushed by the system.

Yet they must also suppress or

repress feelings of failure and inadequacy in order to

justify why they have not fought back enough to free

themselves and their community.

The psychological price

paid for existing in such discordant states of mind is
dear.

Because the United States is still

a

male-dominated

and male-oriented society, the expectations are still

greatest that the men in the society will be strong and
succeed.

If

women give way under pressure or fail to make

visible changes, it is easier to accept because they are
not expected to perform as well as their male counterparts

anyway.

However, when a man is unable to completely or

satisfactorily fulfill his prescribed role in the society,
the sense of failure is greater.

Accordingly, the greatest

overt physical and psychological pressure from whites has
been placed on the African men because they have been per-

ceived as the greatest threats to the continuation of the

colonial empire.
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United States culture is currently undergoing

a

significant change in values and direction, and these
changes serve to intensify the effects of the oppression

syndrome experienced by African men and women.

The tradi-

tional values and roles ascribed to men and women are
changing.

Women are now encouraged to be

more assertive,

to pursue personal interests and career goals beyond

family, and to compete equally with men.
hand,

are now encouraged to take a

Men, on the other

more active role in

daily domestic and childrearing chores, to become

more

emotionally expressive and sensitive, and to relate to

women personally, prof essionally and politically on
,

a

more

egalitarian basis.
Whereas these changes in orientation affect both

African men and women, in the view of the author, the men
are more seriously affected.

To begin with, African women

have never completely fit into the traditional role that

white women previously adhered to, including submissiveness, passivity, deference to males, and primary homemaker.

Because of the realities of colonization, African women
have had to be more aggressive in fighting for self-survival
and survival of their families.

The first jobs outside

when
the home for African women occurred during slavery

they nursed and cared for their slavemaster

'

s

children in
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addition to their own, and likewise cooked their food,

cleaned their houses, and worked their fields.
So the current trend towards the more active inclusion

of women in the society outside the home is not new to

Africans.

The above position in no way implies that

African women have not experienced perpetual problems

with male dominance and control or that their survival
has been easy.

And even though they are used to employment

outside the home, Jackson (1973) demonstrated that the
higher paying and status jobs continue to go to men of all
races, not women.

The primary point being made is that the

roles for women are not new; African women have been struggling with them for centuries.

Thus more white women are

having to adjust to being single heads of households and

working wives; many African women have been adjusting to
these conditions for years.
On the other hand, African men have traditionally

attempted to imitate many of the roles of white males in
the society and the home.

They have traditionally not

placed a high priority on the involvement of women in
political and social affairs, and they have left the primary

responsibility for home care on the women.

Although they

have generally been supportive of women working outside
the home, this has developed into more of a problem because
fields
of greater competition by women in male-dominated
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(Jackson,

1973).

As a result,

African men, who have been

struggling to fulfill the traditional male role in this
society, have now encountered a new burden, an additional

role that they are expected to fill.

They continue to

suffer from the oppression syndrome because they continue
to base their values and goals on those of the larger

society, not on the concrete conditions and needs of the

African colony.
The most serious effects of the oppression syndrome
are observable in the relationship between African men

and women.

As previously explained,

the women have been

victimized by a dual set of role expectations.
in the present trend of values,

sistently being deemphasized

,

However,

one set of roles is con-

such as deference to men,

primary functioning in the home, and primary emphasis on
external beauty standards.

It

is becoming increasingly

more conducive for women to focus on the alternative roles-assert iveness and equality with men, development outside the
home,

individual beauty standards.

Nevertheless, African

women are still members of an oppressed colony,

and they

must pay a price for these developments.
To understand the ramifications of these changes it
is necessary to examine the effects that they are having

on the men.

Many men are suffering because of an institu-

tional inability to fulfill much of their expected role.
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as providers and protectors or as liberation fighters

against the system.

A new task has been

added to the list,

and even though they are in a position to perform the new
role,

it

may not be as meaningful to them as the others.

For many white males, to become more sensitized to women
can be viewed as personal growth by sharing more life

experiences

w'ith

their partners.

For many African males,

to become more sensitive may mean to give in to women, who

have already been very aggressive, without the men ever

having achieved the place that they felt was rightfully
theirs
It

is essential to note that the discussion on roles,

expectations, and behavior is being done on a generalized
basis.

The author acknowledges that on an individual basis,

each African man and woman has his/her own set of beliefs
and values and does not fit into a prescribed category.

Likewise each white male and female does not fit into a

prescribed category or role.

However, the oppression

syndrome can only be understood as it affects the entire
population; it is the effect on African people as a whole
that makes the syndrome significant.

Thus even if an

individual man or woman has been able to transcend many
of the pitfalls discussed previously, the oppression syndrome

will not be resolved until African people, as a whole, are

relieved of it.

The general patterns discussed are
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observable trends in the entire population and must not be
applied directly to each individual.

Traces of these

trends are present within each colonized African; however,
they differ in degree and circumstance.

The oppression syndrome is manifested within male-

female relations in a continual vicious cycle.

Grier and

Cobbs (1968) and Comer (1972) discussed the oppression

experienced by African men which results from the hindrance
of their functioning as protectors of their families and

self-determining creators of African liberation.

Welsing

(1977) asserted that there was only one option any living

African man could take to affect his condition, and that
is accommodation.

She stated that any man who had attempted

to truly and completely take the path of resistance was

not allowed to live by the power structure.

This view is

very extreme, and experience is replete with examples of

men who have continued to resist the systematic destruction
and colonization of African people.

However,

it

does

demonstrate the extreme risks taken both physically and

psychologically when an African man attempts to fight
back
The home is often the last sanctuary that an African

man has in which he attempts to release the buildup of

tensions from the outside world.

The home is the last

place in which he can attempt to satisfy all of the role
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©xpBct s-t ions

'tha.'t

to do elsewhere.

h© has for hims©lf but has b©©n unable
So within the home he desires to be

unquestionably strong, and unquestionably the provider and
protector.
cess.

He often encounters difficulties in this pro-

One reason

is that his behavior in the home is not

necessarily a continuation of his behavior in the outside
society, where he, more often than not, must suppress his

feelings.

His attitude and behavior may not be in con-

gruence as he attempts to adjust his self-concept to
different environments.

Another reason that the man may experience difficulties in this process is that women are becoming less
tolerant of men acting in traditional roles.

This is

especially so when a woman feels that the role that the
man is attempting to play is either unnecessary or unnatural.

African women have been plagued with balancing dual sets
of self-expectations and self-concepts, and now that they

are trying to merge them together more, they are often

unwilling to struggle with a man who expects them to function as in the past.

Many women begin to feel that they

would rather not have a man if he is going to make such
unreasonable demands, or they may feel that they are better
off alone.

Likewise, many men begin to feel that they would

be better able to function in the society if they do not
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have the pressures experienced in the relationship.

Thus

the divorce rate for African men and women has been steadily

climbing
Many African women feel that because African men have
not made necessary changes in attitude and behavior, they

are retarding the development of the entire community.

Thus

more women, such as Jackson have encouraged other women to

become active in feminist activities along with their other
methods of combatting racism.

Such activities can be

helpful, provided the women do not lose sight of the

totality of their conditions and the realization that the

problems of African people must be resolved by all segments
of the community.
At this point,

communication between the pair is

crucial in order that they may be as aware as possible of
each other's needs and perceptions.

And this is the point

at which the oppression syndrome critically affects the

relationship.

To the extent that they are able to per-

ceive the dynamics of the oppression syndrome in the

relationship, they will have more of an opportunity to

change them. Also, to the extent that they have the desire
to
and ability to change the dynamics, they will be able

lessen the effects.
do this,

syndrome.

If the woman and man are unable to

of the
they will only perpetuate the vicious cycle
a
When a man interacts with a woman, he sees
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reflection of himself in her.

She is a living reminder

of both the horror of oppression and the value and strength
of oppressed people.

When a woman looks at a man, he is

a living reminder of the pain and suffering that she has

gone through and her desire to make things better.
So each of them may harden her/his determination to

continue in the direction in which s/he is headed, whether
that keeps the couple together or separates them.

The

overwhelming characteristic of the oppression syndrome in
African male-female relationships is that colonization
makes it nearly impossible to separate individual character

problems of the persons involved from problems which stem
from outside oppressive conditions.

When women and men

experience difficulties, they are seldom

relating simply

as one woman to one man, but they represent the much

repeated cycle experienced by African men and women as
a whole.

The effects of the oppression syndrome are manifest
in the child-rearing processes in many African homes.

People generally seem to have hope for a better future
for their children as Frazier (1962) analyzed it in his

discussion about the Black Bourgeoisie.

However, evidence

reveals that children are actually repeating the same
syndrome
vicious cycles and experiencing the same oppression
as did their parents.

Spurlock's (1973) analysis of the
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self concept of African children as measured since
the Black

Consciousness Movement indicated that although there were
improvements in awareness, pride, and self-acceptance, the

deficiencies were still prevalent in the self-concept
of African children as revealed by their negative identifica-

tion with being black.

This position coincides with that

of other African scientists who have asserted that, progress

notwithstanding, African youth continue to suffer as a
result of racist oppression (Banks & Grambs, 1972; Jones,
1972).
A crucial way in which children experience the oppres-

sion syndrome is through a contradiction between values

espoused and taught to them by their families and lack of
these values being operationalized in daily life.

Even

though most children are instilled with a greater pride
in being Black than in previous times,

they are still not

reared to identify themselves as Africans and they still

utilize the mainstream of society as
their values.

a

basis for testing

To the extent that the values provided by

their families are not effective and/or differ from the

values of the larger white society, the children suffer
from confusion and identity conflict.

African children must learn to understand their status
as colonized people and,

at the same time,

to appreciate and utilize their strengths.

they must learn
In this manner,

200

the oppression syndrome could be mitigated.
in addition to the above,

Presently,

continuous stimuli from the

media and from miseducating schools help promote confusion
in

African identify self-concept in children.

Spiritual life

.

The spiritual life of Africans in the

United States is an essential area in which to study the
effects of the oppression syndrome.

At the core of the

spiritual aspects of the oppression syndrome is the clash

between the cultural approach to religion of Africans and
the culture of the white society which encompasses them.
In traditional African religions,

a belief existed in the

creator or Supreme Being as the primary force which united
All aspects of existence were viewed

all existence as one.
as one unified whole,

and therefore religion was a vital

force in the community.

In an African community,

the

distinction was not made between an act and the belief

based on that act or between the spiritual and physical
realms.

"What people do is motivated by what they believe,

and what they believe springs from what they do and exper-

ience” (Nobles, 1972,

p.

20).

Most of these basic values have been maintained by

Africans and expression of them often conflicts with United
States culture.

Grier and Cobbs (1971) described

logical phenomenon which was related to religion.

a

psychoIt was

described as 'the psychological defense device that Blacks
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use to inhibit aggression towards whites, but which
also

inhibits other impulses to an excessive extent"

(p.

2).

They explained that Africans, especially boys, have been

socialized to be passive.

Values of love, peace, and non-

violence are compatible with the African religious spirit;
however, these values are often incompatible with the

violent United States society.

Living in a colonized state,

Africans must suffer from the conflict of desiring to

practice basic values of love and harmony in relationship
to whites, while the white society continues to practice

rejection and injustice against them.
Religion has always played an important role in the
struggle of African people.

Since the 1960

's,

the Africans

who have had the most widespread effect on the development
of the liberation movement have usually been associated

with some religion.

Martin Luther King, Jr. was a Christian

who believed in what he had interpreted as the nonviolent

philosophy found in the Bible under the phrase "turn the
other cheek."

Malcolm X was

a

strong adherent of Islam,

and he based his work with the people on the tenets and

foundation of Islam.

Ministers continue to play an important

role in the overall activity of the African community via
local churches.

One of the major problems with the religious

activity of Africans is that there is often

a

separation

betv/een the church and religious life and the struggle

202

for self-determination.

Except in cases where a minister

and congregation intentionally become involved in social
and political activity, they often confine the work of the

church merely to following rituals which are geared to

provide a release mechanism for the pressures experienced
in the world.
It has

been difficult for Africans, as a whole, to

determine where to draw the lines between "love thy
enemies,” "turn the other cheek,” and self-survival
indeed there are any.

,

if

Since slavery, Africans have been

admonished through the misuse of Christianity that they
should patiently bear their circumstances because this

was the truly spiritual thing to do, and because
awaited them in heaven.

a

reward

Known as the "pie in the sky”

philosophy, this belief made it very difficult for Africans
to fight to change the system because they were constantly

confused about what would be morally correct to do.

Such

inconsistencies drained the psychological power of Africans
and left them less able to function in a positive and con-

structive manner to build the community.
Many Africans have adopted other religions besides

Christianity, such as Islam, Baha'i, Judaism, Budhism,
and various cults.

In the desire to express their spiritu-

ality, they have nevertheless experienced difficulties in

United States society.

Many people may find some measure

L
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of spiritual and psychological satisfaction in their

particular religion; however, the different practices

associated with them inevitably conflict with United
States culture.
found in dress,
religions.

Examples of conflicting customs can be
foods, prayer,

and holy days of different

Africans experience the familiar duality when

they attempt to practice a religion that is outside of
the mainstream of the majority of Africans.

In addition,

they usually must resolve the issue of the relevance of

their particular religion to African people as a whole
and the role that they play in the African community.

Health

.

The physical and mental health of Africans is a

very crucial area in which to examine the oppression syndrome.

As in other areas, African people are trapped in

a vicious cycle of events,

which serves to keep them feel-

ing powerless in a state of frustration.

Their depraved

physical and economic conditions along with the pressure
of seemingly living within reach of a better lifestyle have

not provided an environment that is conducive for positive

health

Africans suffer from

a

higher mortality rate than

whites for all the leading causes of death except cardiovascular disease (Blackwell, 1975,

p.

272).

Included are

fatalities resulting from hypertension, which account for
a large

percentage of deaths of Africans.

Other causes
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of death by which Africans exceed whites in rate are,

in

order, malignant neoplasms, cerebrovascular disease,

accidents, early childhood diseases, influenza, homicide,

cirrhosis of 'the liver, and arteriosclerosis (Blackwell,
1975,

p.

273).

Reasons for higher rates of illness among

Africans than whites include insufficient and unbalanced
diets,

infrequent and unsatisfactory medical care, undue

stress and pressure resulting from oppressive conditions,
and uncontrollable use of abusive substances, such as

alcohol,
8c

in an effort to escape problems (Kramer, Rosen,

Willis, 1973, p. 366).

Inevitably, all the above con-

ditions affect whites in the society also; however, the

effects are intensified by the colonial conditions of

Africans

Blackwell related that Africans are far less likely
to see doctors and dentists than whites, often not until
a health problem has reached a critical phase.

Beside

the reasons that health care is often too expensive and

inaccessible for Africans, their own skepticism in regard
to the quality of care can be a factor in their not seeking

assistance sooner.

In any case,

poor health care is an

important component of the vicious cycle of the oppression

syndrome in which Africans are trapped.
Inadequate living conditions coupled with substandard
that they
medical care increase the likelihood for Africans
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will suffer from health problems.

Poor health in turn

affects the everyday functioning of individuals on the
job,

in interpersonal relations,

and drive.

As a result,

and their overall morale

their conditions have an increased

likelihood of worsening financially, psychologically, and

motivationally.

With lower levels of economic functioning,

Africans are more likely to experience more health problems.
And the cycle continues.

Removing oneself from this per-

petuating train of events is a difficult and frustrating
task,

but one which is necessary in order to relieve some

of the pressures of the oppression syndrome.

Birth control and family planning

.

Another source of

grave problems for Africans is birth control and family
planning.

Child-rearing is becoming increasingly difficult

for all sectors of the society because of the increased

cost of living.

This affects all aspects of survival, in-

cluding food, shelter, clothing, education, and health
care.

This condition is intensified in the case of

Africans because they experience these deteriorating conditions within a colonial context.

Birth control and family

planning programs are viewed with suspicion among many
Africans who associate these plans with an overall program
of genocide against them.
As a result of their research on the fear of race

genocide, Darity and Turner (1972) determined that

Black
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Americans, especially young, Black males, are suspicious
that genocide is the aim of family planning programs con-

trolled by whites” (p. 1028).

manifestation of

a

a

more widespread sense of alienation and

fear as a result of oppression.
a

This fear is actually

These feelings are also

continuation of the historical and cultural trend of

valuing large families.

This value was promoted during

slavery because procreation was one activity not greatly

infringed upon by the slave system because it provided more
free labor.

Conditions were not adequate for child-rearing;

however, Africans have always been able to assure survival
of the race through prolific child-bearing.

The attitude

that "having as many babies as possible is important for
the survival of the race" is probably an essential component
in the genocide fears associated with birth control pro-

grams

.

This idea is not without substance in view of the fact
that most African women in urban areas have relatively easy

access to birth control services and family planning services although the availability of health care for their
other needs is deficient and scarce.

Yette (1975) explained,

States
in his analysis of the massive plot by the United

origito commit genocide against Africans, that what was
on the
nally termed the "war on poverty" became the "war
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poor."

In other words,

one way to attempt to eliminate

poverty is to eliminate the poor.
Therefore, .-Africans are faced with the dilemma of

taking advantage of birth control programs which may

operate for their own destruction as

a people,

or con-

tinuing to have more children than they are able to support.
The oppression syndrome is expressed through the sometimes

irrational manner in which .Africans avoid consistent use
of birth control.

The fear of genocide is very real among

a large segment of the population;

yet they must live among

and receive services from the same people that they feel
are attempting genocide against them.

Mental health

.

Still another source of problems for

Africans is mental health services in the United States.
The oppression syndrome includes (though not limited to)
the psychological problems which have been traditionally

diagnosed and classified in the current mental health
system.

This system has been replete with inaccuracies

and distortions as a result of racism; consequently, its
are questionable.

Africans do not have adequate

access to mental health facilities which are within their

financial means.

Thomas and Sillen (1972) explained that

have been
certain types of therapy, such as psychoanalysis,
the
virtually unavailable to most Africans because of

expense and the length of time of treatment.

As a result,
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they often do not take advantage of such services until

their problems are at very critical stages.

The pros and

cons of this and other forms of treatment are discussed
-i-Hr

more detail in Chapter VI.

Kramer et

.

al

.

(1973) discussed the misrepresentation

of Blacks in mental health diagnostic and classification

systems, which results in their being disproportionately

labeled with certain mental disorders, namely schizophrenia
and manic-depression.

African men and women are admitted

to public mental health facilities at overwhelmingly dis-

proportionate rates as compared with whites.

The services

provided at public institutions are inevitably inferior
to those at private facilities, and this lessens the

probability for success in overcoming their problems.
Perhaps more crucial in determining the liabilities of

Africans who experience traditionally labeled mental disorders,

is the fact that most mental health practitioners

are probably oriented towards helping their clients learn
to adjust to their home environment.

Thomas and Sillen

expressed the position that mental health workers have

a

dual responsibility to fight racism on a societal level as

well as to help individual patients.
is taken,

Unless this position

improveit will be difficult to make a significant

African
ment in the mental disorders experienced by the

community.

African
The alternative is to help resocialize

colonial status.
clients to adjust to and maintain their
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Africans who suffor from traditionally listed mental

disorders experience

a

double-edged sword.

They must bear

the nightmare of a psychotic or neurotic state of mind

with the dim prospect of receiving much help to alleviate
their condition.

On the other edge,

is the fact that

Africans usually end up depending on whites to help them
resolve the conditions that were intensified by white
racism.

Even if an African is cured from her/his own

psy chological malady

syndrome

— having

,

s/he must still endure the oppression

received help from white people who are

symbols of the oppression.

Preston Wilcox (1973) clarified

this position in an article on positive mental health for
the Black nation when he stated,

The problems of the Black community can't be solved
by the white community.
The latter has a vested
interest in the continued pathology of the Black
community.
(p. 466)

Complicating matters even further is the fact that
most Africans who have suffered from the inability to

cope with their stress, upon receiving treatment, must

return to the same dehumanizing environment from which
they came.

In their weakened condition,

they are less

able to deal with the everyday pressures of living in a

colonized state, and the likelihood of further breakdowns
is heightened.

Thus the cycle continues.

One must be in

fairly strong psychological and physical condition in order
to continue to actively struggle for positive change within
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African communities.

However, it is difficult to remain

strong and positive in overwhelmingly oppressive conditions
that exist.

Thus Africans must continue to protect them-

selves against the physical and psychological effects of
the oppression.

Housing

.

The housing patterns of Africans within the United

States serve as visual indicators that they are victims of
a

system of domestic colonialism.

The majority of African

people live in communities which are racially separate
from whites.

Historical patterns of housing of African

families began in rural southern areas, then moved to

southern cities and towns, and finally to northern urban
areas.

Although this movement was primarily voluntary,

once they began to settle in concentrated areas, it became

increasingly difficult to leave.
Blackwell (1975,

p.

141) outlined the basic charac-

teristics of African communities which categorized them as
internal colonies.
1.

They were physically separated from whites and this
formed the essential elements of social boundaries

between the two races
2.

Whites exploited their own control over the housing
market among Africans for their own economic and
social benefit.
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3.

WhitGs successfully denied and/or limited access
to better housing in the white neighborhoods even
to Africans who could afford it.

4.

Whites established control over the movement of

Africans among different areas.
5.

This dominance was transferred into control over
all other forms of institutional life among

Africans
Thus,

the majority of Africans live in neighborhoods which

are almost totally controlled by whites who live outside

the community and who restrict the movements of the captive

Africans within their own communities.

Municipal services such as street cleaning, garbage
collection, and neighborhood improvement projects are in-

evitably substandard in African communities.

Likewise,

the proportion of substandard housing is higher in African

communities.

Often facilities such as good supermarkets,

shopping centers, parks, and recreational facilities are
inaccessible or of poor quality for the residents (Blackwell).
For the above reasons, in addition to the fact that many

Africans want to exercise their own choice regarding the
location of their home, many Africans have attempted to

move into all-white or mostly-white communities.
In the 1960 ’s there was a constant movement on the

part of civil rights groups and many legislators to make
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laws which would prohibit discrimination in housing
and help
to develop more equity in housing facilities for
poor

people.

As a result of several pieces of legislation

including the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 1968, some
changes in housing patterns occurred.

However, the

ma j ority of Africans did not have the means to make sub-

stantial changes in their living situation, even if the

opportunity was present.

Again, Africans have been caught

in the dilemma of wanting to live directly in the neighbor-

hoods of whites who continue to discriminate against them.

Many white communities have continuously made it clear
that Africans were not welcome.
.

Yet the more that Africans

were rejected, the harder they fought to live with whites.
One alternative to fighting for open housing and inte-

gration is to fight to upgrade the quality of impoverished

African communities.

This is extremely difficult and can

be frustrating as the African community is composed of

people with various social class ideals and ideologies.
Many people would rather leave the community as soon as
they are financially able and not remain and use their

skills to improve the conditions.

The result is that

people who have acquired education, skills, financial
resources, and political resources, leave the community and

with them go possibilities for essentially changing

it.

The continued willingness of Africans to leave African
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communitiGS in ordGr to livG in intGgratGcl nGighborhoods
is a perpetuation of the oppression syndrome.

Malcolm X

(1971) continually critized the desire of African people
to integrate in the various components of a racist,

sick,

society
The geographical mobility rate of Africans is higher
than that of whites,

including voluntary movers and persons

who have been forced to move because of eviction or destruction of property.

Africans appear to be in a perpetual

search for better living conditions and a better environHowever, due to the realities of colonialism, this

ment.

does not become reality for the majority of African people.

Africans often move into homes and neighborhoods that were

previously inhabited by whites.

neighborhood when Africans move

As whites exit from the
in,

the eventual deteriora-

tion of the community becomes likely.
leave,

When the whites

they usually take the efficient municipal services

mentioned previously; they also frequently cause

a lower-

ing of property values and responsiveness of local govern-

ment and businesses.

Of course, not all African neighbor-

hoods are impoverished and deteriorating.

However, the

majority of Africans live in urban communities in substandard
housing when compared to the housing of whites (Blackwell).
Africans who maintain a continual pattern of movement
from dwelling to dwelling and neighborhood to neighborhood.
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at some point,

will have to acknowledge that there is
no

escape from the dehumanizing living conditions for
the

majority of their community simply by moving.

As long as

colonialism exists within the United States, Africans
will live in substandard housing because they do not control
the resources and institutions within their community.

The United States society does not value its African
residents, and therefore little value will be placed on

their dwellings.

Members of the African community who do

value their community are too often not in a position to
help others or themselves.

Until Africans, as a whole,

begin to value their own communities more and utilize the

resources of the diversity of the group, their housing

problem will not be resolved.
Another important trend that is occurring is the

resettling of whites back into urban areas.

With the on-

slaught of migration of Africans into the cities, the white

residents fled en masse to the suburbs.

And Africans

followed them when their means and circumstances would
permit.

However, at the same time that Africans are con-

tinuing to move into suburbs, more whites are gradually

moving back into the inner city.

Due to increases in

costs of gasoline which makes commuting from the suburbs

increasingly untenable, living in the city is becoming

more attractive.

Inflation has made the purchase of newly
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built homes out of reach for many white would-be suburban

dwellers, and they often choose to renovate homes left

abandoned in the city for

a

fraction of the cost of build-

ing new ones.

The path has been paved for this process in part by

urban renewal projects.

It was

alleged that the original

objective of such programs was to clear out deteriorated
land,

redevelop it, and make more suitable living quarters

for its former low-income residents.

However, what typically

occurred is that slum clearance turned to resident clearance;

residents (very often Africans) were removed from

their homes for the purpose of land redevelopment, never
to return again.

Once the property was renovated, it was

usually above the means of the original inhabitants, and
this provided an excellent opportunity for whites to

return to (or remain in) cities.

As more and more inner

city neighborhoods are being redeveloped, they are often

being valued at prices above the means of most Africans.
This is one method of insuring that the community remains

dominated by whites without explicitly making racial requirements for residents.

Blackwell discussed this process in

detail
The inevitable conclusion of the current trend, if

Africans do not redirect their energies, will be that
whites will once again populate the inner cities, thereby
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maintaining physical as well as political and economic
control.

In the meantime,

Africans will be gradually

located on the outskirts of the inner city and will be

removed from key facilities.

No longer will luxury shopping

centers and special mass transit and commuter systems be
a

priority when Africans are stranded in the suburbs.

Africans will be in a state of isolation worse than the

concentration in the city because of the lack of transportation.

The only way to avoid this is for Africans to

conscientiously choose self-determination and make decisions
about their living conditions based on their concrete

needs and resources.

Economic life

.

The oppression syndrome is manifested very

concretely in the economic experience of Africans' lives.
Living in the midst of one of the most affluent societies
in the world, Africans long to enjoy the standard of liv-

ing that is reflected around them.

The economic system

of capitalism along with the supposed democratic political

system is projected as providing the ideal opportunity for
each citizen to be successful according to their determination and willingness to work hard.

Consequently, the

majority of Africans are attempting to achieve larger
places in the system, and thereby enjoy bigger slices
of the economic pie.

The inherent contradiction in this

practice is that the system itself developed as

a result
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of th6 exploitation and oppression of Africans, other non-

white racial groups, and poor whites throughout the world.
In order to maintain its wealthy social order,

United States has continued

a

the

practice which originated

during slavery, the exploitation of Africans as an internal
colony.

Without the continuation of this permanent

oppressed colony, it would be difficult to maintain the
present level of control.

In order for Africans to become

successful in this system, they would have to support the

exploitation of other Africans.

Therefore, relatively few

Africans will be able to make progress in this system, and
even that will be done at the expense of the community.
Such actions are self-destructive because each African

cannot escape feeling some part of the ramifications each
time another African is treated unjustly.
Likewise, although many people are aware of this

condition and do not consciously desire to enjoy the fruits
of a racist,
eat.

colonial, country, they must nevertheless

So Africans continue to fight for more and better

jobs at the same time that they criticize and attack the

system because of the many injustices which they suffer.
Each time Africans fight for more economic benefits, they
order.
are legitimizing the existence of the exploitative
It

complete
is very difficult for people to fight for a

economic overhaul

at,

the same time that they fight for a
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pl3.C6

in thG Gxisting sysiGm.

Howgvgf, many African

pGoplG attGmpt to do both at thG samG timo.

BGcausG Africans, as a wholG, do not view thGmsGlvGS
as a colony,

people often struggle for changes individually.

Many people do work with groups, but unless they have a

universal perspective, they will function as dispersed

members of a minority group who are struggling for recognition.

Holding such a view serves to keep Africans help-

less because there is very little power to change the

system as long as Africans are separated from one another.

During the 1960's, a controversy developed in the
African community regarding whether Africans should "join
the system" and try to make changes from the inside or

whether they should work outside the system to tear it
down.

Although Africans and whites debated the pros and

cons of both approaches, the argument was actually moot.
In actuality,

all Africans in the United States have func-

tioned and continue to do so within the system; the difference lies in the nature and quantity of the interaction.
If all Africans did not function within the system to some

extent, then they would not exist because there is yet no

completely independent body which directs and provides for
the African community.

Facing this reality can be harsh

on the psyche of Africans who are sincerely committed to

change through action.

Accordingly, it is harsh for
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Africans who do not openly or actively attempt to resist
their conditions to accept the reality of their status in
the United States.

Browne (1970) summarized the expectations of many

Africans who often become disillusioned at the lack of

responsiveness to their requests.
There is a wide unity on the need for a massive
transference of assets to the Black community
these assets can only come from the public
treasury
Whether entitled reparation or
disguised by another name, resources on a scale
paralleling those dispersed in Viet Nam will
have to be transfered to the Black community,
if we expect to correct existing inequalities.
.

.

.

....

(P.

64)

For Africans to believe that those who oppress them will

also set them free is unrealistic, and this type of thought
can lead to continued and deeper psychological conflict in

order to rationalize the current state of affairs.
Several theories have been advanced regarding the
class structure of Africans in the United States (Frazier,
1962;

Billingsley, 1968; Blackwell, 1975).

Generally,

most theories delineate three broad classes--upper
and lower
far,

— with

,

further subdivisions in each group.

middle,
By

the largest group in the African community social

system is the lower class, and a large percentage of them
are non-employed and disenfranchised (Blackwell, 1975;

Williams, 1972).

The primary factors used in determining
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class identification are a combination of occupation,
education, and income (Blackwell).

Because the continued colonization of .Africans
the United States is based primarily on race,

in

this factor

has an overwhelming effect on the status of Africans:

supersedes all traditional indices used.

it

Within the over-

all United States society, Africans form one general

class--an underclass

— because

of the primacy of race.

Grier and Cobbs (1968) related a poignant example, which

occurred when Malcolm X was speaking in

a

public meeting.

A condescending African intellectual had verbally attacked

Malcolm X and the following was his response.
"Do you know what they call a Negro scholar,

professor?"
Ph. D.
"No. "
"A nigger I"
,

An additional feature of the oppression syndrome in

the economic realm is that Africans in higher economic

strata, on the whole, do not readily identify with and

associate with Africans in lower strata (Williams, 1972).
This is especially true in the highest class of Africans
in which the members often distinguish themselves from

other Africans by their light-skinned complexions in

addition to other factors.
the 1960

's,

After the cultural movement in

a reversal began to occur in the value placed

on skin color.

Thus, a belief in "Black is Beautiful"

as a symbol
led more Africans to deemphasize light skin
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of status within the community.

However, the divisions

of various groups in the overall African colony
have

remained since slavery.

Malcolm X (1965) discussed distinctions between
"house niggers" and "field niggers."

These differences

continued between freed Africans and enslaved Africans.
After emancipation, the separation remained and Woodson
(1969) wrote of how the separation of educated Africans

from the masses negatively affected the entire race.

One

of the unfortunate dynamics present in the controversy

between Marcus Garvey and

W.

E.

B.

DuBois was that the

former represented the dispossessed masses who were black
in color,

and the latter represented the educated "talented

tenth" who were primarily light complexioned.
At the present time,

the disparity still exists as

Africans in middle and upper classes have successfully
been used as a buffer between the white power structure and
the masses of African poor.

This pattern is indicative of

colonized people, and Fanon (1968) elaborated on the contradiction of this situation.

Africans in higher intra-

group positions attempt more often to identify as much as

possible with the roles, norms, and power of the dominant
white society.

A part of this process necessitates the

negation of the Africans in the lower groups who lack
money, resources, and opportunities.

The latter group
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oftBn criticiz6s th© middl© and upper groups for being
"bourgy" (attempting to imitate the lifestyle and culture
of affluent whites),

yet the goal of most lower class

Africans is to acquire the means to become bourgy.
Economically, the African population, which includes
all groups,

is an internal colony which survives under

the control of whites who live outside the community.

Whites continue to own and control the majority of businesses
in African communities,

Vhether poor or affluent.

In

addition, the majority of such whites reside outside the

community and primarily employ outsiders in their businesses
(Blackwell).

As previously stated, this colony is exploited

for the continued benefit of a white capitalistic structure
in this country.

Even the white worker on the lowest

rung of the economic ladder knows that, affirmative action

notwithstanding, Africans will ultimately be the last hired
and the first fired.

James Boggs (1970) stated:

Not only are we at the bottom of the social and
economic ladder of American society, our bottom
position on this ladder is a ncessary part of
the system, the part that enables those on top
(p. 41)
of us to keep climbing.

Blackwell stated:

...

a "cruel hoax" to perpetuate
of Black capitalism
hope
the
upon Black people
as a major method of escaping the depths of
poverty and economic deprivation under present
conditions.
(p. 180)
It may indeed be
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Black capitalism entails more than a relatively few
persons

owning their own businesses or companies.

The concept

implies a whole system of economics that is controlled
by Africans,

and this is nonexistent in the United States.

Not only is the prospect of developing a viable system of

Black capitalism in this country illusory, it is psychologically damaging also.

Again, any would-be capitalists

must suppress the reality that their profits would be

earned at the expense of suffering people throughout the

world
An example is apparent in the relationship between

the United States and the Union of South Africa.

As a

result of the continued practice of apartheid, a system
of legalized racial separation and oppression of Black

Africans, United States corporations have made gross profits

from investments because of the cheap labor available.

There has been a continual and sustained support movement

within this country for the African liberation forces,
which is promoted by Africans and whites.

The South

Africa Liberation Committees call for the immediate divestment of stocks in any corporation which does business with
the South African government.

There have been some

successes in pressuring businesses to divest their stocks
in South Africa,

especially on the part of schools and

religious organizations.

Due to the complexities of the
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economic system, even if a company does not invest
directly
in South Africa,

somewhere along the line it most likely

benefits from the investment of other companies in South
Africa.

The divesture campaigns are nevertheless worth-

while tactics to use, but only a total revamping of the
system would make significant improvements.
Many Africans attempt to align themselves with persons
who espouse ideologies different from capitalism, such as

socialism.

Although there are many aspects of the applica-

tion of socialistic theory which would greatly benefit the

African community, the existence of race and racism must

nevertheless be reckoned with.

Browne provided the follow-

ing analysis:

The society is so ridden with racial inequity and
racial prejudice that astute Black people are
rightfully skeptical about blindly supporting
any of the numerous movements for revolutionary
economic change in America. Such movements are
inevitably led and financed by whites, so even
should they prove successful in bringing about
revolutionary economic change, they offer no
guarantee that white socialism would be any more
free of racism than is white capitalism.
(p. 57)
For the above reason, traditional economic theories

which base their analyses on class formations are insufficient as a tool to use in explaining the condition of
Africans.

A primary reason is that racial factors over-

ride class factors in grasping the essence of the colonization of Africans.

Whites of all classes have proven that

they will unite around racism against Africans before lower
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class whites will unite with Africans around economic
issues.

Another reason

for the insufficiency of such

economic theories is that there exists such fluidity

in

the class lines that it is not always clear to what

group an individual belongs.

Blackwell explained that there are changeable boundary
lines between the lower class group that is satisfactorily

employed and the lower class group that is unemployed or
underemployed.

Because of racism, their situation is

very tenuous; they are still most easily dispensed with
in times of economic crisis.

Accordingly, the middle

class is composed primarily of professionals in service
positions, clerical workers, and skilled

tradespersons

A cutback in the funding of social programs,

including

education, would quickly send those at the top of the

middle class to the lower class because they do not have
an independent base of financial support.

The constant uncertainty about the security of their

positions was one of the key concerns of the "Black

Bourgeoisie," about which Frazier wrote almost two decades
ago.

Even though many of the characteristics of the group

to which he referred have changed, the instability of their

position remains a reality.

This uncertainty has contin-

ually led this group of Africans to attempt to escape the

reality of their plight.

The overwhelming philosophy of
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this middle class group has been a belief in the democratic

process which would supposedly allow them to achieve

equality and prosperity by following the system.

This is

perhaps the most pervasive manifestation of the oppression

syndrome in the area of economics.
In addition to the financial aspects of economics

are the social/political aspects.

Because Africans neither

own nor control the primary means of production for most
of the goods that are utilized in their communities, whites

ultimately benefit financially from their labor.

Most

Africans work in companies and organizations from which
the primary benefits that they receive are salaries or
wages.

They have little or no control over the operation

of such companies.

Africans who hold professional positions

are likewise not always able to work in a capacity to

directly benefit their community.

Very seldom

do they

actually control the agencies for which they are employed,
and their interaction with clients is governed by rules
and regulations which may not necessarily be conducive
for positive relationships with the larger African community.

Sometimes African professionals feel so uncertain
about their own status that they maintain as much distance
as possible between themselves and the persons that they

are supposed to serve.

For example, it is not uncommon

for African social workers to behave condescendingly
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toward other African clients,
clients,

even though without these

they would be unemployed.

Such behavior forms a

part of the oppression syndrome, which causes Africans
to act in a manner reflective of a poor African self-

identity

.

Others go out of their way to assist all Africans
who come to them in need, and they express

'an

with and respect for other African people.

identity

However,

it

is

psychologically taxing to continue to assist persons who
are direct victims of a destructive system, and, at the

same time, work for the system which represents the

oppressive groups responsible for the victimization.
Once again, the oppression syndrome is experienced

when Africans must suppress their frustration and anger
in order to remain within the system and provide assist-

ance for other Africans who need their help.

They often

feel hostile towards white society and the white people

who represent it.

interact with them.

Yet they must continue to function and

Regardless of how Africans handle

the reality of the injustice of their economic situation,

they must attempt to rectify the psychological dichotomy
that exists.

Violence

.

The expression of violence is a salient charac-

teristic of most colonized groups of people, and the
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oppression syndrome

is

manifested in the various types of

violence which are committed by Africans in the United
States.

Violence takes many forms, both physical and

psychological.

The violence which will be analyzed in

this section refers to acts of physical violence committed
by one person or group against another person or group.

Violence,

in some form,

is a component of all cultures;

however, a disproportionate amount of violence is usually

attributed to Africans in this country.

Throughout the

literature, when analyses of Africans are made, violence
and aggression are usually a key area discussed, and it
is,

more often than not, labeled pathological.

Many

African and non-African social scientists have provided
different explanations for the causes and persistence of
this behavior.

In this section,

the common forms of

violent behavior will be discussed in relation to the

oppression syndrome, along with some less commonly discussed forms.
The violence v/hich is expressed by Africans cannot
be understood in isolation without considering the basic

violence endemic in the United States society

.

Robert

Williams (1969) affirmed this in explaining that Blacks
did not introduce violence into this racist system; it

was already there.

The United States has been a violent

nation since its inception.

The South, in particular.
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was built on the backs and corpses of millions of Africans,

and the North benefited therefrom.

The original English

immigrants were prisoners and outcasts from their own
homeland.

They expanded and gained control of the land

at the expense of millions of Native Americans who were

deceived and slaughtered to death.

Preceding the American

Revolution, the colonists rioted and demonstrated.

Then

they fought a revolution and utilized the principles of

guerilla warfare against the British.
Historically, the "Christian Ethic" has been a basic
part of the philosophy which sustains the country.

Among

other virtues, it demands peace, love, and harmony for
its believers.

Of course Africans are expected to adhere

to these principles conscientiously.

Yet the historical

and current experience of Africans has been to suffer from
the effects of the physical and psychological violence
that has been perpetrated against them.
(1971) discussed this contradiction

— that

Grier and Cobbs
the United

States was built on violence but ethically does not condone its use except against non-white peoples.

There are various orientations held by different
social scientists regarding the origin of violence on the
part of the African community.

One of the most common

theories is that violence is expressed as a result of

frustration

In other words,

the dehumanizing and oppressive
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conditions in which the majority of Africans live build up
such frustration that violent acts ultimately follow.

In

his study of the dimensions of racial ideology, Turner

and Wilson (1976) concluded that the more that persons had

given up or rejected the feasibility of interracial

cooperation, the more likely they were to favor the use
of violence to resolve racial problems.

Likewise, the Kerner Commission (1968), which made
the official government report on the urban rebellions of
the 1960 s
'

,

determined that the continuous pressure of

racism was primarily responsible for the urban unrest.

Poussaint (1972) provided a psychological analysis of why
Blacks kill other Blacks, and he discussed the desire to

overcome the frustrations of living in
as an important stimulator.

a

racist society

Berkowitz (1973) analyzed

various approaches to the frustration-aggression theory
and provided some insight as to how this could possibly

relate to Africans in the United States.

Another explanation for violent acts is that Africans
are socialized to be overly passive and to suppress

feelings of rage

and hostility when interacting with

whites and their institutions.

Consequently, this rage

explodes when one reaches her/his saturation level, and
the object of the

rage is often displaced on loved ones

because they are usually near.

Grier and Cobbs (1971)
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referred to this pattern as the "Jesus Bag," and they
felt that it will always occur as long as Africans
con-

tinue to be socialized and conditioned to inhibit rage
and anger.

Accordingly, Kardiner and Ovesey (1951)

concluded that the rate of violence in the African community was much lower than would be expected when their

conditions were taken into consideration.

They also

felt that poor Africans would be expected to constantly

rebel if it were not for their continuous suppression of

aggression
Grier and Cobbs also concluded that the violence

which is expressed within the African community is actually
a

manifestation of self-hate.

Because the United States

society places a low value on their lives and well-being,
Africans, who have internalized the values of the larger

society place low value on one another’s lives and will
harm one another more easily.

Poussaint (1972) contended

that the act of aggression by many African males is often

the result of a desperate attempt to achieve the power and

competence which is denied them in the world at large.
In addition to the many explanations for the pathology

inherent in violence, some analysts have concluded that

it

is a natural and normal reaction to continued oppression.

The intensity of these feelings range from Fanon (1968)

who emphatically stated that violence is a psychological
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cleansing of the filth that is accumulated from living

colonization to Memmi

'

s

in

(1969) posture that violence is an

inevitable occurrence when a people are on the road to
revolt

Grier and Cobbs attempted to analyze the nature of
the rage that has been experienced by African people in

response to racism in this country.

It

was described as

the logical reaction to dehumanizing conditions, and the

expression of this rage would only become worse with time
if the problems are not resolved.

Thomas and Sillen (1972)

asserted that the expression of anger among Africans was
an indication of health, not pathology.

Malcolm X (1972)

affirmed this position when he explained that you can only
use non-violent and moral tactics against people who are

moral and non-violent towards you.

Until Africans achieve

liberation and self-determination, many people feel that

violence will continue to be a prominent factor in their
community life.

Malcolm X and Martin Luther King exemplified both
sides of the dichotomy regarding the use of violence by

Malcolm X felt that some form of violence would

Africans.

be an inevitable occurrence in the struggle for indepen-

dence for the colonized African nation.

He advocated that

Africans gain their freedom by the use of "any means

necessary

"

On the other hand, King based his entire
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campaign for civil rights on the use of nonviolent
tactics to achieve the goal of freedom.

There is reason

to believe that he had begun to broaden his position right

before he was assasinated.

In his speech on the war in

Viet Nam,* King said that he could no longer tell Black

people to be nonviolent in a country that continues to
use violence against them and against Vietnamese women
and

children.

This conflict of values is one reflection of the

oppression syndrome as Africans attempt to reconcile their
desire to be peaceful with the reality of the aggression
that is continually committed against them and that they

desire to return against their oppressors.

It

cult to accept both positions simultaneously.

is diffi-

People

usually end up suppressing either feelings of rage and
the urge to do violence against the system, or they suppress
a basic internal desire for peace and harmony.

"Black on Black crime" has been the topic of much

discussion and concern among members of the African com-

munity for a while.

A common form of violence perpetrated

by Africans primarily against other Africans is associated

with crimes such as robbery, drug dealing, gang warring,
and other illegal activities.

Africans are more likely

*This speech has been recorded on an album titled
Martin Luther King on the War in Viet Nam.
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to be arrested for murder than are whites, and they are

also more likely to be the victims of murder than whites
(Blackwell,

1975).

Even during periods when there has

been a heightened concern regarding racism and genocide
by the African community, the rate of violent crimes within

the community has been overwhelmingly disproportionate to

their population.

In addition to the violence that

is

associated with acquisitive crimes, the number of injuries,
assaults, and deaths resulting from rape is high.

This is clearly indicative of the oppression syndrome
in several ways.

To begin with, these crimes are self-

destructive in the sense that the victims are often people
familiar to the perpetrator or they may serve the local

community in which the crime was committed.

Those persons

who are attacked are already victims of colonization, and

their resources are relatively small.

Many times an

offender will attack someone on the street, and the person
has little money; so the likelihood is high that the

offender will attack someone else to get more money.
Homicide ranks among the ten leading causes of death
for Africans in the United States (Kramer, Rosen, & Willis,
1973).

In the majority of such cases,

both the offender

and the victim know each other, often as family members
(Blackwell, 1975).

In other words,

in addition to the

debilitating and often fatal effects of colonization.
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Africans ar© killing on© ano'th©r at an alarming rat©.

It

is c©rtainly a cl©ar sign of th© oppr©ssion syndrom© wh©n
a p©opl©

continuously cry out against racism, exploitation,

and oppression on th© on© hand; and, on th© other hand,

many of them continue to physically abuse and kill on©

another
Africans exhibit other uses of violence which are
not as commonly discussed in the psychological literature.

One such example is when a group of people band together
for the purpose of providing self-defense of the local

community against attack from hostile outsiders.

In

most instances of this type, the primary focus has been
on defensive, not offensive actions.

One of the basic

principles upon which the Black Panther Party was founded
was the belief in the right and necessity for African

people to arm themselves in preparation for being attacked
by the white system through the police force.

Another group which advocated self-defense was the
Nation of Islam, formed under the leadership of Elijah
Muhammad.

They practiced a form of separatism based on

a policy of "You mind your business,

ours" in regard to whites.

and we'll mind

They did not actively seek

confrontation with whites; however, they were clear on
their willingness and readiness to respond aggressively
if attacked.
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An important historical event occurred in Monroe,

North Carolina,

in 1957 when a group of Africans banded

together under the leadership of Robert Williams to protect
their community from the vicious attacks of the Ku
Klan.

Klux

They were armed and successfully defended themselves

by fighting off the Klan.

Williams (1969) stated,

"Non-

violence does not give dignity, pride, or self-protection"
(p.

178).

The response of the United States government

was to frame Williams on a charge of kidnapping a white

couple with whom he worked.

He fled the country and lived

as an exile for over 15 years until he returned and was

eventually exonerated from the false charges.
The Reverend Ben Chavis led a church congregation in

successfully fighting the Klan in Wilmington, North
Carolina.

He was imprisoned, along with nine others, and

they became known internationally as the Wilmington 10.
They were released years later after protests and organized

pressure from people throughout the world.

Amnesty Inter-

national cited them as illegally held political prisoners.
The Reverend Charles Koen also fought the Klan in Cairo,
Illinois, and helped to develop a Black United Front that

became a model for the many that followed around the
country
Even though the Bill of Rights and United States

Constitution guarantees "citizens" the right to protect
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themselves, whenever Africans organize for self-defense,
they are almost always faced with repression by the govern-

ment

.

This contradiction between values and actions

inevitably increases the pressures experienced by Africans.
For there are no more psychological tricks Blacks
can play upon themselves to make it possible to
exist in dreadful circumstances.
No more lies
can they tell themsleves.
No more dreams to fix
on.
No more opiates to dull the pain.
No more
patience.
No more thought.
No more reason.
Only
a welling tide risen out of all those terrible
years of grief, now a tidal wave of fury and rage,
and all black, black as night.
(Grier & Cobbs,
1968, p. 213)

The above quote summarizes the feelings which are under

extreme pressure, and like volcanoes, are liable to errupt
at short notice within the African community.

African

people have rebelled en masse against the conditions in
the United States many times ever since the first slaves

were captured.
and planned.

The rebellions have been both spontaneous

History is replete with the numerous attempts

by Africans to end their captivity and to terminate the

abominable conditions which persisted after the end of
physical slavery.

Joanne Grant (1969) compiled an excel-

lent historical account of the continuous forms of Black

protest that have been expressed.
The last major wave of rebellions occurred in the
1960 ’s in urban areas throughout the country.

The Kerner

Commission concluded that the demonstrations which they
labeled as "riots" were largely spontaneous, unplanned,

[Jk
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and resulted from the treacherous conditions of poverty.

They underlined racism as the single most important factor

which led to the unbearable frustration which continuously
erupted.

Turner's (1976) studies concluded that the most

alientated and disaffected Africans lived in northern
cities, were under 30, and were from low socioeconomic

backgrounds.

This profile also fits the description of

the persons who were most likely to participate in the

urban rebellions.

They expressed the oppression syndrome

by releasing their frustration and making a statement to

the entire world that they had reached a saturation level
of tolerance of the injustice of the United States.

For

several years, the United States society, whites in particular, was stunned and upset by this reaction.

Africans

experienced a victory in a small battle that was part of
the overall struggle for freedom.

However, most of the rebellions were temporary; as a
group, Africans had no follow-up actions to consolidate

and sustain the small victories won.
ing aspect of the oppression syndrome.

This was one terrifyAfter all the time

and energy and resources and lives that went into the

rebellions and attempts to make changes following them,
in less than a decade,

evident.

the reversal of the gains was

Africans, especially those in the middle class
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who stood to gain more by new economic and political
opportunities, once again began to have faith in the

country and believe that the United States had learned a
lesson and would finally be fair to them and treat them
as equals.
It

is at this juncture that the situation is crucial.

Many Africans feel that this type of confrontation is
inevitable; others feel that the feasibility of accomplishing this type of physical revolution is small.

Africans

are in the vast minority, they are not in their homeland;

and they were not the original inhabitants of the land
for which they must fight.

Because this set of circum-

stances is so different from most colonial situations

which Africans have used as models, the solution to the
problem will necessarily be different also.

Africans must

analyze all of the approaches to resolving the situation,
and then they must try to develop a plan that is compatible with their concrete experience in the United States

and also with the goals to which they aspire.

Essential

to understanding the severity of this dilemma is the

recognition that Africans in the United States truly have
no models to use which closely parallel their position.

So they must learn whatever they can by bits and pieces

from the experience of others and also from their daily
lives
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The last major form in which violence and aggression
is expressed is within legal channels through the military

and the police force.

Since the American Revolution,

Africans have fought for the defense of the United States
of America.

They have never expressed any appreciable

opposition to the United States involvement in any war
except Viet Nam (Blackwell, 1975).

The primary fight that

Africans have waged with the mi lit ary has been for equal
status with whites.

The involvement of Africans in the

military in its current form is a clear manifestation of
the oppression syndrome.

Africans have continued to fight

for and sacrifice their lives for the United States while

this country has failed to protect them as equal citizens.

They have been willing to give their lives for this country,
and the government has responded by allowing them to suffer

both physically and psychologically.

It appears

incongruous

that Africans can continue to fight and kill non-white

peoples throughout the world who have not oppressed them
directly, and do so at the will of the people who continue
to oppress them.

A soldier must repress many feelings of

sorrow and rage in order to rationalize why it is right
for him to kill the so-called enemies of the United States

government

Another area in which violence is legally expressed
is through the actions of police forces.

The percentage

of Africans on any given police force is inevitably lower

L
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than their percentage in the population which they serve.
An African policeman experiences a double bind.

On the

one hand, policemen must uphold the laws of the land, and

often this means pursuing and harming other members of
the African community.

On the other hand, s/he is aware

of the conditions which most Africans are powerless to

change and does not want to be the cause of further oppression.

It

is frustrating having to help control and punish

Africans who participate in illegal activities, whether

it

is a robbery or an unauthorized protest demonstration.

At

the same time, they feel powerless to attack the root of

the problems
them.

— the

racist system which continues to mistreat

Many police feel that they are actually helping to

solve the problems of the African community by enforcing
laws that are often inconsistently applied to them.

Proof

of the inadequacy of this approach lies in the increasing

frequency of crime in the African community.
All forms of violence and aggression, whether con-

sidered legal or illegal, are a tremendous reflection of
the oppression syndrome.

Africans experience much discord

when attempting to practice nonviolence in

a

society which

has continued to use violence since its violent inception.

Accordingly, their expression of violence is often in-

consistent and not in the best interests of the entire

community
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Th© oppression syndrome includes many more symptoms
than the ones that have been discussed in this chapter.
In contrast to traditionally labeled psychological dis-

orders, the symptoms of the oppression syndrome cannot
be enumerated one by one and filed for future reference.
It

is an organic problem affecting African people in the

United States, and it changes as their conditions change.
Therefore, in order to understand the oppression syndrome,
one must have an intimate and ongoing knowledge of the

life experience of African people.

The oppression syndrome is complex in its manifestation; however, the essence of the syndrome is captured
in one word:

duality.

Africans experience the duality

of incompatible psychological reactions to their condition

of domestic colonization within the United States.

In

this manner, it is a unique malady, one which defies

classification and treatment similar to more traditional
psychological conditions.

It

is the task of Africans to

define and develop the types of solutions that will be

successful in making the oppression syndrome
history

a.

part of

CHAPTER

V

AFRICAN COMMUNITY LEARNING CENTER
Afcom has played an instrumental role in the development of the concept of the oppression syndrome.

It

was

through my ongoing exposure to the activities of the Center
that the embryonic formulation of the oppression syndrome

began to assume a more meaningful substance and clearly

defined form.

During the process of observation and

participation in many programs, along with the interviewing
of key staff and students,

the numerous facets of the

oppression syndrome gained more clarity in my mind.

This

developmental process continued until it was solidified
in the conceptualization of the oppression syndrome that

has been presented in this dissertation.

Afcom continued

to serve as a basis on which to build future directions,

using much of its programming as a model.

The formulations

of theory and treatment for the oppression syndrome was

derived,

in part,

from Afcom; this analysis can in turn

be incorporated into the ongoing planning and operation of

the Center.

Through the dialectical process, a continuous

refinement of the theory and its application can con-

ceivably occur.
The purpose of this chapter is to provide a descrip-

tion of the history and current operation of Afcom in order
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the role that it has had in developing the

concept of the oppression syndrome.

Included will be a

discussion regarding the nature of the involvement that
I

have had with the Center and how this affected my ideas.

An analysis of the results of the Summer Project and the

case histories will be given.

Finally,

a

discussion will

be included in which it will be explained how Afcora is

beginning to relieve the problem of the oppression syndrome
in the process of its operation.

This information will

then be expanded further in Chapter VI

,

Approaches to

Treatment
When

I

v/as

in the initial stages of formulating an

analysis of the psychological conditions of Africans in
the United States, which came to be designated as the

oppression syndrome,

I

shared my orientation.

began to investigate others who

Afcom was staffed by persons

shared my frame of reference.

v/ho

They believed that Black

people in the United States were Africans; they believed
in the necessity for struggling to achieve self-determination

and independence; they believed in local community action
and control as the initial place to begin.

In addition to

holding these beliefs, they had established

a

community

center in which they could expand their practice of these
beliefs.

They utilized the principles of collective work,

responsibility, and decision-making.

They were actively
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involved in providing alternative, more positive and
progressive, cultural art forms for the community.

They

were actively encouraging persons from the surrounding

community to support the ongoing programs, physically,
financially, and in spirit.

The staff was also willing

to work with all individuals and groups who were seriously

struggling to achieve goals similar to their own.

For

these reasons, the Afcom Center was deemed an appropriate

site to use in this study.

Description of Afcom
Target population

.

Afcom,

located on the southeast corner

of 25th and Lehigh Avenues, is on the boundary of Lower and

Upper North Philadelphia, as determined by the Philadelphia
City Planning Commission's Planning Analysis Sections.

Because of its peripheral location, the immediate community

surrounding Afcom is frequently excluded from the meager
resources and services provided to other residents in North
Philadelphia.

Thus, one of the roles of Afcom has been to

link the immediate community to the wider comm.unity.

The

primary target area designated by the Center is the area
bounded by 18th Street to the east; 33rd Street to the west;
Dauphin Street to the south; and Allegheny Avenue to the
north.

This area is referred to as Allegheny West, and

is included in the Philadelphia Census Tracts # 167,

169,

172,

and 173.

168,
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Bas6d on th© 1970 Unit6d Statss C6nsus R6port, th©

population of this ar©a is 93,5 p©rc©nt Black.

Th© ag©

distribution is vari©d, with 42.1 p©rc©nt p©rsons und©r
ag© 20,

and 36.5 p©rc©nt p©rsons ag© 65 or ov©r.

Accord-

ing to th© compr©h©nsiv© housing study of th© Philad©lphia

Planning Commission in 1973, this ar©a is charact©riz©d
in g©n©ral by blight and a d©t©riorat ing community fabric.
In particular,

th© following probl©ms hav© b©©n cit©d by

fact-finding studies conducted by Afcom and governmental
agencies’:

substandard housing; inadequate health facilities;

poor nutritional habits;

inadequate municipal services;

declining business sections; drug dependence and alcohol
abuse; vandalism and alienated youth; high crime rate;

un/underemployment; demoralized and despairing men and women;
poor performance of the area's schools; family and marital
conflicts; increasing negative self-image resulting in

ineffective living in the present and loss of hope for
the future.
A

statistical analysis done by the Philadelphia Public

Schools in 1976 revealed that approximately 65 percent of

elementary and 80 percent of secondary school pupils
attending schools in the immediate area scored below the
50th percentile in standardized reading scores.

Almost

23 percent of the population was designated as living in

overcrowded housing conditions according to the 1970
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Philadelphia Census Tracts.

The Census also determined

that 26 percent persons lived in multi-unit
structures

and over 13 percent of the housing units were vacant,
with
most of them being unavailable for use.

The above demographic description of the community

surrounding Afcom is typical of African inner city comfnu.nities

throughout the country.

The average percentage

of Africans who live below the official poverty line is

over 25 percent in cities with African populations of

100,000 or more (Blackwell, 1975).

Ninety-five percent

of the children who participated in the Afcom Summer Pro-

ject lived within the Allegheny West area.

History of Afcom

.

The Afcom Center is located in a church

building, previously named St. Bartholomew's Church,

which is owned by the Episcopal Diocese of Philadelphia.

Beginning in 1966, the first floor of the church was used
by the Philadelphia Board of Education to operate a Get
Set Day Care Center.

In 1976,

the small church congregation

was formally disbanded, and the second floor of the pre-

mises was made available for community use.

After a three-

month planning process, the Center was opened by

a

group

of young adults who resided in the immediate community.

On April 17,

1976,

the Afcom Learning Center was officially

opened with an all-day festival which announced its existence to the community.

1
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During th© first four ysars, Afcom functionsd with a

completely volunteer staff of approximately 20 people,
including a core administrative group of nine.
the Get Set Program relocated,

1978,

and Afcom now used the

entire building for its programs.
a small

In

The Center was awarded

two-year grant from the Episcopal Diocese Mission

Fund in 1980 to partly cover the salaries of three

administrative staff members.

The remainder of the staff

has continued to work in a volunteer status, or they are

compensated from the fees charged for workshops and classes.
The staff of the Summer Day Camp are paid from the fees

collected.

Ideological Orientation .*

Afcom believes that an ideology

is a set of principles that is drawn from the historical

experience of a particular people, and as such, provides
guidelines for action and change in the direction desired
by the people.

The following gives the basis of Afcom'

ideology

Afcom is an organization based on Pan-Af rikanist
development. Black nationalism, and traditional Afrikan
values
We believe and advocate the concept of PanAfrikanism which maintains that all people of Afrikan
descent are one people with a common heritage and a common
The unification and liberation of Afrika and
struggle.
We
and Afrikan people is the goal of Pan-Af rikanism
1.

.

*This information can be found
Manual

’in

the 1980 Afcom Staff
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understand that Afrika is our motherland, our homeland and
our land base.
This is not to suggest that the answer to
our problems and oppression is simply a return to Afrika
oi that vve should not struggle against the oppression
and
injustices in Amerika.
We feel that Afrikan people must
struggle for freedom wherever we are; however, we must
see the relationship between our struggles here and the
struggles of brothers and sisters in Afrika and the diaspora.
We are oppressed by the same forces and realize that no
Afrikan will be free until all Afrikans are free. We must
take an international perspective of our lives and struggles
because we are an international people.

—

2.
We believe that we must form a system economical,
political, cultural different from the oppressive euroamerikan system.
We believe that the question of racism
the exploitation on the basis of race
is a historical
issue.
It is the number one problem in the 20th century
and must be eliminated before any humane society can exist.
We do not believe that just by changing the economic or
political system (i.e., adopting socialism) racism will
be eliminated.
Capitalism, an economic system based on
the exploitation of the many by the few is an enemy of
Afrikan people.
In Amerika, 2% of the population controls
80% of the wealth.

—

—

We believe that our collective movement must
3.
address itself to revolutionary culture, values and principles that stimulate and motivate Afrikan people toward
liberation and redevelopment. Afrikans in amerka have
internalized and practiced the destructive culture of euroamerikan society (individualism, materialism, exploitaWe advocate the adaptation of liberated
tion, etc.).
culture

Often in our daily work and struggle for liberation,
we don't realize how important values and lifestyles are
Afcom has adopted the
to our growth and development.
value system that crosses
Saba
is
a
The Nguzo
Nguzo Saba.
known political and religious beliefs. You can be a Black
Christian Nationalist, Muslim, Pan-Af rikanist and
It takes into
believe, act, and live by the Nguzo Saba.
account the political, social, economic, and psychological
situation that Africans in america are subjected to.
All of the values can be found in traditional Afrikan
However, this value system is rational and
society.
modern enough in its orientation to allow the exchange of
goods and services within american society, yet never
becomes a reflection of it on the level of values and
lifestyles
,

250

Umo j a (Unity)
To strive for and maintain unity in
the family, community, nation, and race.
.

Kuj ichagulia ( Self-determination )
To define ourselves, name ourselves, and speak for ourselves.
.

Uj ima (Collective work and responsibility)

.

To build

and maintain our community together.

Ujamaa (Co-operative economics)
To build and maintain our own stores, shops, and other businesses and to
profit together from them.
.

Nia ( Purpose
To make as our collective vocation
the building and developing of our community in order to
restore our people to their traditional greatness.
.

Kuumba (Creativity)
To do always as much as we can,
our
community
more beautiful and beneficial
in order to leave
than when we inherited it.
.

To believe with all our hearts in our
Imani (Faith)
parents, teachers, and our leaders, and our people and
in the righteousness and victory of our struggle.
.

Goals of the Center

Following are the goals which the

.*

Center is committed to achieve.
1.

To provide educational and tutoring services to

residents of all ages in the community, with emphasis on
basic education and skills enabling persons to perform

more satisfactorily in traditional schools and to find

meaningful employment

.

To tap the natural energies and

interests that African children demonstrate in African

concepts and channel these towards the strengthening of

basic educational skills.

Afcom Pro
*This information can be found in the 1976

posal
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2.

To provide a cultural awareness program which will

inform residents of the roots of Africans in the United
States.

This will counteract myths and stereotypes and

contribute to a positive self-image.

To develop individuals'

sense of self-discipline and expression by creative work
in the arts.
3.

To foster a respect for age, acceptance of legiti-

mate authority, and participation in healthy and supportive
family relationships.

This includes socializing experiences

in the African concept of the extended family.
4.

To counteract cynicism, despair, and counter-

productive behavior and self-destructive violence by providing experiences which serve as a basis for hope.
5.

To estblish a community action group to respond

to the problems identified by local residents.
6.

To provide recreational opportunities and leisure-

time activities for young people as one way of contributing to personal growth and communal action.
7.

To develop the Center into an economically self-

reliant, self-sustaining unit of change and support for
the community.

Structure of Afcom
Staff.

.

The staff consists of a cross-section of the

African community.

It

includes volunteers and a core
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administrative staff.

The Center is administered on the

basis of consensus and shared leadership.
the goals and objectives of
on its own assumptions.
is shared,

It

is basic to

that the staff operate

./\fcom

This means that decision-making

work is collective, and rewards are communal.

Thus staff members learn from one another while contributing to one another's individual growth.

There is a

coordinator of the center and two assistant coordinators
who administer the various affairs of the Center.

Program

.

The program at Afcom has undergone many

changes since the inception of the Center according to
the expressed and implied needs and interests of the

community residents.

In addition,

the program has been

periodically restructured to forms which are more conducive to the full utilization of available staff.
Currently, the ongoing programs at the center include the

following
1.

Classes

— include

tutoring in reading, mathematics,

and science; Afrikan history and culture program; arts and

crafts; Theatre of the Black Experience (in planning stages);

and additional classes as developed throughout the year.
2.

Information Network

— series

of films,

lectures,

and workshops
3.

Poetry Circle.

4.

Community News Bulletin

— (in

planning stages).
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5.

Community Action Group

— composed

of local residents

and members of the institution who work on solutions to

community problems.
6.

Small Cultural Programs--educat ional and cultural

programs featuring local performing artists and speakers.
7.

Major Programs

— programs

featuring nationally-

known speakers or groups along with local performing artists.
8.

Economic Development Projects (towards Ujamaa)

projects cooperatively operated by members of the Afcom
extended family in order to develop an independent source
of revenue.
9.

Summer Day Camp

—a

six-week program for children

that is held annually during the summer.

Committees

.

Much of the planning and work at Afcom

is done through the internal committees.

All members must

work on at least one of these committees.

The following

is a description of the committees (additional ones are

added as needed)
1.

Economic development

— responsible

for developing,

implementing, and coordination of independent economic

projects; proposal writing and solicitation of funds through
grants; planning,

implementation and coordination of all

fund raisers
2.

Community action

— responsible

for developing a

working relationship with churches, organizations.
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institutions,

residents, and businesses in the immediate

community, conducting regular meetings with the Community

Action Group; distribution of the News Bulletin.
3.

Security

— maintaining

security within the institu-

tion at all times.
4.

Of f ice--coordination and management of all clerical

and office activities.
5.

Communications

— responsible

for maintaining internal

communications and promoting sound public relations through
the maintenance of external communications and information.

Author's involvement with center

.

I

the Afcom Center since its beginning.

have been involved with
I

have helped in

the planning of activities and their implementation.

I

have volunteered much time in working with fund-raising
activities.

I

have participated in staff development and

planning meetings and provided consultation from the perspective of one who did not live in the Philadelphia area.
I

have given workshops at Afcom and represented the

Center at other programs throughout the city.

I

have

assisted in the recruitment of additional staff and often
provided moral support and encouragement when needed.

I

have spent time merely observing the operation of classes
and the interaction among students and staff.

Although not

a full-time or regular member of the Afcom staff,

I

have

supported the program and continue to identify with its
success

Afcom Interview Pro.ject

Description of Summer Day Camp

.

The Afcom Summer Day Camp

is a six-week program which aims to provide a positive

identity, purpose, and direction for African children during the summer months.

ages

5-12.

It

is held annually for children

The children are grouped into tribes accord-

ing to age and maturity.

They attend classes several

times weekly in reading, mathematics, African history,
swahili, and arts and crafts.

Each day they participate

in a group assembly at the opening and close of the ses-

sion.

In the assembly,

they learn songs, chants, and

inspirational information.

They also have an opportunity

to share their thoughts and feelings with the staff and

other participants.

Weekly trips are made to recreational

and cultural facilities.

In addition,

the children have

daily recreation which may include swimming or sports
activities.

They are shown films on a weekly basis and

are also able to participate in the larger programs that

are sponsored by the Center.

At the end of the Day Camp

Program, the children hold a program which incorporates

what they have learned, and their families and friends
are invited to attend.
to the purpose,

Parents are given an orientation

goals, and structure of the Summer Day

Camp and must attend a biweekly parents' meeting.

These

meetings consist of workshops and presentations on

a
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variety of relevant topics.

They are encouraged to share

in the educational experience of their children.

Description of interview project

The children who par-

.

ticipated in the 1978 Summer Day Camp were registered
during the weeks

June 26

-

July

5.

During registration,

all parents of children who were at least seven years old

were given a copy of a statement which briefly explained
the general nature of the interviews that were to take
place.

Permission for their child(ren) to be interviewed

was requested.

Out of 54 possible children, all were

given permission to participate.

Two of the interviews

were disqualified because of incompletion due to unforseen
circumstances.

Two additional interviews were disqualified

because the childrens' verbal participation was insufficient
to produce a meaningful conversation.

I

finally used the

results of 50 interviews made during the registration
period.

Twelve additional children entered the camp

midway during its operation, and they were interviewed
during the week after the camp closed.
Each child was taken individually to a private part
of the building.

The interviewer briefly explained what

they were getting ready to do and the reasons why.

They

were assured that there were no right or wrong answers,
that they would not get into trouble for any of their

responses, and that the interviewer would not directly tell
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what they said.
a

response.

I

read each question and allowed time for

If the child did not understand a particular

question,

it was

clarity.

Additional probing

repeated in a different form for more
questions were asked when

necessary to ascertain more information or clarification.
The staff was then interviewed during the following

three weeks.

After conducting the initial interviews

during the registration period,
of the program.
I

I

remained throughout most

I

observed many assemblies and classes;

helped serve lunch and ate with the group;

present at the closing program.

I

Periodically,

was also
I

consulted

with various staff members regarding the programs of the
Day Camp and the children and offered suggestions for

changes when solicited.

gained a fairly thorough

I

familiarity with the operation of the Afcom Summer Day
Camp

Results of children's interviews

.

Fifty children were

interviewed during the registration period of the Summer
Day Camp.

There were 32 boys and 18 girls, with 36 children

between the ages of

8 -

11

,

and 9 being the modal age.

Thirty children were in grades ranging from
third grade being the mode.

3-5,

with the

Thirty-nine stated that attend-

ing the summer camp was their first visit to Afcom.

eight lived within the Allegheny West Area.

Forty-
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Category

I

.

The vast majority of the children, 41,

indicated that they felt a basic satisfaction with themselves based on the prevalence of positive statements in
their responses and

.the

absence of negative ones.

Examples

of responses which indicated basic satisfaction are:
I

I

I

like myself a lot.
I get along with most people
and I respect my parents.
don't want to change anything except maybe I could
be taller.
do well in school and have fun with my friends.

Examples of responses which indicate basic dissatisfaction
are
I

I
I

hang around bad people and I always end up doing
things that I'm sorry for.
wish I could control myself more.
really don't know about that.
(In response to
"Do you like yourself?").

Three of the children who were categorized as being basically dissatisfied stated that they wished that they could
be babies again because babies get all the attention,

and

they get taken care of.

Twenty children stated that they would prefer to be
called Black, and this was the modal category.

Twelve

children stated other, but six of them gave the alternative
of Bilalian as the preferred term, and three stated

American.

There were seven or fewer responses in the

remaining categories, with Afro-.American having the smallest
number,

three.
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Out of a total of 100 possible responses,

78 responses

stated the person(s) whom the interviewees wanted to
be
like when they grew up.

named by 40.

A

parent or close relative was

The second largest category included sports

figures and entertainers, with 17 responses.

Only five

named traditional African leaders, and seven named traditional non-African leaders.

male or female.

Three children named no one,

Examples of the most commonly named

sports figures or entertainers were:
Jackson, and Stevie Wonder.

Dr.

J.,

Reggie

Martin Luther King, Jr. was

named most often as an African leader.

The most commonly

named non-African leaders were presidents, including
George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Jimmy Carter.

Category II

Almost 60 percent (29) of the children

.

stated that they would prefer attending schools that were
all Black and separated from whites and would also prefer

living separate from whites.

They overwhelmingly, 39,

reported liking their neighborhoods.

Thirty-two felt that

Blacks had problems as a group, and the reasons given were
almost evenly divided between blaming the system and

blaming the group.
Category III

.

In the definition of what makes a

person Black, very few children made any reference to

Africa or Africans (9).

The majority referred to color.
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Most stated that whites either felt basically just like

everyone else about themselves or they stated that they
didn

t

know (30)

.

Twelve children expressed feelings of superi-

ority on the part of whites, and eight claimed that they
thought whites felt bad about being white.

Examples of

perceived feelings of white superiority are:
They're glad they are white.
better than us.

They think they are

They feel free.
The cops let white kids slide when
they do something, and they don't let blacks
slide

Examples of perceived feelings of negativity are:
A lot of white people wish they were black because
they want to be like us.

They feel bad about being white.

Responses to whether Black men or women had a harder
time were evenly divided (men

— 20,

women--22); however,

26 felt that boys had a harder time as opposed to 17 who

felt that girls had it harder.

The primary reason given

for the hard time of boys was having to fight.

Eight

children stated that they thought that men, women, boys,
and girls had an equally difficult time.

The overwhelming

majority of the children, 35, stated that they believed
things were getting better for Blacks.

Post-camp interviews

.

All but one of the children

in the post-camp interview group enthusiastically reported

that they liked the Summer Day Camp, and the dissenter

261

rGpliGcl

that it was

okay."

Thoir rosponsGS followGd

pattGrns similar to thG majority of the children who had
been interviewed earlier, with several exceptions.
of the 12 children,

for Black people.

Out

felt that things were getting worse

8

Also eight children gave the term

African as their preference of what to be called.

Nine

made reference to Africa in their explanation of what makes
a

person Black.

Discussion of results

.

The results of the interviews con-

ducted at the Afcom Summer Day Camp revealed the following
profile of the average child who participated in the project.
Out of a total of 90 children who attended the Camp, 62

participated in the interview project.

Most of the partici-

pants in the project were boys between the ages of
11 who were in grades 2 to 5.

8

and

They expressed a basic

satisfaction with themselves, and family members were

overwhelmingly identified as the primary role models in
their lives.

They preferred to be identified as Black,

although they expressed very little awareness of what this
actually meant.

They expressed only a small amount of

identification with terms and concepts specifically referring to Africa or African people.

Their primary reference

group was the people in their family and in their immediate
neighborhood.

They liked their neighborhood and preferred to

live and go to school in a predominantly Black environment.
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Their sociopolitical awareness of the overall conditions of African people was limited although they perceived
that Blacks did have problems which were caused by intra-

group differences along with systemic factors.

Their

personal contact with whites had been minimal up to that
point in their lives, and they had not formed very clear
ideas about the nature and role of whites in this country.

Their general outlook on life was optimistic, and they
felt that things were getting better for Black people.

The children who had entered late and were interviewed
at the end of the program,

with a few differences.

basically fitted the same prof ile

Their sociopolitical awareness

was broader and they were more willing to identify them-

selves explicitly as Africans.

They also felt that things

were not really so good for Black people and were getting

worse
The previous profiles indicate that the African children who were interviewed showed signs of positive, healthy

attitudes about themselves and their community.
children

of. that

age,

For most

the major role models were family

members, and their world was fairly small, consisting

primarily of family, immediate neighborhood, and school.
Their world has meaning for them through their interaction
with these three groups.

They were internalizing the

cultural influences on them although they may not have been
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consciously aware of this or able to articulate

it.

Powell

(1973) described the cultural influences on growing chil-

dren as follows:
(a) What other people do to the child, (b) what
other people consciously teach the child, and
(c) the behavior of other people observed by
the child.
(p. 309)

The self-perception on the part of the children was

evidence of the emergence of the oppression

syndrome.

Insofar as the oppression syndrome is based on the con-

flicting duality of the psyche of Africans, the children

were already beginning to create this dual perception
of the world around them.

Although they invariably reported

problems in school, around their neighborhood, and at home,
they claimed to like their neighborhood and their lives.

They wanted to be like their parents and expressed the

feeling that everything was fine.

It

is very likely that

as the children grow older and venture farther away from

the security of their childhood world, they will increas-

ingly become exposed to the horrors of the colonization

experience
Based on the previously cited demographics of the area,
it

is also very likely that many of the children will end

up as victims of poverty,
crime,

inadequate education and housing,

and feelings of powerlessness.

As they realize that

their idealized parents and family members and their supportive neighborhood friends are unable to substantially
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alter the conditions, they will probably have to do
some
form of psychological adjustment in order to remain so

positive or to keep functioning.

The overcrowded, sub-

standard, and crime-infested homes and streets which they
loved as children may cease to be as appealing.
for the majority of them,

equivalent place.

But

it will still remain home,

or an

So they will have to develop a mechanism

to protect themselves from the frustration of perceiving

the reality of this horror and the reality of their sense
of powerlessness to change.
It has been

demonstrated that the group that most of

these children will grow up to be in (male, urban, low
income,
tion,

low educational status) experiences more aliena-

fear of genocide, and inclination toward separatism

(Turner,

1976).

As children,

their desire to live and

associate with Blacks in their local community was primarily
based on the desire to avoid confrontation and fights with
whites, and also because they liked their friends.

As

adults, these feelings toward separatism are often laced

with anger and frustration that is characteristic of the

oppression syndrome.

The "live and let live” attitude

expressed by the children in regard to whites is different
from the attitude possessed by adults who are more socially
and politically aware.

Adults are forced to make a

decision whether they will be integrated or separated in

A

265

relation to whites; whether they will be distant or
friendly; how they will respond to racism.

These

decisions have grave effects on the rest of their lives.
There were other indications of the early development of the oppression syndrome.

Most of the children

reported being happy with themselves and accepting of
"Blackness."

Spurlock (1973) concluded from her studies

that although the Black consciousness movement has had
a positive effect on children,

they still reveal evidence

of negative feelings associated with Blackness.

The chil-

dren in the Afcom study certainly expressed positive

feelings about Blackness; they were just embarking on the

lifelong journey in colonial United States which would
inevitably alter many of those feelings if some meaningful

intervention does not occur.
Parents were the primary role models, and the quality
of this role depended largely on the quality of the

parents'

life experiences.

As children become older,

they

become more aware of the stress and pressures experienced
within their family unit.

To the extent that a child's

parent (s) have learned to handle stress effectively and

appropriately, the child will also be able to develop

effective and appropriate measures for handling their
own problems.

Evidenced by the fact that the oppression

syndrome has continued through generations, this pattern
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of inadequate responses to oppression will
most likely

continue until a viable intervention is made.
As children, many Africans have accepted being
con-

sidered Black, going to school with Blacks, and living
in
a

Black neighborhood, as the children in the sample demon-

strated.

In fact,

they freely chose these options over

others when given a choice.

possible disadvantages

Many of them expressed the

of school integration as long as

racism and racist attitudes prevailed.

Comments such

as the following illustrate this point:

Cuz white people don’t treat you right and that
makes it hard to learn.
So they won't get into fights with each other.

ever,

How-

as adults, many of these same children may very

likely be supporting school desegregation for their

children without regard to the negative effects that it
may possibly have on them.

Likewise, some of these same

children may aspire to leave their neighborhoods when they
are grown and live in fringe areas.

Perhaps the positive

childhood memories of the cohesive neighborhood group
eventually succomb to the growing feelings of alientation
and frustration.

The oppression syndrome develops as a response to the

presence of conflicting mental, emotional, and physical
stimuli which Africans must learn to tolerate in order to

continue to function.

It

is intensified by their
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unpreparedness in dealing with the sociopolitical realities
of United States society.

The fact that the children in

the Afcom project were living in the midst of a domestic

colony with all its attendant problems, and that they were

unaware of much of the world outside their immediate

environment reveals the lack of relevant education that
they were receiving.

As adults,

they will most likely not

be fully prepared to deal with the racial crisis because

they will not have had a solid foundation from which to act
if they continue in the same direction.

Most of the children who did evidence some socio-

political awareness either attended independent African
institutions or they were exposed to the Muslim religion.
These children were also more outgoing and articulate in
their discussions with the interviewer than the other
children.

They seemed to be interested in the topic

of conversation and appeared to be more used to using their

analytical skills.

Most children did not express any

ident if icatin with Africa or African culture at all during

the initial interviews.

They appeared to be victims of

the colonized mentality which Howard (1972) described;

their self-concept and world-view was limited by their

restrictive environment.
trips,

When the group was taken on

it was the first time that some of them had ever

left the city, even to go to a park.
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The children seemed aware of many of the problems
of

African men and women and related them in comments such
as the following:

Women got to pay rent, do housework, go shopping;
men be sitting around.
It's hard for women to get a job getting paid
as much as a man

Women have it bad cuz they get beat up by
their husbands.
They be putting Black men in jail for no reason.
The man got to do hard work.
and take care of the house.

Women just sit home

Unless they are shown more effective means of male-female
relationships, they will probably repeat the patterns of
their parents and adult role models.
The children consistently mentioned such problems
as fighting,

people hanging around, problems with police;

yet they overwhelmingly felt that things were getting

better for Black people.

In elaboration on this point,

many of them gave responses such as:
fighting on our block, but now
they get along.
It used to be

More Black people are getting work; most stores
Seems they own more
go to, I see Black people.
stores

I

They're making friends with whites.
They seemed unaware of the probability that their expectations would be shattered by a slow rate of progress that

would periodically cause the African community to erupt
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in anger and frustration.

They were perhaps unaware that

as they grew older and become exposed to more of
life

outside their personal world, they would realize that the

whites whom they had ignored as children had invariably
left them behind.

Early in life, these children learned

to establish dual-functioning psychological mechanisms
as they learned to be satisfied with poverty,

poor education.
role.

It

crime,

and

Thus the oppression syndrome has a dual

is at once a survival mechanism which helps

its victims withstand their physical problems, and it is

also a crippler which hinders them from developing more

effective tools for change.
The group interviewed at the close of the program

was too small from which to draw any major conclusions.
However, as many children made reference to Africa in the

second group as in the first group even though the postgroup was one-fourth the size of the former.

The children

were more verbal and offered more thought-provoking comments
during the post-camp interview.

This could have resulted

from a greater feeling of ease and familiarity with the

surroundings, or it could be that their minds had been
challenged, fed, and stimulated sufficiently to help them
be more responsive.

further study.

These observations leave room for

The children who were interviewed at the

end of the session evidenced that they were beginning to
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d©v6lop th© ba.sics for
cours©,

a.

positiv©

Africa.!!

icl©ntify.

oi

th© proc©ss that th©y all b©gan during th© summer

must continue for th© rest of their lives in order to

possibly make a meaningful difference.

New tools will have

to be developed to determine the functional nature of

African identity.
The roots of the oppression syndrome became very clear

during the interviews and observation process during the

Summer Day Camp.

This greatly facilitated the refinement

of the concept of the oppression syndrome.

Results and discussion of staff interviews

.

Twelve Day

Camp Staff members were interviewed during the course of
the summer.

There were six men and six women, with nine

between the ages of 23 and 25.

The responses of the

various staff members demonstrated
of congruence of their ideas.

It

a

relatively high level

appeared that the staff

had either undergone a thorough staff development program,
or they had entered the program with very similar orienta-

tions, or there was a combination of both of these factors.
In any case,

the results of the interviews indicated that

they were functioning from a common frame of reference

toward common goals.

Out of the whole staff, 10 felt that

the Afcom Center had been effective and positive in its

overall operation during the past two years.

One person

felt that the Center has generally been ineffective in
its

functioning
All the staff named the primary goals of the Center
as being (a) raising consciousness of the community

regarding African identity, culture, history, and current
situation;

(b)

initiating and supporting community action

and struggle around relevant issues; and (c) education of
the community, especially youth, in basic academic and sur-

vival skills.

The increasing of African identity and

awareness was named as the most important goal, and the
various means by which this was being done were cited.
Most people felt that the Center had been successful so
far in achieving its goals of community education and

consciousness raising.

Examples given of how this had been

done effectively was through their extensive communications
network, along with the educational and cultural activities

held
Most people named internal organizational difficulties
as being the area most in need of improvement.

The most

common problem cited was lack of sufficient funds to fully

administer programs and compensatie staff.

Another area

that staff felt needed more development was community action.
As long as the multi-faceted problems continued to exist in

the African community, the Center needed to work even

harder to organize local residents.

In general, most of
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the staff felt that the Center had been meeting its goals

very well, especially considering the lack of funds and

resources
In respect to what they had gained,

the primary

point that each staff person mentioned was valuable

experience in a variety of areas.

Persons said that they

had gained important experience in the organization of

programs, teaching, organizing, as well as specific skills
in public relations and art.

On a personal level, most

staff reported learning a great deal about themselves,
about other people, and the world.

They emphasized

the importance of their learning more about interpersonal

communication and group relations.

Most of the staff also

mentioned that involvement with the Center was personally
rewarding, fulfilling, or inspiring.

They felt that it

provided a basis for continued hope and faith in African
people and the struggle for self-determination.
In discussing the children,

the staff generally agreed

that they were average children who were typical of the

youth in the local community.

They primarily came from

lower-income families; their education had not been very
good,

and many of them had been in trouble for reasons

such as fighting.

There was also an almost unanimous

agreement that the children did not possess very much

African identity or awareness.

They seemed to be unaware
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of both the situation of African people in this country

and their cultural and historical identity.

A small

minority of the children were described as portraying the
exact opposite.

These children were classified as socially

and politically aware and had obviously been exposed to
.African culture at home before entering the camp.

The major problems that the staff felt the children

experienced were both lack of proper African identity
development and inadequate educational preparation.

They

felt that the children were already at a disadvantage

because they had not been properly educated, and in addition,
they were unaware of the sociopolitical conditions that

they would face in life.

Without a firm base in African

culture, they would probably be unable to reverse the

negative trend in the African community.

Most of the

staff agreed that their awareness was greatly enhanced
by participation in the Afcom Summer Camp and the other

programs.

They also referred to improvements in the

behavior, self-discipline, and respect of the children,

which had been a problem for quite a few of them.
The staff was very open during the interviews and

seemed to welcome the opportunity to share their feelings,
thoughts, and analyses.

Their demographic descriptions

of the children who attended the camp were similar to the

demographic descriptions of the Afcom area that was
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previously given.

The staff was on target in observing

the effects of poor education and housing;

inappropriate

behavior; and lack of African identity, purpose, and goals.

They shared their concerns about the future of

i

hese

children if African people do not make a concerted effort
to save their youth.

They felt that the Center was serv-

ing a very valuable function in the community and should

continue to expand its activities.

The one person who was

not very positive in her evaluation felt that the Center

was not doing enough work.

She felt that what had been

accomplished had been very positive, but much improvement
was needed.

Most staff stated that they had learned much

from other participants and from the overall operation of
Afcom.
Camp,

From the viewpoint of the staff of the Summer Day
the Afcom Learning Center was providing a relevant

and vital service to African people in Philadelphia.
Case Histories

The following case histories were written about persons
who were involved in the Afcom Center during its formation.
J,

M,

and K were founders along with one other person, and

D is the sister of J.

Afcom has had a profound effect on

each of them in a different way.

For some of them,

has changed the course of their whole lives.
them,

it

For some of

the direction of their lives has not changed, but
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they have clarified and solidified their goals.

The case

histories were helpful in developing the concept of the

oppression syndrome.

Their most valuable use has been in

the formulation of the New Directions for Treatment.

Through studying the lives of various individuals who have
been affected by Afcom, clear examples emerged for some
of the possible options for treatment of the oppression

syndrome.

In addition,

the role that Afcom has played

in treating the oppression syndrome also became evident.

Case
old.

1

:

K

.

At the time that Afcom opened,

K was 23 years

He was born the seventh child out of ten.

His child-

hood years were spent in the Allegheny West area of North

Philadelphia, which was predominantly white at first, but

predominantly African as the years passed.

K was a curious

child who liked school when he first entered.

He loved

challenges and maintained an interest in art and art-

related subjects throughout his time in public school.
However, his interest in other subjects steadily waned

although he was capable of doing the work.

In junior

high school he began cutting classes regularly.

He loved

to try anything that was new and exciting, especially if
it was

dangerous, and he often got into trouble when

playing hooky.

By the end of his twelfth year, he had

moved away from home with
sibilities pressuring him.

a

woman and had financial respon-
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K had always worked on some type of job since he was
11,

and he entered an on-the-job training program during

his senior year to try to earn some money.
failed,

and as a result, K did not graduate from high

school, but he eventually got his G.
Core.

The program

E.

D.

from the Job

K enlisted in the service, but changed his mind

and managed to avoid going in.
K could later remember wondering what had happened

to Blacks in history at an early age, but he never actively

followed through on his interests.

He was aware of the

contradictions which led to the urban rebellions in the
city.

Many of the white residents all of a sudden began

to carry guns and threaten their Black neighbors.

He had

one teacher in elementary school who taught African history,
and one art teacher in junior high school who made Black

paintings.

He learned a great deal from them.

As he got older,

it

seemed that he was constantly

trying to keep his head above water, with interpersonal

problems with his mate, legal problems, financial problems.
He became very depressed and frustrated and angry and was

feeling hopeless about improving his situation.

He finally

broke up with his mate and attempted to begin a new lease
on life.

K was becoming more aware of the contradictions

consciously
in the society around him, but he had not yet

recognized his African identity.

277

When K was approached about helping to start

a

com-

munity center, he agreed and became one of the founders
of Afcom.

He saw this as an opportunity to try to provide

youth with some of the direction and support that he had

missed when he was younger.

He also saw this as an oppor-

tunity to become involved more with the Black Movement.
K became engrossed in establishing the Center.

Not only

did he do most of the official art work, but he also

shared his skills with many local youth.

He had learned

construction skills from his father, who was a construction
foreman.

Through the process of working at Afcom and

growing and learning with the other participants, K was
able to begin to reconstruct his life.

He learned more

about African history and culture and was able to actively

participate in building an African institution.
adopted an African name.

He

He learned to have more faith

in himself and in others in the process of working in a

collective.

He also learned how to cope with problems

better, to face them rather than trying to hide.

His inter-

personal relationships with people improved because he
learned to accept people for what they were, the good and
the bad.
K’s friends and family also noticed changes in him.

He was able to give and receive criticism in a more positive

manner.

He seemed to have found an outlet for expressing
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his art which had a practical use.

He was training youth,

inspiring the community, and he eventually was able to make
a living for himself through these skills.

an environment

Afcom provided

in which he could socialize with perscms

who had similar values and orientation as himself.

K

married a woman that he met through his involvement at
Afcom and, at the time the case history was taken, had
two children.
K has continued to work with Afcom,

and he also has

been supporting his family through use of his art skills,
both on an independent basis and as an employee of others.
He has developed more functional tools with which to

cope with the world and the people in it.

Afcom helped

him to actualize his inner dreams and feelings that would
have most likely remained buried had he been left on his
own.

He felt that Afcom should continue to educate and

help people to develop.

He has learned that it is best

to try to emphasize individuals'

assets and learn to utilize

their interests rather than constantly criticize them and
be frustrated.

He also felt that people should take

responsibility for their own actions and not be so heavily
dependent on a leader for direction.

He has recognized

people
that no one keeps on a straight line all the time;

must do their best and keep struggling.

K described Afcom

goals of the
as a tool to be utilized to accomplish the
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African community.

No one tool is perfect for any job;

that is why a variety of tools is necessary to get the job
done.

Afcom is one tool out of many.

K

planned to con-

tinue working with the Center while he also worked to

strengthen his family unit.

The Center has provided a

cultural foundation on which family and community relationships can be built.

Case

2

:

J

.

After living in Allegheny West for over six

years, J had finally decided to get involved with the local

block club.

He was 22 years old and had never been involved

in any community work before.

One of the needs that the

residents continued to express was a program for the
youth in the neighborhood.

So J got together with three

other persons from the community, and Afcom was born.
J's involvement with Afcom was like the fulfillment of a
dream.

He expressed the belief that he had learned more

at Afcom in a few years than he had learned in his whole

life previously.

He learned the depth of African history

and culture, and he learned how to begin to do something

concrete about the situation of African people.

He

found out that he had the potential for organizing and

administration, and he developed these skills

always been relatively quiet

insecurity

— but

— perhaps

.

J had

partly out of

now his communication and interpersonal
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skills were also developed.

He came in contact with

numerous other persons and groups that were also working
towards the same goals as himself.

In

addition, he had

an opportunity to educate the youth in the program.
J

had grown up in

a

in another urban area.

and the family,

middle class African neighborhood

His parents were both professionals,

including two sisters, had traveled a

great deal during his youth.

By the time he was 13, he

has spent a year in Europe and a year in the Caribbean.
He had lived in neighborhoods that were all African, half

African and half white, and mostly white.

He had noticed

the extremes of poverty and wealth between the African

natives in the Caribbean and the white colonialists.
Generally, he was not aware of the political dynamics of

racism at that time.

J

reflected on his early childhood

years as being sheltered from the realities of the daily

effects of racism and poverty.
liked it most of the time.

He did well in school and

But his life began to change

when his family moved to Philadelphia.

He experienced

his first direct confrontation with racism when they

moved into an all-white block and their house was vandalized
by angry neighbors.

He began to get street-wise and he

attended local schools.

He was fortunate one summer to

participate in a Black Seminar Program at a local university
where he was paid to study the Black experience.

This
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reall\

started him thinking about Black Consciousness.

his senior year,

J

By

was totally disinterested in school,

but he still graduated and went to college.
J's life,

which had been relatively smooth up until

this point, took some dramatic turns.
fathei

and at 19 he was married.

,

and support his family.
to do in his life,

filling

9

At 18 he was a

He left school to work

He was not sure what he wanted

but he knew that working on an unful-

to 5 job and using his money just to survive

with his family was not for him.

He held a variety of

unsatisfying jobs from factory work to janitorial work
until he finally began working at a bank.

But he did

not feel comfortable in that role either.
So,

when J helped to open Afcom, it was like a light

at the end of a dark tunnel.

He left the bank and began

working full-time for no pay at the Center.

He had been

unconsciously aware of his African identity for

a while,

and this was reflected when he gave his son an African
name.

J and his wife also adopted African names and

initially were both very involved in the Center.

However,

J's life had taken a drastic change of course, and,

for

many reasons, the paths of him and his wife eventually
parted, never to cross again.

He was able to later establish

more positive relationships with persons who were supportive
of his work at Afcom.

J

felt that he had found himself.

He
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dedicated his life to the struggle for the liberation of
African people.

He went through many changes in the

process of finding his own path.

observed many of the changes in

His friends and family
J.

Initially, he seemed

so consumed with the goal of making Afcom a success that

his life may have been slightly unbalanced.

However, he

persevered throughout hard times when many people encouraged
him to give up, and eventually his true capabilities began
to emerge.

Not only has he helped to keep the Center going as

the coordinator, but he also became involved in many other

organizations and groups.

He established a business based

on principles of cooperative economics and has struggled
to make it an example of African cooperation.

J

unequivoc-

ably felt that racism was the number one problem facing
all people in the world today, especially Africans.

His

goal to eliminate it was clear; he continued to develop
his approach.

J has

developed a cultural foundation which

will always remain with him.

He has helped people through-

out the city become familiar with Afcom and participate
in its programs and use its services.

He has expressed

the feeling that the most meaningful thing that he has

gained from Afcom is a knowledge of the proper role and

direction for his life.

He plans to maintain his involve-

ment with Afcom for a while, and he is ready to help the
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institution to become even more vocal and visible and to
take more of a lead in organizing the community.

Case

3:

D

.

At age 19, D was married,

and within a year

and a half, she had a baby and was working on her first

full-time job.

This was her first time being out on her

own away from her parents, and she needed all the skills
and resources available to help her adjust to these rather

sudden changes.

Although D was no longer actively involved

with the Center at this point, the year that she had
spent on staff had been invaluable and had provided her

with some tools, skills, and knowledge that would influence
the rest of her life.

Through Afcom, she had filled in

the gaps of her public school education, which had been

fairly extensive.

She learned about African history and

culture, and the need to maintain a positive African

identity.

She became aware on an analytical level why

she had always felt distant from whites who had been at

almost every school that she attended.
a

She developed

background from which to approach everything that she

did and to evaluate what was happening around her.

No

longer was she planning her life on a purely individual
level;

she now realized that whatever she did, she had to

consider the ramifications on other African people.
D became involved with Afcom through her brother.

had theretofore lived a fairly comfortable, unstressful

She
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life.

Being the youngest child of parents who were finally

becoming successful in their professions after years of
work,

she received much of the fruits of their labor.

In

school, she excelled academically although her boldness

and quick tongue often got her into trouble.

She was aware

that she never had any close friends who were white, but

she did not really analyze it any further.

Her time was

primarily occupied with social activities, shopping, and

part-time jobs in the summer.
goal.

D did have one internal

She loved to read and write and wanted to publish

her work, but she was still too unsure of her skills to

publicly

share

this part of herself.

After high school,

she attended an African college for one semester, but then

returned home to Allegheny

V^est

and attended a large

predominantly white state school.

She continued to write

and cherish her dream of writing.
V/hen

to D.

the Center opened, a whole new world was exposed

She became a full-time active participant.

She

adopted an African name and attended African culture,
history, and political sessions.
ing,

She helped with tutor-

taught drama, edited much of the written work, and

supported the various activities.

Perhaps most of her

energy was devoted to working in the Afcom Street Theatre,

which performed throughout the city at festivals and

programs

They delivered relevant messages in a down-to-earth
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format which educated and stimulated persons who saw
them.
She learned a great deal from the activists who ran the

Street Theatre and began developing her talents in drama.
The excit emen t of the theatre and the on go ing activities
of the Center seemed to have the most appeal to D.

Although she did not completely adopt the ideological
stances upon which the Center was based, she nevertheless,

changed her world view.

She matured through the process

of working with so many different people in such a demand-

ing schedule.

She became more confident of her abilities

as an independent woman and began to think more seriously

about her life.

D's prospective husband was not involved with Afcom
to the extent that she was.

However, he was involved

enough that they could share in their ongoing development
of consciousness.

He too adopted an African name and

supported her as much as possible.

When they were married,

she left the Afcom neighborhood and gradually stopped

actively participating in the Center, but the couple

maintained certain principles which they had previously
established.

D had a great influence on some of her

friends who otherwise may not have had exposure to this
consciousness.

She found that she utilized every oppor-

tunity to share her knowledge on her jobs, in schools, and
in var-ious activities.

In the process of rearing two
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children, D had to alternate attending school full-time

and part-time, but she continued with

determination

a

to graduate.

the time of the case history, D had not yet taken

.At

the

ne.xt

step in joining some form of direct, active involve-

ment in the .African struggle for self-determination.
ever,

How-

the seeds have been planted, and she is cultivating

them by continuing to expand her own awareness and that of
her children.

She has also pursued her interests in media

and journalism; the African community will always have an
allay in whatever position she takes.

She has been morally

supportive of the Center's programs, and assists on
D is an example

specific projects when requested to do so.

of how Afcom has done outreach to touch the lives of persons

who may not have ordinarily become involved.

Case 4:

M

.

Why slavery?

M had always asked the question,

Why the Klan?

Why?

Why?

about these things, he was saddened.
angry;

he just wanted to know why.

"why?"

When he thought

He was not particularly

He bore no hard feel-

ings towards whites in general, and he responded to indivi-

dual situations as they arose.
life.

M was heavily into street

He spent much of his time dodging gangs,

drinking, using drugs, and socializing.

fighting,

He had lost

he
interest in school by the sixth grade and felt that
he missed
could educate himself better on the outside; so
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school frequently.

He did help to form various social

clubs throughout junior high school and high school; they

rejected Greek names for them.
Afro,

Thus,

in groups like riub

he and his friends identified with Blackness on a

physical level, but they did not have a clear social or
political awareness at that point.
He had grown up as the youngest in a family of seven

boys,

but there were seven years between him and the next

brother.

So he grew up pretty much alone and missed the

companionship of a large family.

He liked people as a child,

and he just wanted people to like and accept him.

One of

his internal yearnings was to participate in a group that

would provide the family system that he had always wanted.
As he grew older, he was always involved with some type
of group, ranging from the social clubs to political

organizations.
to rise.

ties

After high school, M's consciousness began

He became involved with more political activi-

— community

organizations, supporting various programs,

and African political parties.

He was oriented towards

socialism, but he didn't subscribe to any one ideology.
He felt that the United States paramilitary force was the

primary problem, not white people in general.
still was in and out of the street life.

And he

He did not think

that African culture was very important; however, he

diligently trained in the martial arts.
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His ideas began to change around age 19 as he began
to

learn more about African culture and the Black Christian

Nationalist Religion from

a

good friend.

He stopped his

activity with the political groups and became engrossed
in African culture.

He attended whatever cultural events

were offered in the city and joined a linguistics class to
learn Swahili.

had adopted.

He began using the African name which he
He investigated various religions.

He finally

accepted Black Christian Nationalism and started working
and studying at a church in the city.

At this point,

he

had ceased his involvement in his former street life.

When M was approached about helping to start Afcom,
he was ready.

This seemed to be a natural continuation

in his development and an opportunity to work more in his

local Allegheny West community.

He had much of the cul-

tural and political knowledge needed by the founders of
the Center, and they had the resources and the workers.
So,

together they built the institution, with M helping

to lay much of the African cultural foundation in the

Center.

He learned much about interpersonal relationships,

communication and working in groups. Through his involvement with Afcom, M participated in an extended family

which satisfied a long-term need that he held.

He was

eventually married and had a child with which he could
begin to pass on the African legacy that he attempted to
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build.

M’s involvement with his own family was the

initiation of a new direction for him.

For the first time,

he had personal responsibility for others and had to

provide financial support as well as emotional and cultural
support.

He began working at an African school and this

necessitated

a

decrease in his active involvement with

Af com.

He continued to direct his energies toward teaching

African children about their heritage and culture, primarily

through the martial arts.

He also continued to analyze the

situation of African people and his role in the overall
Pan Afrikan Struggle.

Afcom provided a base on which he

had an opportunity to implement many of his beliefs and

goals about African culture.

He gained experience in

actually building and running an institution, and it helped

him to clarify the direction that he wanted to take in
life.

M's friends felt that he had an important role in

the overall development of Afcom.

He had shared much

knowledge, which the various participants have been able
to incorporate in their own lives while they all continued
to grow in different directions.

Throughout his life, M has made changes and taken new

directions as a result of his cultural and political
experiences.

At the time of the case history, he was in

the process of making another such change, and his experience
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at

Afcom had been instrumental in helping to determine

what the nature of this change would be.

He planned to

continue to directly promote African culture and to educate

African children and train them in the martial arts.
Future Implications of Afcom
The Afcom Center is having an affirmative impact,
on the individuals who are involved in its programs,

first,

and

second, on the general Philadelphia African community.

Through the operation of its ongoing programs, it is providing experience and knowledge that many persons would

probably not have received elsewhere.

Those who benefit

most directly and most clearly have probably been the

persons directly engaged in the operation of the Center.
They have gained valuable work experience; they have been

exposed to new sources of knowledge

;

they have been exposed

to positive patterns of communication and interpersonal

relationships; and they have invariably gained personal

satisfaction from their many rewarding experiences.
The wider community has benefited from having an

accessible site that is available for use by community
groups and churches for their activities.

The members

of the African community have been able to attend programs

featuring noted speakers and artists free or for modest
charges.

They have been able to utilize the Center as an
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information and resource base.

They have been able to

take advantage of the various educational and cultural

activities offered for children and adults.
All persons who become members of the Afcom Family
(i.e.,

staff members) are required to attend orientation

sessions and ongoing political and cultural education
sessions.

They are required to work according to the

principles of the African value system.

In the

process

of attending many of the community functions held at the

Center, staff members are inevitably enlightened through

this exposure to positive, progressive African concepts.

Through this process, members of the family are able to
begin putting some of the often discussed theories into
actual practice.

How is Afcom treating the oppression syndrome?

It

is

utilizing a dual approach to treatment of this problem
which has been manifested in a duality of the psychological

functioning of African people.

Afcom participants are

involved with ongoing community struggles and community

education while they are also promoting the principles of
a new value system.

Even though the Center is not directly

involved with the practice of psychology as traditionally
defined, many of the effects of its social, cultural, and

political programs are psychological in nature.

Thus,

continuous involvement with the Afcom Center has coincided
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with the types of psychological changes in many individuals
that would be the desired result of a traditional mental

health program.
The participants have used group psychology and group

therapy in their practices of collective decision-making,
criticism, and self-criticism.

The perception of the

psychological dynamics involved in the affirmation processes

occurring in the family support structure may not be
obvious to all participants; however, the development of
greater self-esteem on the part of many people has been

apparent to outside observers as well as Center participants.

It has

been witnessed in the changes that people

have made in their personal appearance; in their develop-

ment of more positive and long-lasting relationships with
others; in their open expression of positive feelings;
in their willingness to deal with adversity directly with

the faith and strength to overcome obstacles.

The Center, in utilizing the extended family concept,
has provided a multitude of interdependent role models

and examples for the youth who participate and for the
adults.

The strengths of each person can be emulated by

others, and s/he in turn can learn from the different

strengths possessed by the remaining staff.

Likewise, a

constant evaluation of the nature of United States culture
is occurring and an analysis of how best to minimize its

293

effects on Africans.

Positive,

relevent,

and inspiring

cultural art forms are promoted so that people
can begin
to learn alternatives.

The Center is used as a base for

many differnet community organizations and groups,
and
therefore, the exposure to role models and positive
ident ity— format ions is multiplied even more.

The staff recognizes the importance of language and
names.

Persons are encouraged to use African names in

interaction with each other and with people in general.
Swahili is taught and used, among other reasons, to help

people become aware of part of the suppressed cultural
base of Africans.

Respect is maintained for persons who

do not choose to adopt African names; however, more often

than not, persons who associate with the Center over an

extended period of time do realize the wisdom of choosing

African names.
Youth are able to begin learning skills which, if

properly developed, could help them become more usefully

functioning members of the African community.

They have

the opportunity to improve their academic skills and also
to learn woodworking, carpentry, and other useful skills.

They learn the value of sharing with others and maintaining a positive approach towards legitimate authority.

Most

basic of all, Afcom is providing people with a knowledge
of the nature of their condition in the United States.
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Afcom educates them regarding their history, and
prepares
them for the future.

It

helps people to realize that they

are Africans and that they should be proud to be African.

Afcom is an e.xample for many people of the positive things
that can be accomplished when people have a proper .African

frame of reference.

In sum,

the Center serves as a unifying

force for African people around a common identity, purpose,

and goal
In these and endless other ways,

Afcom attacks the

very roots of the oppression syndrome in Africans and helps
them to reconstruct and redirect their lives in a more

positive direction.

It

helps to expose the contradictions

of the oppression syndrome,

to which people are often

captive, and it provides a beginning from which they can

start to resolve these problems.
for Afcom to do.

the Center,

There is much work left

The more that people become involved with

as staff or student or both,

the greater that

the potential exists to expand the radius of influence of
the Center.
a

It

is important that Afcom strive to maintain

consistently high level of operation because it is the

pivotal point of such activity throughout the city.

Once

the economic projects are underway, Afcom will provide an

even better model which can serve as a pattern for other

institutions.

Even the establishment of Afcom in a church
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building was a good example of how the needs can be met
of a much larger group than an individual church congrega-

tion

.

It

is hoped that as Afcom continues to analyze and

evaluate its functioning, it will continue to grow in

response to the concrete needs of its internal family

members and the African community at large.

CHAPTER

VI

APPROACHES TO TREATMENT
In this chapter some approaches to treating the

oppression syndrome will be explored.

As previously

explicated, the oppression syndrome encompasses all

aspects of the lives of African people in the United States.
It

invades their political, economic, cultural, educa-

tional, and spiritual realms of existence.

However, the

condition is essentially a psychological phenomenon which
leads to disturbances in functioning in the above areas.
In order to treat the syndrome,

it will be

necessary to

approach it from a psychological standpoint, although the
various methods used will inevitably involve action outside the normal bounds of the discipline of psychology.

To begin with, the traditional approach that has

been utilized in an attempt to treat the problems of
Africans will be briefly reviewed.

The remaining dis-

cussion will center on new directions which may be

effective in beginning to alleviate the effects of the

oppression syndrome.
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Traditional Approach to Treatment
Before the Black Consciousness Movement in the 1960

'

s

racial issues were not systematically considered when

treating African patients.

Counseling and psychotherapy

were often viewed as value-free processes in which the race
of neither the therapist nor patient was relevant in

relationship to the success of the therapeutic endeavor
(Jones,

1972; Thomas & Sillen,

1972).

At the same time,

large numbers of persons who lived in African communities
had been in need of some type of psychiatric treatment

although these same persons had often shown much resistance
to service when it was available (Pinderhughes

,

1973).

Even when many of these same Africans had received some

form of helpful treatment, the conditions which led to the
problems to begin with had often remained virtually unchanged,

if not worsened.

The recidivism rate to mental

health facilities had continued to increase for Africans
at a disproportionate rate as compared to that of whites

(Kramer et

.

al.,

1973).

This state of affairs leaves

unanswered questions regarding the effectiveness of the
treatment methods that have been traditionally employed
to help Africans as well as the orientation of those

providing the treatment
The negative and psychologically damaging analysis
of Africans that has been promoted in the field of

298

psychology has already been examined in the previous
review of the literature (see Chapter II).

It

has been

demonstrated how white psychologists and psychiatrists,
along with African psychologists and psychiatrists, have

analyzed Africans using traditional standards designed for
whites.

African clients have also been generally diagnosed

as pathological or maladjusted.

This stems in part from

the orientation of the clinicians who have developed their

attitudes from

a

racist dominant society.

As a result,

the techniques used in the ineffective attempts to treat

Africans have been based on the same inaccurate, racist
foundation.

Likewise, the determination of what behavior

is pathological or in need of correcting has been a

subjective decision which is again based on the practitioner's value reference.

The end result has been that

Africans have not received needed care and assistance
in improving and strengthening their psychological state

(Willie et

.

al

.

1973)

As a result of the social and political movement in

the 1960

's,

African mental health workers began to

recognize the necessity of taking racial factors into
account when providing treatment for African clients.

Upon careful re— examination of traditional theories of

psychological functioning, they were found not to be

objective and universal in their interpretation and
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and applicability to different populations
(White,

1972).

The call went out for more African therapists
to work
with African clients;

in addition,

the call went out for

improvements in the training of all prospective mental
health workers (Gunnings,

1971).

Since the Kerner

Commission had reported that race was dividing the country
in two,

it became more imperative that mental health

professionals re-evaluate their traditional theories
and practices in light of this information.

One of the basic areas which warrants consideration is
the value orientation that has permeated the field of

psychology.

The significance of values in the field of

research has already been discussed, and these same issues
are applicable in the clinical setting, along with some

additional concerns.

For example, when a mental health

worker is in direct physical contact with clients, the
opportunity for her/his values to influence the therapeutic
process is even greater.

Barnes (1972) elaborated on this

issue

Making a judgement regarding the meaning of a
behavioral event requires a standard against which
Thus we arrive at
to measure or judge that event.
the notion that counseling as a process and a system
(p. 213)
of ideas is an expression of values.
.

.

The answer to the question of what is good and desirable and what is bad and undesirable for a society
is determined primarily in terms of the interests
The
of those who hold the power in that society.
of
status
current
of
the
examination
most cursory
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black people and of their 400 year history in
this
country reveals conclusively that the value
structure and normative patterns of the society work
in the interest of white people and
against the
interests of black people
.

Any theory or approach that proposes to address
itself to blacks in this society must explicitly
face and deal with this social reality,
(pp. 214-5)
A

practitioner manifests such value choices in

variety of manners:

a

by encouraging certain statements,

attitudes, and behaviors both openly or non-verbally with
nods,

smiles, and approving dispositions.

The practitioner

initially determines on which behaviors or ideas to focus
and attempt to change.

Even the choice of therapeutic

techniques is influenced by the value system of the
therapist,

for a determination is made regarding the most

appropriate method to utilize in treating the client

based on whatever treatment goals have been established.
Thomas and Sillen (1972) explained that persons practicing

psychoanalysis primarily treated white patients from
middle or upper middle class backgrounds.

This was due

in part to the feeling that psychoanalysis was more likely

to be successful with such clients.

Additionally, barriers

of the expense and length of time required for treatment

eliminated many Africans from this form of treatment.

The

above criticism is not meant to imply that psychoanalysis

would be an effective treatment modality for Africans if
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it

were used more; however, there has been an unwillingness

to explore reasons why this may or may not be the case.

Hugh Butts (1971), an African psychiatrist, completed
a study

which revealed that even the referral pol ic ies of

white psychiatrists were wrought with racism.

The results

of his study indicated that the white psychiatrists who

participated did not acknowledge that skin color and race
had any relationship to skill.

However, they consistently

referred clients who were children, adolescents, "hippies,”
leftists, or "anti-establishment" to African therapists

because they expressed

a

belief that African therapists

were best suited for such clients.

This may or may not be

accurate; nevertheless, the decision to make such referrals
is clearly an example of unacknowledged values in operation.

Research has shown that Africans are less likely to receive

long-term therapy or psychoanalysis

v;hen

referred for

psychiatric service (Thomas & Sillen, 1972).

They are

more often given short-term therapy, drug treatment, or

behavior modification therapy.

A large percentage of

Africans in need of psychiatric services are committed to
jails rather than psychiatric facilities (Thomas & Sillen,
1972)

Once engaged, an African who is treated by a white

practitioner must usually overcome barriers fortified with
racism if the practitioner is white.

James Beck (1973)
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made an extensive analysis of the nature of interracial

counseling situations, including the assets and liabilities.

He asserted that one of the basic conditions

necessary for a successful therapeutic relationship was
the ability of a therapist to accurately diagnose and

treat the problems of the client.

With Africans, this is

dependent greatly upon the understanding of the therapist
about the particular social/political dynamics operating

within the client.

Thomas and Sillen (1972) stated that

the therapist’s determination of health or morbidity

depends on her/his having

an awareness of appropriate

and effective behavior in the individual client's cultural

millieu.

For example, Anderson Franklin (1971) discussed

how survival for most Africans demands that they develop

multiple personalities in order to cope with the duality of
their existence, although this tendency is usually con-

sidered psychologically maladaptive.

The concept of the

Black Norm developed by Grier and Cobb has already been
discussed.

Needless to say, if

a

therapist is unaware of

the Black. Norm and proceeds to treat clients without this

awareness, a serious distortion of perception will result.

African therapists are not immune to the pitfalls of

misdiagnosing African clients.

Franklin (1971) discussed

the plight of young African counseling psychologists who
are skilled and committed, but who lacked adequate

303

preparation to work with members of their own African
community.

Because Africans are educated for the most

part in institutions which function to prepare persons to

work in the dominant society, they must make

a

conscious

effort to evaluate all information that they receive and

determine its suitability for use with African clients.

Thomas Gunnings (1971) criticized traditional white-

oriented counseling psychology programs which he demon-

strated were deficient in meeting the needs of the African
community.

In the admissions process, which, is white

controlled, many Africans that are admitted are what

Gunnings referred to as "whitenized

.

"

This means that they

hold values which can be modified to fit into the existing
system.

There is no mechanism for measuring the

applicant's potential success within the African community.

Horace Mitchell (1970) and Robert Bell (1971) emphasized
the need for counseling and psychology programs to be

altered to provide meaningful educational experiences for
persons desiring to work in the African community.

The

added dimension of counselor as social change agent could
be included.

Beck (1973) explained that responsibility of

an African therapist who is committed to reversing the

damage done to the psyche of African people go beyond what
is currently taught in academic programs.

I
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One of the major concepts which must be analyzed and

according to Claudwell Thomas and James Comer
(1973) is the myth of individual blame for behavior

regardless of the environment.

This concept has permeated

the traditional practice of therapy in the mainstream of

society.

Norman Kerr (1972) depicted the essence of this

idea as the conflict between beliefs in free will or

determinism, i.e., either people are responsible for their

dilemmas and problems, or they are helpless victims of the
system.

He felt that mental health workers must maintain

an ideology which is balanced in between.

Unfortunately,

the literature is replete with analyses of the problems
of Africans, with the victims and the culprits often

being designated as the same people, the oppressed African
people.

This tendency is often intensified by the

individualistic orientation of many therapists who
minimize the importance of very real psychosocial factors

operating on the African client.

William Banks (1972)

stated
Many black intellectuals are insisting that recognition and respect as black people is as important
to blacks as the individualistic orientation offered
(p. 206)
by most therapists.

The corollary of these beliefs is that the primary
goal of the form of therapy should be to help Africans
to adjust to the system since it cannot be changed,

and

305

they are to be blamed for their own problems (Thomas i

Sillen.

1972).

These ideas have continued to flourish

because the field of psychology has had what Ladner (1972)
termed

a

preoccupation with deviancy.

She stated:

Placing Black people in the conte.xt of the deviant
perspective has been possible because Blacks have
not had the necessary power to resist these
labels.

(p.

2)

The end result is that .Africans have been guided to adapt
to an unjust system which is based on their continued

oppression.

Preston Wilcox (1973) explained the contra-

diction when he stated, ’’.Authentic Black men recognize that
to be

’equal’

to whites is to agree to participate in

one’s own oppression and to agree to oppress others
(p.

469).

”

Beck affirmed this belief, and explained that

the categorizing of .African people as aberrations from a

normal social system contributes to helping them to
adjust to an unjust system.

Another inadequacy in traditional therapeutic

processes is the avoidance of dealing with the basic cause
of many of the psychological problems presented for

treatment

— white

racism.

Butts (1971) determined from his

research that white psychiatrists do not generally

acknowledge racism as a psychologically crippling system.
Ladner (1972) and Sikes (1971) asserted that researchers
and social scientists needed to define and study white
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institutional racism as the cause of much of Africans’
problems.

At present,

most attention is devoted to

studying the symptoms of the problem; thus, the pre-

occupation with pathology in the African community.
Roderick Pugh (1972) explained:
The ills of the Black minority.
reflect and are
intrinsically related to the ills of the total
society, and their ultimate rectification as social
ills is not separable.
(p. 107)
.

Community mental health movement

.

.

The most recent trend

in treatment for Africans has been through community

mental health centers.

The concept of having treatment

facilities located in local communities was based on
some of the following ideas:
1.

They would attract persons from the area who

might otherwise be reluctant to seek services.
2.

They would be more able to respond quickly to

crises
3.

The staff would have greater opportunities to

become sensitized to the target population.
4.

There could be more involvement of local residents

via participation on boards of directors.
5.

They would be in closer contact with other

to
social service agencies that served the same clients

facilitate better coordination of client care.

6.

They would be in a better position to do educa-

tional activities for the community and enlighten them
more about the area of mental health.
Some of the goals have been accomplished to some

extent in various centers in the country.

The ramifica-

tions of the community mental health system have been

far-reaching.

Much of them have been negative.

Pugh

(1972) summarized the problems:

The Black community is beginning to take the position
that the entire community mental health movement is
nothing more than a policy of domestic imperialism
designed to pacify the natives through supportive
therapies and other tokens.
(p. 61)
He felt that the system has functioned to reinforce the

colonization of Africans, rather than to combat it.

As

they are now operating, most such centers in African

neighborhoods are actually extensions of the same

dehumanizing white-oriented mental health system which has
failed to adequately respond to the problems of Africans
in the past.

One reason is that the control of such centers has

never been held by the local residents.

Although they

usually serve in positions on boards, their participation
is often tokenistic,

and much of the basic policies are

already established by federal and state governmental
departments.

In addition,

there is still a dearth of

Africans to staff the centers

— especially

on higher
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administrative levels (Ochberg & Brown, 1973).

Perhaps the

primary reason that community mental health
centers have

reinforced domestic colonialism is that even though
they
are located in local communities,

the power to establish,

control, alter, and terminate them is ultimately vested in

mental health departments outside the community.

After

the 1960's, numerous African practitioners called for the

mental health system to become involved in community action
and advocacy in addition to traditional therapeutic

activities (Thomas & Sillen, 1973).

Such involvement

never materialized.
The net result is that the centers, like other facets
of psychology and mental health, have basically perpetuated

the status quo.

The following is a case example involving a community

mental health center with which the author is familiar.

Community mental health case example

.

The Jefferson

Mental Health Center (not its real name) is located in a
small urban area in the northeastern United States.

It

was established as the result of the concerted effort of a

number of persons who responded to a federal citing that
this particular city was deficient in mental health

services for the Black community.

Africans were the

primary target population for which this center was

I

i
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established.

The state Department of Mental Health

awarded the contract to open the center to a
private
Human Services Agency, which then supervised
and directed
its development.

The initial director was an African who

had had very little academic or professional experience
in the field of mental health,

although she did have many

social and political contacts

in the local African

community.

The Center was named after a historical

African man who had contributed to the community over

a

century ago.
Initially, the center, which was located in the heart
of one of the African communities, was staffed primarily
by African professionals.

During the second year of

operation, a white clinical psychologist, who was active
in the state mental health system, was hired as the

clinical director of the center.

He brought with him

financial and human resources and also various policies
and procedures which he had utilized in his previous

positions.

Because he had the highest credentials of all

the staff, he earned the highest salary and wielded the

most power in decision-making, even over the director.
As he began to institute new training programs,

policies, and procedures, he refused to acknowledge that

racial factors should be considered in this process.

Although the clientele was predominantly African, he
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would not allow the subject of race or racism to be
discussed during training or in professional consultation.
He was unable to address issues of African self-concept,

and staff who attempted to do so were ignored.

He was

able to hire more staff, and his hiring practices ranged

from requiring written tests to requiring no application
form.

He hired more Hispanic and white staff members

even though the original Human Services Organization had

established separate centers to serve eacH of those populations.
a

The next person below him in authority was also

white male whom he had known for several years previous

to his coming to the city.

The director of the Center

received a raise in salary, and she abided by most of the
decisions of her new clinical director.
In the year that followed his full-time employment
at this center,

everyone of the Africans who were employed

when he first came left except for the director, including
clerical support staff.

Three resigned because of a

high level of frustration and anger; one left for maternity
leave and was not rehired; one was terminated after a

probationary period following his written documentation
of racism in the Center.

The staff was eventually

composed of persons whom the clinical director had hired
himself, and there was still constant instability in

staffing patterns.

The racial composition of the staff
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was less than 50 percent African.

Not only did the staff

change in racial composition, but the client population
did also.

Before the end of his first year, the majority

of the clients served by the center were white.

Many

Africans in the surrounding community reported negative

experiences in association with the Center.

One client

even attempted to file charges against the clinical

director for assault.

Although many Africans who worked

in the mental health system in the city were aware of the

travesty that was occurring at Jefferson, little administrative support was given for the few Africans who spoke
out about the injustices.

Many professionals appeared to

be afraid to speak out for fear of experiencing repercus-

sions in their jobs as the clinical director had powerful

connections.

A suit was filed by the terminated employee

in spite of the warning that he received by the director

not to make trouble.

The case is still pending.

The bottom line of the case is that the Africans
living in the catchment area for which the center was

established were not receiving the quantity
of care that they needed.

It

nor quality

is questionable what

potential benefit they could have received from

a staff

that was timid to discuss racial factors in the operation
of mental health.
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The preceding example summarized many of the
problems

experienced by Africans seeking to provide or receive
mental health assistance, which serve to perpetuate
the

oppression syndrome.

Different approaches to dealing with

the psychological problems will have to be utilized if

the present destructive trend is to be reversed.

New Directions

Towards the overall goal of relieving the oppression
syndrome, one of the primary objectives must be the

elimination of the colonization of Africans by the United
States.

Decolonization is

a

necessary step in the process,

although it is not sufficient.

In other words,

unless

Africans are liberated from the tentacles of colonialism
and racism, no other measures taken will be viable.

At

the same time, merely removing colonial oppression will
not be adequate to insure that Africans improve psycholog-

cially; that they do not revert to their previous status;
or that they do not embrace a system as negative as the

current one.

A dual process must occur for Africans to

rid themselves of the sickness based on duality.

They

must simultaneously free themselves from colonial

domination and establish a firm, positive cultural
foundation on which the present and future can be laid.
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The process of decolonization will establish inde-

pendence for Africans in the United States defined by the
author as follows;
The state of being when Africans in the United States
are able to exercise self-determination as a group in
deciding what role they will play in relationship to
the United States and receive the necessary reparations in whatever form necessary to make their
decisions viable.
It

is not within the scope of this dissertation to outline

specific strategies to be utilized in establishing
independence.

Rather, the psychological effects of

achieving independence as defined will be discussed,
along with other measures which can be utilized to further
the psychological gains.

Psychological effects of independence

.

Before the

necessity of independence can clearly be understood, it is

necessary to answer the question, "Why have previous
attempts to resolve dilemmas of colonization been

unsuccessful?"

The answer to this question was given very

concisely by Malcolm X (1972) as related by one of his
co-workers, Benjamin Goodman:

There has never been a time in the history of the
world when the slave masters have ever made their
slaves their equals, and Malcolm was convinced that
(p. 43)
.America in the 1960 's was no exception.
In other words,

African people have been searching for

answers to their problems from the same people who
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originated and continue to perpetuate these same problems.
How could a white supremacy structure be expected to
develop any program or plan which would effectively combat

racism and colonialism when to do so would undermine its
very existence, which is based on the continued exploitation of African people?

Yette (1975) provided a painstaking documentation of
the rise and fall of numerous programs and projects

initiated by the United States government following the
urban rebellions in the 1960

's.

He explained that

although they had the superficial goal of improving
conditions for the masses of impoverished Africans, in

actuality they were tools for their pacification instead.
The primary benefits of the programs were not gained by
the poor Africans, but by big businesses and a

f ew

cpportu-

nistic Africans who were successfully co-opted to

participate in this charade.

Thus

the fate of reform

measures in this country has been short-term duration or

relatively slight advancement on the part of some African
people, along with a strong hope and faith that the

"system" can work for them after all.

Fanon (1968) described the typical position taken by

members of the intellectual and economic elite in re-

sponding to the conditions of colonization.
is one of compromise and reform.

i

This position

In other words,

they
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a.tt6rapt

to bargain for changes in the system which they

claim will improve conditions for their people.

Actually,

such compromises are motivated by a need to protect their
•own interests, which the masses of people would never

obtain (Fannon,

1968),

Any supposed compromise by the

colonialists such as the appointment of an African to
status position, or the funding of
program, or the erection of

a

a

a

new anti-poverty

new low-income housing

project, is viewed as a gain for African people.

What

they often fail to realize is the condition described by

Freire (1974)

The generosity of the oppressor is nourished by an
unjust order, which must be maintained in order to
justify that generosity.
(p. 46)
The reason that the government is able to continue to fund
such programs is that it is continuing to profit from the

exploitation of Africans.

This state of affairs could be a

never-ending vicious cycle if Africans do not take the
initiative to end it.
Frazier

In his description of the Black middle class,

(1962) reinforced the truth of this tendency among Africans.

Movements for civil rights for Africans have been

a

series

of compromises and sell-outs as the African politicians

have had no real power.

He stated:
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The role of Negro politicians has been restricted
to attempting to satisfy the demands of
Negro
while acting as the servants of the political voters
machines supported by the white propertied classes
in the white community.
(p. 92)

Malcolm X (1972) explained the dilemma in relating to
the descriptions of "field negroes and house negroes,"

which was referred to in Chapter IV.
slavery,

During times of

field negroes were over-worked in the fields,

lived in shacks, and were underfed.

They had nothing to

lose by rebelling because they were at the bottom.

The

house negroes were fewer in number, and they lived and

worked in the master's house.

They ate his left-over food,

wore his left-over clothes, and were generally less overworked.
like him.

They imitated the master and wanted to be just
When the field negroes would begin to act up,

the house negroes would help to keep them in line because

they did not want the master, the provider of their comforts, hurt.

These same types of Africans exist today,

and it is the house negroes who continue to push for

integration into a system that is designed to negate their
very existence.

Malcolm X (1972) exposed the shallowness

of the attempts of compliant Africans to effect real

changes for their people:

Revolution destroys or changes the system. The Negro
Revolution condemns the system and then asks the
system that it has condemned to accept them into
their system.
(p. 12)
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As long as Africans think only in torms of creating

new programs or changing existing structures within the

United States system, decolonization will not occur.
Until Africans begin to redefine themselves based on what
is necessary for their physical and psychological survival,

they will inevitably be subjects of colonial control.

In

order to do so, Africans will need to work towards developing independence from the white colonial situation and

establishing autonomy for African people.

For the first

time, Africans would be able to collectively pool resources

and ideas without first and foremost having to answer to or

protect the interests of the white colonialists.

Scott

(1967) recognized this necessity when he stated;
In one sense the thrust for integration of Blacks
sustain racism.
It makes unity among Blacks almost
achieve.
impossible to
(p. 39)

The last major attempt by African people as a whole to

unify themselves occurred in the 1960

'

s

and early 1970

's

when Black consciousness and pride became widespread.
However, many Africans failed to realize that his newly

revived base of pride as African people was only

a

step

along the road to independence, and not sufficient to

bring about the rights desired by the masses.

Pettigrew (1964), a white social scientist, exposed
the incompleteness of this movement
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This is a revolution with a basic difference.
It
aims to modify, not to overturn the society it
confronts; Negro Americans are so firmly rooted in
and shaped by their land that their revolution is
attempting merely to guarantee full participation in
the society as it otherwise exists.
In short, they
do not want to destroy or deprecate that which they
wish to join.
It is then, a peculiarly conservative
revolution.
(p. 193)
However, even though he showed much insight in 1964 about
the nature of the African struggle for independence, he

was not willing to surrender his place of status in

a

privileged class by rejecting the current social order.
Thus he added to the above statement
a

:

"To suppress such

revolution would be to surrender the very foundations

of the United States" (p.

193).

In other words,

he

realized that as long as Africans were allowed to continue
in the same direction in which they were headed. United

States society would remain fundamentally intact.

Through establishing independence, African people
would be able to establish values and guidelines to

utilize in raising and educating their children based on
their strengths and needs, not based on white racist
evaluations.

Women and men would be able to relate to

each other without having to prove or disprove myths

created and sustained by white society.

Africans would

be free to make mistakes and not perpetually bear the

burden that their mistakes were based on their inferiority.
Memrai

decolonization.
(1968), who studied the process of
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viewed Africans as being on a path which inevitably leads
to freedom.

He referred to Martin Luther King, Jr.,

James Baldwin, and Malcolm X as

Signposts along the same inexplorable road of revolt;
once men have started on that journey, it is rare
for them not to go right on to the end.
(p. 5)
Many social scientists have spoken of changes that

need to occur within African families and communities so
that they can "get themselves together."

Comer C19'72)

provided guidelines for raising happy, healthy children;
Grier and Cobbs (1968) discussed some of the changes which
must come about before mental health could be realized;

Welsing (1972) offered twelve steps to Black self-esteem;
Poussaint (1972) also gave guidelines for preventing

negative effects in child-rearing; Thomas and Sillen (1972),
Butts (1971), and Gunnings (1971) discussed changes needed
in the training of mental health workers to effectively aid

clients
Such measures are a part of the means needed to resolve the problems, but certainly not the end.

Implicit in

previously made recommendations for change has been the
assumption that once African people had resolved their
intragroup psychological problems

,

they would be able

to effectively partake in reaping the fruits of the

United States society.

It

is futile to speak of resolving

merely
the problems of the African family and community
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by utilizing programs developed within the United States

system because the system is their major cause.
Such reform measures are incomplete as

a

solution if

they are not accompanied by the power to sustain them in
the society at large and to remove the barriers that

helped to create them.

Questions most naturally arise as

to how this can be accomplished because Africans are not
a

homogenous group of people based on values, educational

or economic status, or degree of oppression experienced.

There is one fact upon which all Africans agree regardless
of their perspective on the solution to the problem

want to be free from oppression.
a slave,

a second-class citizen,

an ojbect of discrimination.

as the United States,

— they

No person wants to be
a

colonized person, or

In a land of opulence such

such contradictions are heightened.

Memmi (1969) realized the essential state of being that
was true for all Africans although they may vary in their

outward approaches to dealing with oppression, and he

concluded
The truth is that all Blacks suffer the same
oppression, and that now they have all come to
(p. 25)
believe it must end.

Therefore, it is important for each African to

continuously remember that s/he is
colonized people.

a

member of a group of

Regardless of any individual achieve-

ments or success, Africans' skin pigmentation and/or
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ancestry categorizes them automatically as oppressed in
the United States and sets certain limits.

As the chain

is formed,

it

Therefore,

if each person takes responsibility for

will only be as strong as its weakest link.

assisting those around her/him, the chain reaction will
continue.

Once African men and women understand the

effect of white racism and oppression on their psyches
and their relationships, they will also understand that
the solutions for the problems do not lie primarily with

white social workers, counselors, educators, or federally
funded programs.

As Africans learn to support one another,

a greater pride in themselves as people can develop.

Such a pride was beginning to form in the 1960's; however,

Africans were deluded into thinking that integration and

assimilation would be successful.
If Africans of all walks of life would take positive

steps in the direction of establishing independence for

their people, the benefits would become apparent.

Marcus

Garvey (1966) explained:
Until the Negro reaches this point of national
independence, all he does as a race will count for
naught, because the prejudice that will stand out
against him even with his ballot in his hand, with
his industrial progress to show, will be of such
overwhelming nature as to perpetuate mob violence
and mob rule, from which he will suffer and which
he will not be able to stop with his industrial
(p. 554)
wealth and with his ballot.
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Garvey was promoting independence by migrating back to

Africa physically; however, the same principle could
apply for establishing independence wherever Africans

reside
No longer would Africans have to place so much faith
in white society's promises of equality;

as a result,

they would not become so frustrated and disappointed when

such promises fell through.

Africans would not have to

always depend on reactionary responses to push for change;
they could become proactive in their activities.
at

Attempts

integration and assimilation have proven only to delay

protests, and have not resolved the basic contradictions
in this racist,

colonial society.

Moving toward inde-

pendence will require that Africans learn to resolve their
own problems and contradictions with the knowledge that

although they are struggling, they have the ability to

collectively overcome their difficulties.

Therefore,

independence for Africans does not mean total conformity
of all Africans to a single norm;

it

means the freedom

and opportunity to develop the creativity and resources

within all African people.

Psychological benefits of activism

.

Africans will not be

given
given independence in the same manner that they are
a

social security number.

In fact,

they will not be given
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independence at all.
groups of people is

Independence for individuals and for
a

human right which no person or group

of persons can bestow upon another.

When African people

reach the consciousness that they can no longer tolerate
their psychological enslavement, they will declare their

independence from white colonial oppression, and their
subsequent actions will insure that it is actualized.

Whatever the course of events Africans decide to take, they
will have to be actively involved in bringing it about.

Paulo Friere (1974) referred to colonialist oppressors in

stating
The latter, as an oppressive class, can free neither
others nor themselves.
It is therefore essential
that the oppressed wage the struggle to resolve the
contradictions in which they are caught.
(p. 42)

The involvement of Africans in activities oriented
towards changing their status in this country will not only

bring about desired end results, but the actual political
and social activism itself has been shown to be psycho-

logical therapeutic.

Activism is defined by the author as:

The policy or practice of doing things with decision
and energy toward the goal of altering negative
conditions in society.

Hare (1969) discussed the necessity for active involvement
on the part of Africans in order to counteract the

constant "brainwashing” and "whitewashing" that was

being done to them.

Activism can take many forms, from

letter-writing campaigns to public demonstrations.

At
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this early stage in the decolonization process, it is
up to each individual to decide with what group s/he

will become involved, and what the nature and extent of

her/his activity will be.

Jones (1973) provided

a

brief

literature review which indicated that political activism,
in

various forms, was psychologically healthy.

Hilliard

(1972) found that African students who were involved in the

Black Movement were overall psychologically healthier than

non-activist students as determined by three separate

personality measures.

They tested to be more positive in

self-concept, degree of independence, emotional mood,

ego-strength, and lack of despair.

They were also lower

on self-abasement and higher on nurturance (p.

140).

His

results generally corroborated the scanty data available
from previous studies that he was able to locate.

Gurin and Epps (1975) conducted an indepth study of

black consciousness, identity, and achievement of students
in ten

traditionally African colleges.

They used

a

variety of methods, and the study spanned an eight year
period.

The complete report of their findings is

available in

a 545

page book.

They found that students

who were activists during school experienced more

personal power and control than non-activists.

They also

tended to be more involved in traditional groups and

activities than non-activists.

Although the authois did

i
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not establish a direct link between academic achievement

and activism, they generally found activists to possess
an additional source of identity strength because of a

stronger racial identification.

Activists were not

stereotyped in one mold; they represented

a

range of

personality and behavioral types, but they were more
proactive and assertive in their everyday life.

Sears and

McConahay (1973) concluded the following about Africans
as a result of a study that they did in racial socializat

ion

Fundamental and irreversible social changes have
produced important social-psychological changes within
individual Blacks.
These, in turn, have increased
enormously the probability that Blacks will respond
to white racism with intrasigence, vigorous protest,
and even violence.
(p. 427)
.

Options for change

.

.

There are many options which Africans

have attempted to exercise in the past and present to
affect their situation in this country.

The following

sections represent various ideological perspectives which
the author has grouped into broad categories for the

purpose of analysis.

It

is important that these groups

are not viewed as hard and fast, but rather as representa-

tive of general orientations toward resolving the racial

crisis in the United States.

It is also important to

acknowledge that most people's behavior reflects all the

perspectives to differing degrees and at different points
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in time.

In the past,

activists in the African community

have often been at odds with one another regarding
what

particular approach was best.

They often spent more

time and energy trying to convince one another and the

remaining mass of African people that

a

particular ideology

was correct than they did practicing their ideology.

Integration/ assimilation

.

*

This represents the attitude

of a large percentage of Africans who have supported the

Civil Rights Movement on various levels.

They view

themselves as "Black Americans" and they feel that if
they work hard enough, they will achieve equality, justice,
and liberty in the current system.

They feel that

actions which involve both Africans and whites are worthwhile, if only for the reason that they bring both races

together.

Many believe that the American Dream can

become a reality for them.

Many integrat ionists are also

activists, and they participate in a variety of tactics

designed to bring about civil changes, ranging from
letter campaigns to acts of non-violent civil disobedience.

They view Africans as

a

minority group of the United

States society which will eventually ascend the ladder
or success in the same fashion as other ethnic minorities

have in the past.
*For a more detailed discussion of this concept
to Blackwell (1975, pp. 281-295).

,

refer
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Separatism

.

*

This represents the idea that Africans

should withdraw from the United States at large and live
a

separate existence.

This could take the form of

physically leaving the country and going to Africa, of

making

a

certain portion of the country exclusively for

Africans, or of remaining dispersed throughout the country
but living an existence which is completely separated from

whites.

The primary distinciton between separatists and

other groups is that their actions are basically not aimed
at changing the United States society except to the extent

that they are allowed to live their separate existence.

Cultural nationalism .*

This represents the belief that

Africans should exercise self-determination to the extent
that they are able to recreate and practice their own

culture separate from white society's culture.

The link

between the culture of Africans in the United States and
in Africa is strong among cultural nationalists, and people

who hold this belief feel that Africans can achieve

independence if they rid themsleves of the racist Euro-

American culture which has dominated them.

Many believers

of cultural nationalism are active in various community

affairs.

However, this belief in cultural forms does not,

in and of itself,

entail that persons who espouse them

refer
*For a more detailed disucssion of this concept,
to Blackwell (1975, pp. 281-295).
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become involved in any social or political
movements for
change in the overall society.

Politica l nationalism .*

This is the belief that indepen-

dence for Africans will come only as

a

result of the

dismantling of the current United States society as

it

is

now and its replacement with a more progressive and just

social political form.

People who adopt this philosophy

are usually very active in working to meet this desired
end.

They feel that although culture is important, it

is secondary in importance to altering basic economic

and political structures.

They feel that a positive

culture is impotent without the power to implement and

sustain it.
Internat ionalism

.

This is the belief that the struggle of

Africans in the United States is inextricably linked to
the struggles of Africans in Africa and throughout the

world.

This orientation differs from political nationalism

in that

its proponents believe that even though it is

important to struggle for change in the United States,
this will have meaning only in the context of the lives
of African people internationally.

They believe that

there should be an international framework which all
*For a more detailed discussion of this concept, refer
281-295).
to Blackwell (1975, pp
.
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African people support above and beyond their national
interests.

They differ from cultural nationalists to the

extent that they feel that much more than

identification with Africa
desired goals.

a

cultural

is necessary to achieve the

They also differ by believing that if

Africans should work to change the nature of United States
society, this will have a positive repercussion effect on

Africans worldwide.
Survival

.

This refers to the philosophy that everything

is mixed up and messed up;

there is little hope for

Africans in the United States; and so they should do

whatever they can to survive and get as much as they can
from everyone around.

As stated previously, names and labels are not

intended to cloud the essential issues at hand.

What is

important is overall trends of thought and the motivation
that people have for involving themselves in activities.

Controversy over what is correct

— political

nationalism,

cultural nationalism, separatism, or internationalism
is moot.

It has been clearly

established throughout this

dissertation that the oppression syndrome does not result
but
from mere association with white people themselves,

norms
through the functioning of institutions, traditions,
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and roles that are embedded within the society at large.

Therefore, merely attempting to separate from white

people will not change the functioning of the United States
or its oppressive effects.

Likewise, creating a separate

cultural or political African structure which parallels the

white societal structure will not change all the ills
inherent in the society.

So it is necessary to address

the culture and values of the system that is developed.
On the other hand,

an internal African change

exclusively is insufficient to change the oppressor-

oppressee relationship of the

United States to its

African residents, as this will not alter the power
structure.

Sikes (1971) asserted:

Hundreds of years of demeaning, or physical and
mental intimidation, of rape, of family destruction,
of unmitigated cruelty, cannot be wiped out with one
simple declaration, (i.e., I am Black and Beautiful),
(p.

183)

Likewise, a balance must be maintained between cultural

identification and support of the people on the African
continent and also continuity of struggle against internal

colonialism in the United States to assist Africans all
over the world.

Gurin and Epps (1975) did an analysis to

determine what effects some of the ideologies that African

students held had on their behavior.

They found that a

beli6f in political nationalism usually went hand-in-hand

with activism, social and political involvement.

A
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belief in cultural identification with Africa did not

distinguish activists from non-activists; cultural

nationalism did not imply action.
There is a logical relationship between the above

concepts and the elimination of the oppression syndrome
insofar as independence for Africans has the potential
for being psychologically therapeutic.

Activism toward

this goal likewise has the potential for helping to lead
to a healthier psychological state.

It

is important for

Africans to change their culture, values, and patterns of

interrelating in order to resolve the oppression syndrome.
It is equally as important and necessary for them to be

actively involved in removing their colonized status in
the United States to insure that they are able to practice

these values.

This is the dual action needed to treat

the oppression syndrome.

Using the duality

.

The most immediate task at hand for

Africans who endeavor to overcome the oppression syndrome
is to gain a thorough understanding of the duality of

their situation and the duality of their psychological
functioning.

Once understanding this dual nature, they

should use it and learn how to become the masters of
their lives rather than continuously allow situations
to control them.

They should learn to use their dual

nature to achieve the goal of liberation from the
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oppression syndrome.

Acceptance of this role does not

indicate approval; it only means that they have faced
the

reality of their situation and are learning to use their
personal resources for their best advantage
Historically, many Africans have spent much time and

energy in activities which often turned out to be fruitless
such as the following;
1.

Arguing over which role each African should play

and which orientation to take.

Critical analysis and

discussion of the options facing Africans is essential;
however, arguing amongst people of clearly different views

who are not willing to compromise can be emotionally and

physically draining.
2.

Many individuals and groups have continuously

vacillated between different roles and perspectives.
They have attempted to accept either one role and ideology
or another, and their position has changed constantly.
3.

Many people have become cynical and frustrated

because of the abundance of contradictions that they have

observed in others and themselves.
4.

Persons have often attempted to deny certain

feelings or internal beliefs for the sake of maintaining

participation in a particular group or school of thought.
One way to redirect the wasted energy expended in
the above activities is to stop trying to deny or fight
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th6

dual natur© of Africans.

It

is possible to acknowl-

edge that oneself and the other members of the community

sometimes function psychologically in seemingly contradictory patterns, and yet continue to make positive

contributions to the overall struggle.

Understanding

one's limitations and weaknesses and those of others

enables more effective planning for the use of skills.
In the process of accepting the paradoxical nature

of captive Africans,

it will be necessary to make deci-

sions regarding the best persons to use to achieve certain
objectives.

For example, if an individual is passive and

unassertive around whites, but he is willing to work
with African activists and supply them with information,
take advantage of his assets.

Do not place him on a

committee where he would be expected to stand up and
for a certain position.

figlit

Perhaps he would be better placed

in a research position and supply information to a more

assertive person who would then be able to advance the
agreed upon position.
For individuals who feel more comfortable working and

associating with whites than Africans, accept them and
encourage them to educate their white associates, which
other Africans may not even have similar access to.

An

understanding of their status could alleviate much anger
and frustration on the part of other Africans, and they
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could also avoid disappointment about the alignment of
their fellow Africans with whites.

In some cases,

it may

be better to avoid interaction with certain people if

their behavior has been totally incompatible with the best

interests of the community.

Such decisions can be made

with the understanding that at any point in time when an

African is ready to assist the community, this help will
be accepted within the proper context.

Grier and Cobbs (1971) claimed that there was no such

thing as "Uncle Toms," only confused brothers.

This

perspective affirms the position that persons who undermine
the cause of Africans are suffering from the same problems
as everyone else.

Only the effect has been more extreme

and uncontrollable in their cases.

This understanding

does not negate the fact that they nevertheless can be

dangerous if they undermine African people, and they
must be treated as such.

It is helpful to understand the

dynamics operating within these people so that perhaps the

tendencies can be recognized and diverted in other persons.
This dual psychological nature will not last forever.
It has been caused by colonization and it will most

likely remain until after colonization has ended.

Africans reflect on and analyze their internal

As

contra-

dictions, along with constant, consistent struggle, they

will probably experience the two sides of the dual nature
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gradually merging to help them to become one.

In the

meantime, Africans must not wait until they have it all
together; they must continue to use the dual nature of the

oppression syndrome in their fight for change until they
are in a position to do better.

New values and cultural orientation

.

In this section some

reconsiderations for future directions that will help to
alleviate the oppression syndrome, will be presented.

These measures need not only be a means to begin attacking
the oppression syndrome, but they also can form part of

The

the basis for recreating society for Africans.

following measures are not substitutes for achieving the

decolonization of Africans because they would be ineffective without the necessary freedom and power to practice
them.

Accordingly, they will be effective only if the

African community as

a

whole practices them.

Isolated

individuals or groups who are subscribing to these values

would not be sufficient to combat the oppression syndrome
because it is not merely an individual problem.

Africans need to approach all the new directions
from a collective standpoint.
to individualism,

Collectivism, as opposed

is defined by the author as.

control
The belief in and practice of establishing
political,
of the means of production, economic,
as a
and social activities by a group of people
whole
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Th© bsnsfits of a particular action ar© consid©r©d in
t©rms of its ©ff©cts on th© community at larg©, not just
th© individuals.

Coll©ctivism r©quir©s that p©opl©

r©aliz© that, truly, no African will b© saf© from th©

oppr©ssion syndrom© as long as larg© groups of Africans
continu© to suff©r as in th© curr©nt mann©r.

Th© practic©

of coll©ctivism do©s not suppr©ss or n©gat© individuals;

on th© contrary,

it liberates them because each person's

individual identity assumes more meaning and purpose,
and it is protected by th© overall reference group.

Haki

Madhubuti (1979) explained:
No one individual builds anything; an individual may
have had an idea, but to see the fruition of the
idea, you need collective action
Everything
that we do
takes a collective effort
Once you understand this, and if you're working
within an African frame of reference with our own
black cultural directives automatically before you
perform any act, you will ask yourself, " Is it best
for Black people ?"
(p. 67)
.

.

.

.

.

.

.

—

.

.

,

As a beginning, the seven principles of the Nguzo

Saba,

that were discussed in relation to Afcom, could

help Africans develop a viable value system based on

African traditions and reason.

The principles are very

basic and are universally applicable in the life ex-

periences of Africans.

One weakness in the use of the

Nguzo Saba is that they have often been learned and utilized in isolation.

For example, many Africans associate

the Nguzo Saba with a United States African holiday
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celebration called Kwanza, which occurs annually from

December 26 to January

During this time, many rituals,

1.

including candle- li ght ing and food, are observed, and the
seven principles are key ingredients in the observance.
It

is very easy

for people to celebrate Kwanza and use the

Nguzo Saba during this period without directly associating

them with the continuous need to struggle actively against

oppression and colonization.

Use of the principles could

conceivably enhance the work of dedicated activists;
however, to an uninvolved or unaware person, the principles

could merely be a part of a symbolic and ritualistic

holiday festival.

The fact that the concept of Kwanza is

receiving widespread projection through the dominant
culture means that it will probably reach a wider group of
Africans, but it also runs a greater risk of cultural and

political exploitation.
The author feels that,

in the proper context,

these

principles, along with others, can be very instrumental in

helping Africans to move forward to independence.
following sections give

a

The

description of the principles in

the context of how they address the problems of the

oppression syndrome.

All the principles have been

included, although the author has rearranged and regrouped
them.

In addition,

two more principles have been added.

principles.
The justification for these modifications of the

338

which were the products of others' work, comes from the

following explanation from Madhubuti:

Karenga has stated that the Seven Principles are
absolute, which means that nothing can be taken away
from them although there is always room for beneficial additions that do not duplicate the Seven
Principles as they are already defined.
(p. 81)
The seven principles,

and two additional ones by the author,

along with the principle of political and social activism
towards independence, form the basis for the new directions
for African people.
Kuj ichagulia

,

Nia (self-determination, purpose )

.

This

must be clarified by each man, woman, and child, and by
the various groups within the overall community.

It is

important that Africans take more assertive action in

planning their futures and preparing for events that are
certain to occur based on previous experience.

Africans are placed in

a

Very often

position of reacting to a stimulus

that is provided to them by the dominant society.

Programs

are often created for the primary purpose of responding to

the outside stimuli.

It

is inevitable that when the

stimulus is removed, the continuation of the particular

program is usually threatened.
An example is the uproar that often accompanies

excessive and harmful beating of an African on the part of
a

white policeman.

The outrage is, more often than not,

range
justified, and the reaction by the community can
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from physical rebellions to forcing the establishment of

police brutality study commissions.

The community is

often very diligent in attempting to insure that some
form of justice is achieved.

It may press

for the guilty

policeman to be dismissed from his job or prosecuted in
criminal court.
it is not.

Sometimes the goal is achieved; sometimes

After the termination of the case, the

community gradually returns to business as usual.

The

defense committees, fund-raising groups, and community
action groups gradually disband as the time period from
the original incident lapses.

It

is only a matter of time

however, before another African victim of police brutality
is reported,

and energy must be remobilized to respond to

the situation.

With more long range planning and a clear

purpose in mind, Africans could have ongoing mechanisms

which could respond to such crises without putting such an

unexpected and heavy strain on community members.
Likewise, it is important for each individual to

develop the process of planning what s/he would like to
do in the future.

Many people are reluctant to plan

ahead because they feel that life is so uncertain that
they would continually remain disappointed.

However,

history has revealed one important fact, that Africans
in the United States are a strong people with a strong

will and ability to survive.

Assuming that their survival
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mechanisms will continue to be operable,

it

is preferable

to plan for future occurrences rather than allow
life to

continue to catch them off guard.
Umoja (Unity ).

This represents unity amongst Africans,

including family, community, nation, and race.

Barnes

(1972) asserted that in light of the negative conditions in

which Africans live their best hope for developing positive

self-concepts was within the context of the larger
community.

He felt that this was the primary source of

African self-esteem and identity.

The family is an

important unit at which to begin.

The concept of the

African extended family can be revived to include persons

related by blood as well as other members from local
communities.

As Africans experience increasing degrees of

alienation, identification with a larger familial group
has the potential of decreasing this alienation.

During the 1960's, many Africans used the expressions
"brother” or "sister" when addressing other Africans,

whether they knew them or not.

It

is important that this

expression be transcended to represent an inner bond and
feeling of commitment.

This does not mean that each

African should automatically open her/his hearts and
homes to every African who passes her/his way.

There are

many members of the community who cannot be trusted and

should not be allowed to take advantage of others.
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However, people should be prepared to give others the

respect and concern that they would give to an endeared
one in their family.

Adopting this practice could begin to compensate for
the problems experienced within individual families.

By

operating in extended families, more persons would be
available to supplement the roles being reinforced.

Children would have a variety of role models to emulate,

especially in the cases where one or both parents are
missing.
concept;

practice.

Many social scientists have begun to accept this
it remains for the community to put it into

Jospeh White (1972) stated;

If the concept of the extended family is accurate,
our teenagers and young adults may have potentially
fewer identity conflicts than those who come from
families who expose them to extremely rigid distinctions between male and female role duties.
(p.

45)

The education and care of each child should be the re-

sponsibility and concern of the entire community, not just
the individual parents.

Likewise, it is possible for African men and women
to begin to restructure their patterns of communication and

their relationships.

Several factors will affect how

they deal with the oppression syndrome.

One factor is the

extent to which they perceive the dynamics that are

occurring in their relationship.

It

is important that

with
they realize that they are relating to each other
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different value systems, cultures, and role expectations.
It

is important that they realize the conflict
experienced

by each of them because of the disparity between their

internal goals, beliefs, and values as compared with the

orientation and values that they have verbally subscribed
to in order to function in the world.

Each individual may have a different amount of

awareness and perception of the problem, and these

differences could hinder or aid in its resolution.
Individual awareness may possibly be based on (a) ignorance
about the dynamics and a basic belief that one or the

other person is simply the cause of the problem; (b) an

awareness that there is a communication problem and that
both share some responsibility, but a lack of any further

understanding; or (c) a fairly complete awareness of the

primary dynamics that have contributed to the current

condition and a recognition that both have been affected
to some extent by conditions not within their control.

The other crucial factors are the desire and abiltiy
to make the necessary adjustments required in order to

render the relationship acceptable to both parties.

Both

persons must want to continue and improve the relationship,
and accordingly, the conditions that are necessary for

this must be within the realm of possibility

.

To the

extent that all the above conditions are operable, then
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the potential to begin to resolve the oppression
syndrome
in male-female relationships is enhanced.

It

is also

important that the problem be resolved as much as
possible

within the context of the

e.xt-^nded

family.

The actions

of any individual within the family affect the whole body,

and the functioning of the larger family has a big effect
on each individual.

The general community must strive to remove the
double standards and sexual

individual relationships.

stereotypes that affect
is important that men not

It

reject the efforts of women to develop themselves by

accusing them of following "white women's liberation."

The

validity of sex role behavior changes within the African
community must be evaluated on their own merit based on
how they affect the African community, not in comparison

with white standards.

At the same time, African women

must not allow themselves to become so unbalanced by the

philosophy of white femanism that they forget that African
men are still the victims of

a

racist, dehumanizing

system, and that the destinies of the women and men are

completely intertwined.
Ujima, Ujamaa (collective work and responsibility and

economics ).

These concepts are best implemented under the

plans of local community control.

In effect,

people in

local communities could combine their efforts to establish
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and control the institutions and services which operate
in their area.

This concept is not new, and

implemented in the late 1960
parts of the country.

's

it

and early 1970'

s

was
in many

People struggled to have direct

influence in the operation of local schools, businesses,
and public services.

However, like many of the other

accomplishments that followed the urban rebellions, the
community control movement faded as the energies of people
were redirected elsewhere.
was the

One of the reasons for this

exodous of many Africans out of inner cities into

suburban areas as

a

result of some modest economic gains

by a few members of the middle class along with the

removal of some housing barriers.
As economic conditions worsen during the current

period, more people will probably be seeking to return to
the cities.

There is already a gradual migration of many

whites back to urban areas, and this has been accompanied
by an emphasis on urban redevelopment in major cities

throughout the country.

In many of the larger cities

such as Philadelphia, New York, Washington, D.C., areas

which were run-down and over-populated by Africans ten
years ago have now evolved into residential communities

which are above the economic means of the previous
residents.

There are still enough Africans left in inner

claim on
cities, nevertheless, to maintain a substantial
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ris i

S^borhoods

,

now is p©rha.ps th© last opportunity

that th©y will hav© to r©viv© th© spirit in local

communit i©s
On© way in which this could b© don© is if mor© working

p©opl©, ©sp©cially prof©ssionals

,

w©r© willing to liv©

in inn©r city neighborhoods instead of moving closer to

th© cities' outer limits.

Their money, resources, and

expertise could then be devoted to fixing up homes and

restoring pride and concern on the part of other residents.
If the children of professionals were to attend local

schools, and their parents utilized their skills to

insure the quality of education received, the issue of

school desegregation for equal education would be

irrelevant

Blocks and blocks of businesses, which were once owned
and/or operated by Africans have gradually been replaced

with non-African proprietors in many urban areas.

Again,

if the owners of successful African businesses were to

live in their local African communities, they would be
able to insure more development and support of their

business and others.

Africans in middle class positions

could combine their technical and administrative skills

with the numbers and determination of Africans in lower
class positions, and together they could force more
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responsiveness to their needs on the part of local agencies
which serve the community.

Another move that would be beneficial to the

community is the pooling of resources to insure that the
needs of all are taken care of.

As long as the capitalist

system is in operation, the achievement of real collective
living will be limited.

However, Africans can develop

the skills and reorient themselves to utilize these

principles as much as possible.

A job could be found for

everyone in the community, and it would be expected that
all persons do some form of work.

Thus, those who were

unable to secure paid employment could work in assisting

other businesses or people in individual households.

In

return, the collective would insure that everyone's basic

needs were met in a fashion comparable to the general

standard of living of the overall group.
This approach is different from traditional socialism
in that

individuals who work hard and utilize their time

and talents wisely will be allowed to enjoy the fruits of

their labor.

What would not be allowed is the accumulation

of wealth at the expense of those who go without.

This

approach differs from current welfare systems in that
persons whose livelihood will be supported by the

community would not lose dignity and respect by having to
accept living conditions so far below the norm simply
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because they could not do better on their own.

Based on

the availability of resources, everyone could enjoy a

similar standard of living with reasonable rewards for
those who work harder and earn more.

What is also

different from the current welfare system is everyone,

richer and poorer, would be expected to work in building
and maintaining the community.
In the process of accomplishing these short range

goals, African people could be ina more posit ive frame of

reference and more open to continue to expand their
horizons.

They would be learning and practicing the

basics of collective living which would be instrumental
when they became independent.

In the intermediate process,

Africans would still have to abide by certain guidelines
of the dominant society.

means and not an end.

They would know that this was a

For example, in order to receive

the assistance of the welfare department, Africans would

still have to meet the standardized criteria.

However,

once within the African community, the rules would
change.

They would still be expected to work in some

capacity to serve the community, whether it be assisting
at the local school or being responsible for letter

writing or phone calling.

Even if the state welfare

system does not allow them to work in exchange for their
subsidy, this rule would be inoperable within the African
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community.

In this manner,

everyone could feel that they

were a vital part of the community.
Another area in which mutual cooperation within

a

community could be effective is in dealing with the
issues of violence and self-defense.

Guidelines for

accepted standards of behavior would be established and

reinforced at home, school and in local organizations.
addition,

In

if each African takes responsibility for

assisting others as if they were in her/his own family,
a more aggressive deterrent to intragroup violence could

be used.

Youth could be organized to redirect the energy

which often is expressed through vandalism and gang

warring and utilize it for the protection of the community.
This has been done in many cities during the past ten
years.

To be long-lasting and effective it will require

the support and assistance of broad sectors of the

community, including home, school, and religious organizations.

This is an area in which adults could become

involved in training and advising the youth, thereby

aiding the community at large and fostering the growth and
development of youth and adults.
Such measures could begin to alleviate the oppression

syndrome as more persons gained

a

positive image of them-

selves and the larger African community.

As more and more

li
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people became aware of its effectiveness, they would be

willing to support it in whatever ways possible.
Kuumba (creativity)

.

This has remained

a

vital part

of the African community in spite of the continued

attempts at its suppression.

The creative and artistic

nature of Africans has continued to flow even though the
forms that it has taken have not always been progressive.

The concept that art and movement are therapeutic has

remained in the United States African community as an
important carryover from their ancestral African beleifs.
Since this is such a vital part of most African people,
its potential for relieving the oppression syndrome is

great
For each musician or entertainer who has achieved

national success, there are probably tens of hundreds
more on the streets capable of producing superior work.

Africans must learn to recognize and utilize the talents
of local residents and guide them toward maintaining their

ties and commitment to the community.

At home,

in the

school, in local cultural centers, children should learn
that art has a purpose

— that

of reflecting the yearnings,

struggles, history, and future of a people.

Art should

accurately tell their story and inspire them to push
forward.

It

should reinforce those values and ideas that

are important to progress of the culture.

Art is an
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integral part of peoples'

lives,

not a separate department

that is brought out when they want to be entertained.

Haki Madhubuti (1979), who has continued to be

a

serious

artist, quoted Sekou Toure in stating:

There is no place outside that (our) fight for the
artist or for the intellectual who is not himself
concerned with and completely at one with the
people in the great battle of Africans and suffering
humanity.
(p. 93)
Artists cannot be made totally responsible for the progress
or lack of it in the entire African community; however,

they do have a responsibility for their part of the

African body.

And the rest of the community who support

the artists have an equal responsibility.

The development of a positive, self-determined
culture will also have to originate on a local community
level.

Only on this level will people have the most

control over the content and quality of the art forms
that are produced.

The local collective will support

those art forms which are progressive and discourage
those which are not.

Of course, an African would still be

free to market her/his product to the larger white

community, regardless of the decisions made on a local
level.

If

Africans refuse to support those artists who

community,
do not positively represent the African

it

be isolated
will be the choice of the artist whether to
Organized movement not to support
from her/his people.
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certain negative art works could be more effective than
censorship.

The latter tends to increase people's interest,

and they often end up supporting the art in order to

determine whether the censorship was justified or not.
A

balance must be reached between fanatical identifica-

tion with traditional African cultural forms and complete

acceptance of the culture of Euro-Americans.

Again,

accurate information is provided to Africans on

a

if

local

community level, and support is maintained for the con-

tinuation of positive African culture, a large percentage
of people may be likely to practice these art forms.

oppression syndrome can best be combatted by

a

The

combination

of promoting artists who have demonstrated social and

political consciousness along with selectively supporting
those cultural forms which provide a progressive relevance
to Africans, beginning on a local level.

Imani (Faith)

.

of African culture.

This reflects the basic spiritual nature

This spirit has not been killed

although it has been weakened or suppressed by the imposition of institutional forms which are often antithetical to

spirituality.

This faith reflects the will of Africans

change.
to survive and their belief that one day things will

This faith motivates them to continue to struggle against

overwhelming odds; it is instilled in their children and
passed on through generations.

The aspect of the faith
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which will be discussed in relation to the oppression
snydrome is that associated with the religion of Africans.
The value of the spirit of African people in helping
them to survive through the years cannot be denied.

They

must learn to strengthen this faith and utilize it to help
them in moving forward and struggling for change.

Contrary

to much of the criticism given that religion has only

served to tranquilize Africans, the belief in God or the
Creator or the Supreme Being is important to maintain in
the African community.

Africans powerless.

A belief in God has not kept

Most of the Africans who have been

inspired to fight for their people have had a belief in
God, whether it was Nat Turner, who led a rebellion or

Harriet Tubman of the Underground Railroad, or Malcolm

X.

Belief in God has not implied passivity; rather, it has
often accompanied strength, fortitude, and insight.
What has often encouraged people to be inactive are the
rules, regulation, and dogmas that are associated with

various religions.

The organized leaders of religious

organizations have played

a dual role

— some

have helped

lead the struggle against oppression; many have helped to

hold people back.

Rather than discard the belief in what

has historically been vital to African people (Nobles,
of practic(1972), Africans can utilize alternative methods

lives.
ing this belief and incorporating it in their
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There are some basic approaches that Africans can take
in their spiritual lives to reduce the effects of the

oppression syndrome.

To begin with, they should always

question and search for truth and understanding.

Any

religion which tells them that they need ask no questions-all they need to know will be supplied by the clergy--is

suspect.

A sincere quest

for knowledge and truth which

is directed by one's inner spiritual being can expand aware-

ness and knowledge.

Likewise, when people believe that

there is a fundamental conflict between scientific truths
and spiritual truths, difficulties can arise if not corrected.

For example, a dogmatic cultural nationalist who

believes that all western medical cures are negative and
all diseases can be cured by simple herbs and rituals may

endanger her/his life or lives of others if s/he refuses
to accept treatment from Western medicine.

It is true

that Western medicine has many flaws and United States

doctors are often more harmful than good.

However, to

totally refuse them without effective alternative cures is
unreasonable.

All treatment can and should be monitored,

and potentially harmful aspects omitted.
On the other hand, many persons in the medical field

discount the power of the mind and the spirit in the cause
an
and treatment of most illnesses, and they are missing

important element in healing.

Likewise, the judicial use
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of technology could conceivably eliminate most human

suffering, but only if it is guided by moral and respon-

sible principles and beliefs.
to be made in the social,

Adjustments would also have

political, and economic realms

in order to sufficiently improve many of the physical

conditions which perpetuate pathology.
Another area which could conceivably help to alleviate
the oppression syndrome is a move toward greater self-

reliance on the part of individuals.

Self-reliance refers

to the willingness of each person to be responsible for

her/himself spiritually and physically.

This does not

negate collectivism; it complements it.

For if everyone

takes more responsibility for her/his own life, there will
be less of a burden on the community to do so.

Many people

who participate in religious organizations seem more than

willing to allow others (usually clergy) to direct them
and take responsibility for their spiritual lives and
growth.

Movement toward greater spiritual self-reliance

would aid in strengthening individuals psychologically as
well as take much pressure and prestige off religious
leaders.

They would then be free to function and be eval-

uated on the same basic grounds as everyone else in the

community
There is no room for conflict between Africans of

different religious persuasions.

i

The principles that guide
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people

s

lives,

is called)

,

their belief in God (regardless of what He

and the elimination of colonial oppression

should be enough to provide viable community links.

Mutual

respect must be exchanged between persons who hold religious

beliefs and persons who do not, most persons' ideologies
have grown from some basic set of beliefs and principles

which probably overlap with some religion.
Ultimately, maintaining a spiritual foundation can help

Africans to keep their own struggle for independence in

perspective with regard to the overall struggle for the
elimination of human suffering.

It

reaffirms the position

that the struggle is not for civil rights, which could be

given or taken away by any governmental body.

Rather the

struggle is for human rights of survival, which accompany
Such spiritual beliefs go beyond

each child who is born.

issues of racism, colonialism, sexism, capitalism, socialism,
etc.

They reach to the core of human existence.

illustrate the need for the development of

a

They

viable inter-

national system of communication, education, and support

which would serve the masses of people.

This understanding

can help to relieve the oppression syndrome as Africans

realize that their fight for self-determination is a

necessary part of an overall plan for human dignity.
Elimu (Education)

.

This is a critical area which must

be revised in order to have an effective impact on the
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oppression syndrome.

Madhubuti (1979) summarized the

necessary goal of education in the African community in a
quote by Julius Nyerere
Our education must, therefore inculcate a
sense of commitment to the total African community, and help the pupils to accept the
values appropriate to our kind of future,
not those appropriate to our colonial past.
(p.

33)

Unless there is a positive relationship between the education of African students and the struggle of Africans

against colonization, the educational process will not

reduce the oppression syndrome.

Madhubuti explained that

youth must be prepared by Africans to be responsible to
the needs of their communities or they will be trained
to be responsive to the needs of the dominant white society
to the detriment of themselves and their people.

Education

should be viewed as the natural extension of other facets
of life.

A continuity should exist between what is taught

in the home,

in the religious institution;,

and cultural centers, and in the schools.

in the recreation

With this con-

stant reinforcement of positive African values, youth

would conceivably be more able to effectively resist the

pressures of the hostile society at large.

People should

understand that education does not begin and end in a
classroom, and unless the outcome of the educational

experience meets the desired objectives of the larger community, they will not support it.
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It

will be essential to have teachers who have strong

African identities and positive self-concepts to serve as
role models for African youth.

Young people spend

a

large

amount of their time in school, and the teachers with whom
they interact can have a big effect on them.

To the extent

that teachers live in and identify with local African

communities, they will be able to effectively further the

overall goals of .African people.

If

teachers lived in

local African neighborhoods rather than in distant or

suburban fringe areas, they would probably have more of

a

vested interest in insuring the quality of the educational
experience.

Conflict between school and home could be

minimized because if the teacher lived around the corner
from the student’s family, a relationship could already be

established prior to school enrollment.

Additionally,

teachers are parents; parents, are teachers; all are

struggling African people.
An important variable in the educational process is

teaching students how to think and analyze.

It

is impor-

tant that each child be prepared to make effective decisions
in times of crisis and also support others around her/him.

The school can be a viable place in which to reorient

people to an alternative value system.
work,

For example, hard

determination, and greatest use of potential could

be used as the basis for giving a student special
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recognition, rather than the traditional measures of
high

grades or test scores.

The reason is that many times,

students who make consistently good grades have not had
to work hard for the grades and have consequently not

utilized as much of their potential as students who have
sweat, studied, and struggled to achieve grades which may
not be as high.

The values selected for reinforcement must

come out of the experience and demonstrated needs of the

African community.
The primary focus of education for Africans should be
the preparation of youth to advance the cause of African

independence, and to prepare them to .rebuild the culture

throughout the process.

It is possible to restore the joy

of learning to Africans with the aid of sensitive dedicated

teachers and parents who are willing to take a strong
stand in directing the process.

The symptoms of the

oppression syndrome can begin to decrease as African
children are taught relevant subjects in a manner which
reinforces their positive nature and encourages them to
resist their oppression actively and rationally.

Afya (Health)

.

This concept is being used in the con-

text of positive mental health.

It has a

significant

place in African community planning as it will determine
the quantity and quality of thinking,
of the people.

To be applicable,

feeling, and action

it must assume a new
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meaning as defined by African people themselves.

The

labels which are used in the traditional practice of

mental health are often inappropriate and meaningless

when used in the* context of the oppression syndrome.

Mental health for Africans requires that they be able to
function in their colonial situation with the clear goal
of removing this oppression and,

tain their humanity.

at the same time,

Wilcox (1973,

p.

main-

467) provided a

thorough description of the basic conditions necessary for
positive mental health for Africans;
1.

Conscious awareness that Blacks live in a
society hostile to their existence.

2.

Conscious awareness that living and resisting
are normal states of tension.

3.

Ability to exercise power from a position of
supposed powerlessness.

4.

Refusing to oppress or to be oppressed.

5.

Need to be involved in shaping and/or controlling
one's destiny.

6.

Steady self-conf rontation

7.

Being steeped in one's identity cultural,
historical, values at a gut level.

I

8.

9.

10.

—

—

Basic knowledge of society's destructive
characteristics racism, capitalism, sexism,
classism, materialism.

—

Ability to view humanity and the oppressed and
to assist them in liberation and to see the
relationship between exploiters and the
exploited

Aiming to think, feel, and act as one, not
fragmented

360

Mental health services, like all other aspects of the

African life, must be intrinsically involved with the

struggle for African liberation.

Unless mental health

practitioners are functioning members of the African
community, and the African community is a functioning

supporter of mental health practitioners,

a

discrepancy

will ensue regarding treatment plans and goals.

Since

most professional mental health workers were trained in
part or on the whole at predominantly white institutions,
it is highly likely that much of their analyses and tech-

niques will be reflective of the dominant culture.

How-

ever, by an ongoing relationship with the African com-

munity, the practitioners can stay in touch with the

needs of the people and adjust their activities accordingly.
The goal could be not merely to help Africans cope with

living in a colonized setting, but also to help them find

effective ways of staying on top of the fight to change
their conditions.

Concern has been expressed by many psychiatrists over
the growing number of paraprof essionals practicing in the

field of mental health (Comer, 1973).

They feel that

Africans, who already receive inadequate care, are being

cheated even further when they are treated by paraprofessional staff.

However, the potential benefit to the

they are
community of such workers is great, provided that
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trained by persons who are sensitive to the needs of
the

overall community.

Credentialed mental health profes-

sionals often have the most vested interest in maintaining
the current treatment system because they have already

achieved status in it.

In a new system,

in which the

previously listed values were operable, possessing

a

degree in psychology would not necessarily make one more

qualified than an unlettered person with

a

demonstrated

ability to deal with the problems confronting the colonized
on a day-to-day level.
At the same time,

a

person trained in psychotherapy,

who also has a positive African identity, could be an
asset to African people if s/he is able to work in an

African self-determined setting.

Kerr (1972) expressed

this view in discussing the most fundamental issues

relevant to Africans in the field of psychology:
It is my belief that there are issues more

....

These have to do with
fundamental
the ideology of the individual psychologist or
mental health worker .... The kind of
ideology I am speaking about involves a
clearly articulated philosophy, a strategy
for service, and an identity with the people
being served.
(p. 59)
As in the case of education,

if mental health practi-

tioners lived in local African communities, they would be
in a better position to analyze and treat the problems that

manifested themselves.

The separation between therapist

and patient would conceivably not be as relevant as the
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unity among persons struggling for the same
cause.

They

would also probably have more interest in dealing
with

problems because they would not be socially isolated
from
the masses of African people.

And they would be better

able to participate in the ongoing process of growing and

learning and teaching with the entire community.
It

is important for persons in the mental health field

to understand that they are not exempt from the effects of

the oppression syndrome, regardless of their level of

awareness. The fact that they have an interest and/or skill
in the psychology of Africans does not automatically mean

that they will be better able to deal with the oppression

syndrome in their own lives.

They will need to struggle

as all others members of the community do to understand

how it has affected them and need to work consistently to

overcome the effects.

They must maintain open minds and

continue to learn from and teach those with whom they work.
They must also be open to utilizing a variety of techniques
to assist their people, provided their frame of reference

remains constant.

Community members must take responsibility to insure
that local community mental health centers be utilized as

social action centers.

They must also insure that they are

staffed with skilled, aware Africans who are able to

effectively serve the community.

Africans cannot expect
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the United States government or any of its branches to

provide this; so they must take advantage of all available
resources to combat the mental health problems.

As

people continue to struggle toward independence, they will
be better able to distinguish between those symptoms of

the oppression syndrome that will be alleviated with a

change in overall conditions and those symptoms which will
have to be resolved person by person, case by case.

Adopting the approaches discussed in this chapter will

potentially assist Africans in treating many of the symptoms
resulting from the duality of the oppression syndrome,

while the overall community continues to work toward

elimination of the cause of the oppression syndrome,
colonialism.

CHAPTER

V

I

I

CONCLUSION
The primary purpose of this dissertation has been to

present an analysis of the mental health status of

Africans in the United States through the development of
the concept of the oppression syndrome.

This concep-

tualization is important in that the first step in resolving
any problem is usually to acquire a thorough understanding
of the nature of the problem.

Most of the symptoms of the

oppression syndrome that were discussed in the dissertation
have been previously discussed and analyzed by social

scientists.

However, the approach that has been taken

here has not been pursued in any depth in the field of
psychology.

In the areas of history and sociology,

de-

tailed analyses have been made regarding the colonial
status of Africans; in psychology, reference to colonialism
has been minimal and superficial.

Many persons have made

reference to the deficiencies in the present field of

psychology with respect to Africans, and they have

advocated changes in orientation.

This dissertation is

response to these needs.

Through gaining an understanding of the oppression
stronger
syndrome, African people can potentially become
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a
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vi dual s

,

rGcognizing that th6y ar© not alon© in

exp©ri©ncing th©s© probl©ms.

F©©lings of hop©l©ssn©ss and

pow©r l©ssn©ss may also d©cr©as© if p©opl© l©arn how to tak©
th© most advantag© of th©ir m©ag©r r©sourc©s to achi©v©
S6 1 f — d© t ©rminat ion

.

Additionally, concr©t© stops hav©

b©©n off©r©d for futur© diroctions and iramodiat© impl©m©ntation, which could s©rv© as a guidolin© for action for

concerned Africans.
Th© dissertation introduces concepts which can

potentially be used in further research.
of hypotheses,

The formulation

isolation of key variables, and testing of

theories are the next steps which can be undertaken in the
continual refinement process.

The concepts will provide

maximum benefit if they are utilized and tested in reallife contexts, rather than in contrived scientific labs.
In this manner,

a

dialectical process can occur, as trial

and error and success lead to further formulation of

theories which are again reality tested for validity.
Some of the symptoms were analyzed in more depth than
others; nevertheless, each one can be studied and refined

further from a psychological standpoint.
The ideas presented in the dissertation
tion

of

treatment

— conceptualiza-

the oppression syndrome and approaches to its

— can

enhance the study and practice of psychology

and mental health by presenting an alternative frame of
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reference.

With additional contributions to the body
of

knowledge, practitioners will have expanded resources
to

utilize in their work.

This exploration of the oppression

syndrome has provided a legitimate tool to be used by
social scientists who may feel limited by the ineffectiveness of traditional theories and models when working with

oppressed Africans.

It also serves as a base for

unifying

Africans from different disciplines, who are attempting
to resolve problems.

The theory incorporates concepts

from psychology, sociology, history, political science,

economics, and education; it also suggests meaningful ways
in which the theory can begin to be manifested in direct

action
The ideas presented herein serve as a challenge to

"scholars" to substantiate or refute them.

Because it

goes beyond the established tradition of analyzing Africans
as an oppressed minority group in the United States,

it

will not be easy for African scholars to be complacent
upon reading the dissertation.

And for those who are

actively searching for answers and new approaches, the

dissertation will hopefully stimulate more creative
thought and action.

Another important aspect of the dissertation is the

documentation of the activities of Afcom, which represents
only one center which operates on similar principles.
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There are independent African institutions
similar to
Afcom which exist throughout this country; however,
their
work is often undocumented.
Many times these programs
end because of financial needs and internal or
external

problems

,

and a wealth of knowledge and experience often

dies with the center.

This dissertation is an attempt to

insure that the achievements of one center, Afcom, will

survive, in addition to or in spite of the institution

itself
a

.

Persons who are involved with programs based on

similar ideology will hopefully be encouraged to publicly

share their experiences and to document them accordingly.
The dissertation can serve as an aid in the overall

educational process, as students will be able to benefit
from the work which has been compiled.

could be

It

instrumental in reversing the effects of the mis-education

received by Africans in the various school systems.

African students who desire to study from

a

similar frame

of reference as found in this dissertation will have a

precedent on which to base their studies so that they will
not have to start at the very beginning in substantiating

their interest in this area.
Finally, the dissertation will hopefully serve as a

practical guide and reference for Africans who are

seriously trying to achieve the independence and self-

determination of their people, both psychologically and
physically
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Many different options for activity have been
pre-

sented in the dissertation.
to others,

Some actions may be preferable

according to the perspective, interests and

skills of various individuals.
has a philosophical orientation.

The author definitely
Some of it has been

shared throughout the dissertation, and much of
not.

has

it

What is most important at the present time is action,

not just ideas.

To the extent that Africans become

actively involved in advancing their cause for independence,
they will begin to improve psychologically by eliminating
the oppression syndrome.

Only when the vast majority of Africans become
active in this multi-faceted process will they develop a

vested interest in making the overall movement successful.
When the masses of people invest energy, time, and resources into the struggle to end the oppression syndrome,
they will be reluctant to stop the momentum in spite of

temporary setbacks.

As long as the cause is championed

primarily by a few progressive activists or scholars,
there will continue to be ideological debates about the

correct path.
When the strength, determination, and concreteness of
the masses of African people combine with the inspiration,

creativity, and foresight of the progressive elements in
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the community, the day of reckoning for all psychological

and physical ills will surely arrive.
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AFCOM STUDENT INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
Name

1

.

2

.

3

.

Age

4.

Sex

5.

Grade

6.

Have you ever been to Afcom before?

7.

Do you like yourself?
like about yourself.

8.

Do you ever wish that you were different than you are
now? Tell me what in particular you wish were different

Address

For what reason?

Tell me what in particular you

.

9.

What do you prefer to be called?
(African, AfroAmerican, Black, Colored, Negro, Other)

10.

In your opinion, what makes a person Black?

11.

Would you rather go to a school that is all Black, half
Black and half white, or mostly white?

12.

In your opinion, do you think Black people have trouble
getting together to solve their problems? If so, why?

13.

V/ould you rather that your neighborhood was all Black,

half Black and half white, or mostly white?
14.

What do you think it means to white people to be white?

15.

Do you think a Black person can get a better education
separated from whites or integrated with whites?

16.

Name one woman that you would most like to be like when
What is she like, and why would you like
you grow up.
her?
to be like

17.

Name one man that you would like to be like when you
What is he like, and why would you like to be
grow up.
like him?

*
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18.

Do you like your neighborhood?
If yes, what do you
like, and if no, what don't you like?

19a.

Who do you think has a harder time growing up, a
Black boy or girl? Why do you feel that way?

19b.

Who do you think has a harder life, a Black man or
woman? Based on your experience, why do you feel that
way?

20.

Based on your personal experience and all of the
things that have happened, do you think that things
are getting better or worse for Black people in this
country? In what way better or worse?

Post-Camp Question
Thinking about the classes, the field trips, the
recreation and the programs, how do you feel about
the Summer Day Camp? What did you like or dislike
about the Day Camp?

\
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AFCOM STAFF INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
1

.

Name

2.

Address

3

.

Age

4

.

Sex

5.

What is your overall feeling about the operation of
Afcom so far?

6.

What do you feel are the goals of the Center?

7.

In what ways, if any, do you think you have been meeting
your goals?

8.

In what ways, if any, do you think you have not been
meeting your goals?

9.

Can you give me a general description of the type of
youth who come to the Center to participate in the
programs and to work?

10.

What are some of the problems you have noticed that the
youth have? Please explain.

11.

What kind of African identity do you feel most of the
students have? In what ways can you tell?

12.

What have you personally gotten out of working with the
Center?
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