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Symbolic Interaction and Black Mental Health: 

Understanding Black Self-Conceptions* 

Shirley Vining Brown 

The wide sp read  p reoccupa t ion  wi th  rac i a l  i dent i ty  i n  t h e  l a st two 
decade s h a s  b e e n  see n  n ot o n l y  a s  a sym ptom of a l i e n at i on  but a l so 
as a move by r a c i a l m i no r i t i es  to recaptu r e  what  h a s  been c a l l ed  a 
" surrendered ide nt i ty . "l T h i s  correct ive act i on  h a s  i ts  p l ace i n  t h e  
hi stor ica l evo l u t i on  o f  A mer i can  race  re la t i o n s  but .  a t  t h e  sam e  t i m e, 
it has a pr ice .  

The subt i t le  " U nderst a n d i n g  B lack  S e l f -Concept i o n s" i s  p re sented  
here i n  the broadest sen se .  T h at i s, i n  orde r to u nde r st a n d  i nd iv id u a l s  
who d i ffe r rac i a l l y  one  m u st a l so u nde rsta n d  t h e m  a s  a c o l l ect ive  
group .  To th is  end,  I h ave chose n  a sy mbo l i c  i nte ract io n  pe rsp ect i ve to  
d iscuss the for mat ion of i nd iv id u a l  a nd co l l ec t ive se l f - concept i o n s  o f  
black Amer ica n s  a s  expl a i ned by  G eorge H e rbert M ea d ' s  g e n e r a l  
parad igm a n d  refere nce g ro u p  theory .  

The fo l lowi ng  d i sc u ssion represen ts  severa l years of t h i n k i n g  
about t h e  sy mbo l i c nat u re of t h e  econom i c, c u l t u r a l ,  po l it i c a l ,  spat i a l ,  
a nd soc i a l  separateness of Amer ica n rac i a l g r o u p s  a nd how t h e  
i nterre la tedness o f  t h e se phenomena  def i n e , sha pe,  a nd affect t h e  
se l f -estee m of rac i a l  m i n or i tes. 

Formation of Individual Self- Conceptions 

George Mead2 t e l l s  us t hat an i nd iv id u a l ' s  se l f -co n cept is a soc i a l  
structure wh ich  emerges from soc i al expe r i e n ce s  a nd i s  for m ed by 
the def i n i t i ons  made by o thers. T h e se def i n i t i o n s  beco m e  i m po rta n t  
in  the for mat ion of t h e  se l f -concept t h r o u g h  t h e  proce ss o f  
percept ion-that i s, the  awareness or  u nderst a nd i ng o f  how ot h e r s  
def ine and respond t o  u s  ( t ak i ng  t h e  ro l e  o f  t h e  ot h er ). T h i s  h u ma n 
capac i ty t o  e ngage i n  ref lect ive t h i n k i n g  or " m i nded" behav io r  n ot 
on ly enab les people to i nterpret t h e i r  soc i a l  wor ld  b u t  a l so e n a bl e s  
them t o  m ake everyday j udgements t ha t  g u ide be hav io r .  

* Accepted fo r  p u b l ica t ion  Ju ne 30, 1980. 
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Sign ificant symbols (language. gestures. an d so on) play an 
important part in the perceptual process and it is through these media 
that we develop common understandings which allow us to respond 
to others on the basis of the ir intended meaning. These common 

understandings affect our perceptions of others. our responses 
(behavior) toward others. and ultimately our self-concepts. The 
interactional process. however. is not one-way but interdependenL 

Thus. Mead can be interpreted as saying we affect others as much as 
they affect us. 

If individual self-concepts are formed on the basis of definitions 

made by others, the sa me idea has been extended to explain the 
identity of racial collectives in the writings of black sociologists who 

have examined American race relations.3 In his book on race and 

marginal men and women. Charles V. Willie points out that: " .. . no 

group, black or white can confirm its own identity. A group, like a 
person, may engage in self-affirmation but must be confirmed by 

another (emphasis mine).4 

Who are the others defining black people? What are these 
definitions? What effect do the definitions made by others have on the 
mental and social conditions of black Americans? The concept of the 

reference group partly renders these questions answerable. 

Reference Groups and the Collective Black Self-Concept 

Mead would refer to a reference group as those significant others 

whose composite roles a nd attitudes are acquired through social 

interaction to form the generalized other part of the self. However, the 
concept of the reference group has been defined variably in the 
literature. 

Hyman5 defines the reference group as a point of comparing one·s 
own status; Merton and Kit6 define it as a group to which one aspires. 
a third definition characterizes the reference group as a group whose 
perspective provides a frame work for those outside the groupl A 
three definitions have relevance and application to black Americans 

who possibly have three distinct referents: respectively, these are the 
American mainstream (a group to which they aspire); middle-class 

perspectives (a group whose perspectives they assume); and the 
black community (a group with whom they compare themselves). The 

first and second of these reflect white culture and are conceptualized 
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here a s  p sycho logica l p h enomena rather  tha n object i ve ly extant  
grou ps of peop le .  That  i s ,  b lacks a s  a m i nority in a white c u l t u re a r e  
defined by t h a t  c u l t u re a nd, more often t h a n  n ot, s e e  t h e m se lves 
through  t h e  eyes of white culture; these def i nition s  a re  med iated 
direct ly a n d  i n direct ly by means  of the two wh ite referents as we l l  a s  
the b lack refer e n ce g roup .  

The A merican Mainstream 

The A mer ican  m a i nstream has  a lways been the g roup  to wh i c h  a l l  
rac ia l a nd eth n i c  m i nor i t ies i n  A mer ica h ave a s p i red .  H owever ,  t h e  
America n m a i n stre a m  p r i m a r i ly symbo l i zes t h e  excl  u s i on o f  rac i a l  
m i nor i t ies a n d  i nc l udes m idd le  a n d  u pper - i ncome wh i te A m e r i ca n s  
who are economica l ly, po l i t i ca l l y  a nd soc ia l l y  f ree to m a ke i mporta nt 
l ife choices:  f ree to choose better  res ident i a l  locat io n s, better hea lt h 
care, and better emp l oy ment opport u n it ies .  T h i s  f reedom i s  eve n 
extended to def i n i n g  who i s  acceptab le  a nd who  i s  not accepta b l e  to 
the ma instream i n -g roup .  L i eberson a nd C a rte r ' s8 c o m p a r i s o n  of 
bl ack a nd wh ite et h n i c  pathways to na t i ona l  p ro m i ne n ce revea l s  
i nte resti ng d iffere nces i n  the deg ree to w h i c h  these g r o u p s  have 
been ab le to move i nto the  n a t i o n a l  m a i n stre a m .  W h i l e nat io n a l  
promi nence i s  n ot a t  i ssue  here, t h e  d i s p a r i t ies they report a r e  
i nd icative of not on ly  the res i dua l  effects o f  l e g a l  seg regat ion ,  bu t  t h e  
extent to w h ich these effects have b locked the m ob i l i ty of m a ny 
bl acks who w i s h  to move i nto t h e  A m e r i c a n  m a i n strea m .  Th e 
ev idence symbo l i z i n g  exc l u s i o n  o n  the b a s i s  of sk i n co lor  i s  l eg i o n: 
cont i n u e d  d i sc r i m i n at i o n  i n  e m p l o y m e nt ;  ed u cat i o n ,  p u b l i c  
acco modat i o n ;  a n d  po l i t i ca l  pa rt i c i pat ion at a l l  l eve l s  of gover n m e nt. 
A word a bout  each  of these s h o u l d  s uff ice .  

Accord i n g  to H e rbert  H i l l ,  former  N AACP na t i ona l  l abor d i rector,  
b l ack peop le  in 1 97 7  const i t uted over 30 percent of those l i v i n g  i n  
poverty. T h i s  eco n o m i c  s i tua t ion  can be d i rect ly  traced to the h i g h  
rate of u n e m p l oy m e nt a mong b lacks,  wh ich  was more t h a n  2 .3 t i mes 
that  of w h ites in  the  f i rs t  h a lf of  1 97 8 . 9  Even when g a i nf u l l y  
emp loyed, l a bo r  m a r ket p rocesses operate to systemat ica l ly a l locate 
b l acks, re l at ive to w h i tes ,  to less rewa rd i ng l a bor pos i t i ons . 1 0  I ndeed, 
the i ncome g a p  w h i c h  separates the typ ica l b lack fa m i ly from the  
typ ica l  w h ite fa m i ly g rew l a rger i n  the  1 9 70s . 1 1 
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T h e  N a t i o n a l  Assessm e n t  of E ducation a l  Progress i n  1974 reports 
t h a t  b l a c k  p e rfo r m a nce is consistent ly below t h e  n at io n a l  average in 
t h e  sc ie n ces, read i n g, a nd mathemat ics  a nd, d a i ly, bl a cks are 
c o n f ronted w i t h  n e ws a bo u t  w h ite resistence to  "forced bussing" 
i nt o  b l a c k  n e i g h bo rh oods .  T h e  m essage com m u n i cated  by these 
reports  a n d  res ist a nc e t o  b u ss i n g  a re  t hreefold: 1) t h e  qua lity of 
e d u c a t i o n  prov ided  for  b l a c k  st udents is i nfer ior  t o  t hat provided for 
w h ite s tude nts  i n  s c h o o l s  t h a t  a re better  eq u i pped  a nd better staffed 
i n  s u b u rba n n e i g h bo r h oods; 2) m a n y  Amer i c a n s  be l ieve t h at heredity 
ra t h er t h a n  q u a l i ty of e d u c a t i o n  exp l a i ns r a c i a l  d ifferences i n  student 
perfo r m a n ce; a n d  3) m a n y  Ame r i c a n s  be l i eve t h a t  i ntegrated 
e d u c a t i o n  w i l l  c a u se a dec l i n e  i n  t he a bi l i ty a nd performance 
s t a n d a rds  of w h it e  c h i ld re n .  D es p i te ev ide n ce to t h e contra ry, the 
fa l l a cy of t h e  l a tt e r  two percep t i o n s, i n  a dd i t ion  to the  very real  
prob le m  of i nfer ior  e d u c a t i o n ,  c o m b i n e  to  m a ke s a l ient  the low 
esteem i n  w h i c h  b l acks  a r e  h e l d  by m a n y  w h i t e  Americans .  

A lt h o u g h  the C i v i l  R ig h t s  Act of  1 96 4  o ut l a wed d i scr i m i nation in 
p u bl i c  a cco m m od a t i o n s, m id d l e  a nd u pp e r  c l ass b la cks are st i l l  made 
very aware  t h a t  t h e i r  p res e n ce is u n we l c o m ed i n  exc l u sive c l ubs and 
resta u ra n ts ,  even i n  t h e  n a t io n 's c a p i ta l .  M oreover,  red l i n i ng and 
steer i n g  a re st i l l  co m mo n  p r a ct i ce s  i n  t h e  rea l esta te  a nd mortgage 
l e n d i ng i ndustr i es ,  w h i c h  h a s  m a i nt a i n ed h o u s i n g  segregat ion at 
pre-1965 leve ls .  A recen t  te lev is i o n  doc u m e nt ary exam i n i ng the 
prog ress of b l a cks  in A m e r ica s i nce 1 95 4  reve a led that  the 
gerrymandering of e l ect i o n  d istr icts is s t i l l  c u rre n t l y  used in  states' 
such as Mississippi to m i n i m i ze b l a ck vot i n g  s t re n g t h  a n d  thereby 
dilute black political power. These bar r ie rs  n ot o n l y  effectively 
exclude blacks and other rac ia l m i n o r i t i e s  fro m  t h e  America n 
mainstream, they symbolically com m u n icate  t h e  i nt ended mean ing 
that racial minorities of all c l a s ses h o l d  a n  i nfer i o r  posi t ion in 
American society and are valued according ly. 

Middle-C lass Perspectives 

The American mainsteam influences and is i n f l u e nc e d  by white 
middle-class perspectives. Social definitions m ed ia ted by m e a ns  of 
these perspectives are powerful determinants of a group's c o l lect ive 
identity. By and large, the social definitions made on the baSis of color 
are negative. To wit, the concepts of the black matriarchy, father
absent families, culturally deprived, underprivileged, and urban 
blight are terms that have common currency among the definitions 
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that have bee n u sed  to cha racter ize b lacks a n d  t h e i r  c u l t u re .  F o r  
many A mer icans  w i t h  n either exposu re nor  u ndersta n d i n g  of  b l a c k  
i ntragroup  d i fferences, these def i n i t ions a pp l y  to  t h e  e n t i re g ro u p, 
notwi thsta nd i ng c lass d i fferences. M idd le-c lass be l ief syst e m s  a r e  
transmi tted b y  var ious media a nd u lt i mate ly work t h e i r  w a y  i nt o  a l l  
major Amer ica n i nst i tut ions .  Te lev is ion progra m m in g  i s  a p r i m e  
exa mple.  Rac ia l  m i nor i t ies a re  genera l l y  " i nv i s i b l e"  or  " a bsent" o n  
American televis ion ,  a n d  when p resent ,  t h ey a re s y m bo l ized a s  
subservia nt, s i l ly, poor, u n i n te l l i gent ,  cr i m i n a l  a nd i nv a r i a b l y  
produced i n  father-abse nt m atr ia rch a l  fa m i l i es .  

These d istort ions not on ly  m is represent t h e  s tab i l i ty ,  streng th ,  a n d  
cl ose bonds of one-parent ,  exte nded a nd ot h e r  var i a  n t  for m s  o f  b l ack  
fa mi ly  l ife, 1 2 bu t  a l so m isrepresent t h e  l i festy les  o f  s i xty-o n e  perc e n t  
of Amer ican b lack fam i l ies that adh ere t o  t h e  t ra d i t i o n a l n uc l e a r  two
parent fa m i ly st ructure .  

V isua l  med ia that port ray d i storted v iews of r ac i a l  m i nor i t i es  a r e  
cr i t ica l  soc ia l i z i ng agents a nd m a ke a dec i s ive i m pact d u r i ng t h e  
earl iest years o f  perso n a l i ty deve l op m e nt .  A recent  magaz i n e  
advert ise ment pu rch a sed by t h e  b l ack-ow ned  Com m u n ica t i ons  
Al l i a nce i l l u st rates t h i s  po i n t .  I t  s h ows a s m a l l  b l ack boy l oo k i n g  I nto a 
mi r ror  and Imag i n i ng h i m s e lf a s  a wh ite s u pe rm a n .  T h e  p i ct u re i s  
capt i oned, "What 's  wrong w i th  t h i s  p i c tu re?"  a nd fo l lows w i th  t h e  
answer "p lenty i f  t h e  c h i l d  i s  b lack  a n d  ca n ' t  i m ag i n e  a h ero t h e  sa m e  
color h e  o r  s h e  i s . "  T h i s  subt le ,  symbo l i c  d e n i a l  o f  b l a c k  i d e nt i ty h a s  
produced what D u Bo i s  ca l l ed t h e  i na u d ib l e  N egro a n d  w h a t  E l l i s o n 1 3 
refe rred t o  a s  i nv i s i b i l i ty a nd face l e ss ness a mong  A m e r ica n b lacks .  
Wi l l ie 's  state m e nt o n  the idea of  " n obodyness" i s  coge nt :  

I dent i ty . . .  i s  a soc i a l  p rocess i n  wh ich there i s  a negot i a t i o n  
between what  peop le  t h i nk themse lves t o  b e  a nd what  others  
bel ieve t h e m  t o  be .  T h e  negot ia t i ng p rocess i s  cont i n u o us ,  
s o meti mes p a i nfu l ,  somet i mes p leasant .  The  a nonymou s  
peop le  of t h is wor ld ,  often  referred to a s  i nv is ib le ,  a re  t h ose who 

withdra w  or who are pushed o ut of the negotiating process. 

They s uffer a loss  of i dent i ty ,  eit her beca u se t h ey no longer  
aff i r m  t h e i r  perso n a l  s i g n i f i cance or  because others refuse t o  

recognize the ir s ocial worth (emphasis m ine) . 1 4  
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The not ion of " i nv is ib i l ity" app l ies  to i nst i tut i o n s  other  t h a n  the 
te lev is ion  i nd u stry.  For exa mp le,  except for spec i a l ized c o u r ses i n  
spec i a l ized depart m e nts,  educat iona l cur r icu l a  a t  a l l  level s  exclude 
rac i a l  m i nor ity conte nt . For eco n o m i c  as wel l  as  possi b l y  rac i a l ly 
mot ivated reasons,  m ov ie  a nd book pub l i s h i ng i n d u st r ies  fo l low su it. 
The po int  to  be made is  t h a t  t h e  a bsence of rac ia l  content  p laces 
cond i t ions  of worth on t h e  ascr i bed c h a racte r ist ic  of s k i n  color a n d  
pern i c i o u s ly de n i e s  pos i t ive def i n it i ons  o f  b l a c k  ex iste nce a n d  
c u lt u re .  

C lear ly, when the  norm of b lack absence i s  i n extr icab ly accepted, 
promoted, an d  m a i nta i ned ac ross i n st i tu t ion s, t h e  i nterpretations 
a nd i n dicat ions  m ade by b lacks a nd wh ites are t h e  s a me:  black peopl e  
as a group a re deva l ued o r  ig nored i n  A m e r i c a n  c u lt u re .  I n  t h e  past, 
most wh i tes a nd many b lacks a ccepted t h ese def i n it i ons .  For wh ites, 
the effect was to e levate a sense of self  i n  compar i son  to b lacks. For 
blacks, the effect resu lted i n  self-def i n i t i ons  t h at were often negative 
in co n n otat i o n .  

The Black Community 

B lac ks,  as  t h e  co m p a r i son g rou p  for oth e r  b lacks, a re not exempt 
fro m t h e  per n i c i o u s  process descr i bed above. Beca use of coerc ion 
u n der s l avery a n d  re l u ctant  bu t  pass ive accept a n ce u n der legal ized 
d isc r i m i na t ion ,  many  b lack A mer icans  have i nte r n a l ized and 
co m m u  n i cated negat ive def i n i t ions  of b lackness that are acqu ired 
fro m  t h e  do m in a nt refere nce g roup .  As B i l l i ngs ley puts it . . .  "We 
have been bra i nwashed by t he sea of wh i teness  wh ich  s u rrou nds us 
a n d def i n es U S . " ' 5  

A recent a rt i c le po int i ng out  soc io log i s t  R obert H i l l ' s  v iew o n  th is  
point  i l l u st rates the  ten ac ity of these i nt e r n a l ized conc eptions:  

"We're so or i ented to look i n g  at what  i s  wrong- e m p h as iz i n g  
negat ive patho log ies a nd dysf u nct ions .  B ut, i t  i s  very i m portant  
for  us to be aware of  a nd b u i ld on  concepts that  a re pos i t ive to 
ou rse lves . "  H i l l 's concern with the "erroneous type of 
i nfor m at ion  as perta i ns to bl acks " - p a rt i c u l a r ly  si nce b l acks 
were be l iev i ng some of these t h i ngs led h i m  to develop a report 
i n  1 9 7 1  on the st rengths of b lack fa m i l ies . , 6  
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S im i l a r ly .  E r i ckson  notes tha t  

The Negro ,  of cou rse ,  i s  only the most  flag rant  case of  a n  Amer ican 
m inor i ty  w h i c h  by t he  pressu re of t rad i t ion  and  the l i m i tat ion of 
opport u n i ty  i s  forced to ident i fy w i th  i ts  own evi l i dent i ty  fragrnents , 
t h u s j eopard i z i ng whatever part i c i pat ion i n  American  i dent i ty  i t  may 
have e a rn ed . ' ?  

Thus,  th is  tak ing the role of the other ( the dom inan t  g ro u p )  i s  med ia ted by  
b lacks to other b lacks in  other ways : retu rn i ng  to  ha i r  s t y le  p references t ha t  
were cha racte rized as "whi te"  i n  the 1 960s and  1 970s i s  j u s t  one examp le .  

Certa i n l y the  h igh  i n c idence of  b l ack  o n  b lack c r i m e  i mp l ies  
i ntragroup  dyn a m i cs that  a re n ot pos i ti ve . A l th o u g h  the f r u strati o n 
aggress ion hypoth eses has  bee n  u sed t o  exp l a i n  t h i s  p h enomenon ,  
bl ack on  b lack c r ime  is  a lso v iewed as a for m  o f  se l f - hatred a mo n g  
America n b lacks . ' s  

To po i nt out. h owever, the negat ive conseq u e n ces of p overty a nd 
rac ia l  d iscr i m i nat ion i s  not to say  t hey have gone u nc h a l l e nged o r  
have adversely affected a l l  b l a c k  peop le .  M a ny b l ac k  A m er i c a n s  h ave 
been able to deve lop pos i t ive se l f - concepts eve n tho u g h  they d i rectl y 
and i nd i rectly encou nter adverse rac i a l  cond it i ons .  The  a b i l i ty to u se 
support systems a nd to cha nne l  r ac i a l  p ressu res construct ive ly have 
enab led most b lacks to enha n ce a nd m a i nta i n  a h i g h  l eve l  of se l f 
esteem .  I ndeed, Robert H i l l  i s  representat ive of a cad re of  b la c k  
America ns  w h o  have made i n - roads i nto t h e  p rocess of reca ptu r i n g  
the "sur rendered identity" of b l ack peop le a n d  the i r  c u ltu re .  
Nevertheless, fo r a s i zab le  proport ion o f  the  b lack  pop u l at ion ,  the  
adverse effects o f  symbol ic  rac i s m  may be m ore rea l t h a n  appa rent as  
shown i n  th e ir  d isproportionate representati on i n  the fo l l ow i n g 
statistics on menta l hea lth d i sorders .  

Possible Effects on Black Mental Health 

A l t h o u g h  P r e c i s e  c a u s e  h a s n o t  b e e n  d e t e r m i n e d . d i s c r i m i n at o r y  
pract i c e s  h av1e b e e n  s u g gested as key f actors-if not  t h e  most  i m po rtant  
o n es-i n the e t i o l o g y  of m e n t a l  d i s o r d e r s  of b l acks a n d  other  r a c i a l  
m i n o r i t i e s . ' 9  Iv1 o r e o v e r ,  i t  i s  suggested t h a t  r a c i s m  i s  an i m po rt a n t  f actor  i n  
dete r m i n i n g  Ithe qu al i ty of c l i n i cal  services that a r e  r e n d e r e d  to these 
g r o u p s 
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T h e  q ue st i o n  of d i ffe rent i a l  d i agnosis is  always a problem i n  
d e te r m i n i ng t h e  va l i d ity of d ata o n  psych iatr ic d isorders. However, 
c e rt a i n  t re n ds d o  a ppear by race i n  mental  health stat ist ics .  Br ief ly, a 
few a re descr ibed  be low.  

Institutionalization and Specific Disorders 

I n st i tut ion a l i zat ion :  The Report of the  Spec ia l  Pop u lation S ub
pane l  on Menta l  H e a lt h  of B lack  A mer icans s u m m a r izes current 
g overn menta l ,  ep idem i o log i ca l  a n d  soc i a l  resea rch data on t he 
i n st i t u t iona l statu s  of b l ack  A m erica ns .  Among the f ind ings, the data 
s how t h at :  

- B lack  ad u lts  are  u nder the  care of  a var iety of  inst i tut ions . I n  
1 97 0 ,  t h e  rates of i nst i tut i ona l i zed persons per 1 00,000 

popu la t ion  we re 1 4 1 2. 7  for b lacks co mpared to 1 004.3 for 
w h ites .  

- B etwee n 1 950 and 1 970,  the  rate of i nst i tut iona l ization for 
b l acks i n creased, but decreased for wh ites. 

- B lack  m a les (part i cu l a r l y  in the 1 8 -34 years of age range ) 
cons istent ly  show the  h i gh est rates of m e nta l  d i sorder based o n  
state hosp i ta l  data (See Table 1 ) . 

- B lack  a d m iss ions  to menta l  i nst i tu t ions a re less l i kely to be 
vo lu nta ry, a n d  b lacks are less l i ke ly to be com mi tted by relatives. 

- N ot on ly  are b lacks m ore l i ke ly  to be i n  m en ta l  i nst itutio ns  
than  wh ites, b ut they  a re  twice as  l i ke ly  to s u ffer fata l  
conseq uences from psychotic a n d  n e u rot ic  d i sorders .  

- The type of  treatment b lacks rece ive i n  ment a l  hea lt h 
ag encies i s  d iffe rent from that rece ived by wh ites: D iagnoses 
are less accu rate for b lacks; d ispos i t ion  of b lack  cases is more 
no nspecif i c; b lacks are more l i ke ly to  be seen for  d i a gnosti c 
pu rposes; and  b l acks are less l i ke ly to be se lecte d  for  i ns ight
or iented t h erapy than wh ites. 20 

T h e  s u b- p a n e l  attr i b utes these f i ndi ngs to the stressfu l l ivi n g  
c o nd i t io n s  tha t  m a ny black Americans endure i n  a cu ltu re 
where  rac i sm erodes the i r  capacity to cope with i l lness a n d 
psych ic stress.  
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Schizophrenia: S c h izop h ren ia ,  a major  p u b l i c  menta l  hea lt h 
pro b l e m ,  c o m p r i s es a major proport i on  of the  a d m iss ions  to i n 
a n d  o u t - p at ien t  psyc h iat r ic  fac i l i t ies  i n  t h e  U n i ted States .  
S t u d i es exa m i n i ng  the rates for t h i s  d i sorder genera l l y  h ave 
fou n d  t h a t  rates for non-wh i tes (b lacks be i n g  the l a rgest  
proport i o n  i n  t h i s  g ro u p) were h ig he r  th a n  t h ose of wh i te  
adm i s s i o n s .  Wh i le  reported d i a g nost ic  rates s ho u l d  be  v iewed 

' w i t h  c a u t i o n, Cannon  a n d  Locke2 1 report that  a mong wom e n  
diag nosed a s  sch izop h re n ic i n  1 97 5 ,  the  rates per 1 00,000 
popu lat ion were 1 1 8 . 2  for b l ack fem a les co m pared to 42. 8 fo r 
white fe ma les .  A study of B a h n , et a 1  2 2  fou nd that  non -wh i te  
rates for adm iss ions  d i a gnosed a s  sc h i zophre n i c  were a bo ut a s  
h i g h  as t he rate for wh i te a d m iss ions i n  M a ry l a nd .  T h ese rac i a l  
stat ist ics' a re not  su rp r i s i ng co ns ide r i n g  t he g e n er a l c h a racter  of 
sch izop hr e n i a .  Th i s  perso n a l i ty d i sorder is desc r i bed as a 
persona l i ty pat tern  of persons  w hose l i fe sty le  de m o n st ra tes  
l i m i ted f lex i b i l i ty and a re  u n a ble  to  esta b l i s h  sta b l e  rec i p r i c a l  
re lat i onsh ips  w i t h t h e  env i ron m e n t .  F u rt her ,  sc h i zop h r e n i a  i s  a 
longsta n d i n g  cond i t i o n  t hat  may det e r io rate u n der s t ress .  T h e  
l i festy les of m a n y  lower - i ncome o r  u ne m p loyed b l a c k  
Amer icans prod u ce con d i t i o n s  t h a t  cou l d  l ead  to  e m ot i o n a l  
prob lems tha t  f i t  t h i s c haracter i za t i o n .  

Alcohol ism:  Alcoho l i sm i s  a not h e r  n a t io n a l  m e n t a l  hea l t h  
proble m .  A 1 969 n a t ionwide s u rvey revea l ed t h a t  t h i rty  pe rce n t  
of a l l  non -wh i te ma le  a d m i ss i o n s  t o  p u b l i c  m e n t a l  h os p i ta l s  
cou ld be att r i b u ted t o  a l co h o l i s m .  N o n - w h i tes were two t i mes  
( f ifteen pe rcent )  more l i ke ly  t han  w h i tes  ( seven perce n t )  to be  
d iagnosed a nd adm i tted fo r  a l coho l i s m  on  an  o u t - pa t i e n t  ba s i s .  
L i m i ted resea rch o n  t he dr i n k i ng pat ter ns  a m o n g  b l acks revea l 
that m idd le -c lass b la cks a l most u n iversa l ly u se a l coho l  as  a n  
out let ,  a re heavy dr i n kers ( compa red to  t h e i r  w h i te  m idd le -c l ass  
cou nterparts) .  a n d  ofte n h ave soc i a l  p robl ems  tha t  a re re l at ed t o  
a l cohol i sm 23 T h e  i nference h ere i s  t h a t  b l a c k  d r i n k i n g  p a tt e r n s  
are more re lated to  soc i a l  cond it i o ns t h a n  th ose seen for wh i te  
dr inkers .  M c N e i l l  c lear l y  poi nts to rac i a l  press u res as  a cas u a l  
factor by s uggest i ng t hat b l ac k  dr i n k i ng patterns " a r e  those of 
discomfort i . e . ,  a m i n or i ty g roup member com peti ng  with a 
major i ty g roup  i n  a ny c u l tu re  wi l l  s uffer st ra i ns and press u res  
for wh i ch a l coho l  c a n  be  a te mporary re medy. "2 4 T h us ,  a l coho l  
abuse among b l acks i s  seen as  a way of copi ng wi th  the  pa i n  of  
rac i a l  prej u d ice a nd d iscr i m i nat ion .  McNe i l l  be l i eves tha t  heavy 
dr i n k i ng re i nforces rac i a l  stereotypes a mong wh i tes; a m ong 
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black d r i nkers, i t  i s  see n as a n  act of def iance or 5elf- destructio n .  
As a f i n a l  o utcome, death f rom a lcoho l i sm i s  three t i m es greate r 
for b lacks t h a n  for w h ites who dr ink . 25 

Drug Abuse: U s i n g  a n  i ndex adjusted for age, sex, a n d  race, 
Rosen a nd G oldberg's26 stu dy fou nd that non-white males were 
t h ree to four  t i m es more l ikely to be admitted to treatment for 
drug a b use t h a n  a ny other  sex or race category. Aga in ,  the i ndex 
for non-wh ites was part i c u la r ly h i g her  for t hose us ing pub l ic  
menta l  hosp i ta ls  and out -pat ient  fac i l it ies .  I t  i s  est imated that 
over h a lf of the add icted popu l at ion  is  b l ack, M exican, or P uerto 
R ican a nd l ive in t h e  i n ner c i ty of large metropol itan areas. 2 7  

Suicide:  S u i c ide,  once thought to  be a wh ite problem, 
certa i n ly  has a psych i at r i c  basis a nd is  i ncreas ing  at an a larm i n g  
rate a mong bl ack u rba n adolescents a n d  young adu lts .  
A l though  m a ny c a u ses a re c ited, socio log ists be l ieve that 
i nto lerab le  soc i a l  cond i t ions  are the major ca use of su icide  
w h ich  i s  a react ion  to stressf u l  l ife condit ions tha t  are ofte n 
assoc iated with  fee l i n g s  of worth lessness and hopelessness. 28 

Even  d i sea ses  ( u l c1e rs ,  h yp e rte n s io n )  with physica l  
m a n ifestat ions have  psycho log ica l  a nd emotiona l causes. 
A l though  d iet a n d  hered ity h ave been i nd i cated as factors i n  
hypertens ion ( a  d isease d isproport ionate ly represented in black 
hea l th  stat ist ics ), i t  is  n ot u n reasonab le to assu m e  that symbol i c  
stressors encountered i n  a r ac i a l ly def i ned soc iety play a n  
i mportant part i n  th i s  d isorder a s  we l l .  

The  forego ing are j ust a few of the adverse effects t hat may b e  
p a rt l y  a ttr i b uted t o  societa l press ures t hat  a re rac i a l ly induced .  
H owever,  w e  a re cautioned by K ra mer ,  e t  a l .  tha t  furthe r  
i nvest igat ions a re  n e eded to trace t h e  et io logy o f  mental  
d i s orders : 

. . .  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  of t h e  ro l e  of r a c i s m  i n  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  menta l  
d i so rd e rs req u i re d a t a  on t h e  i n c i d e n ce a n d  d u ra t i o n  o f  s p e c i f i c 

d i sorders and the way racist  pract ices a ffect  t h e s e  i n d i c e s . B u t  

t h i s  i s  n o  s i m p l e  m a i l e r .  I n vest i g a t i o n s  o f  i n c i d e n t s  o f  m e n t a l  

d i sorders a re d i ff icu l t  t o  carry o u t  n o t  o n l y  bec a u s e  o f  t h e  p ro b le m s 
of case - f i n d i n g a n d  d i ffere n t i a l  d i a g n o s i s  b u t  a l s o  because of  
d i f f icu l t i e s i n  esta b l i s h i n g  date of o n s e t .  2 9  
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N otw i t h st a n d i n g  the  m et hodolog ica l p rob lems of  research i ng 
the  effects of  r ac i sm on the  m e nt a l  hea l th  of b l acks ,  t h e  n a t u r e  
of m a ny m enta l h ea l th  d isorders can  be c h a racter i zed i n  o n e  
word-esca p i s m .  I t  i s  pa rt i c u l a r ly  i nte rest i ng t h a t  the  reported 
rates for d isorders i mp ly  t hat a vo ida n ce-sch izop h re n i a , 
a l coh o l i s m  a nd d rug  a buse-a re genera l ly h i g h e r  for n o n - w h it e  
t h a n  for  w h i te g roups .  These h ighe r  rates a mong  n o n - w h it e s  
suggest t h a t  the  dyna m ics of the  d i sorders may  be p e r m u t a t i o n s  
i n  t h e  te ndency f o r  so m e  m a r g i n a l  people t o  become " i nv i s i b l e "  
and "wi t hdra w" from the  oppress ion  a nd n o n - recog n i t i o n  t h at 
they perce i ve from the l a rger  soci ety. 

Concluding Remarks 

The  d iscuss ion prese nted i n  t h i s paper  i s  n ot i nt e n de d  t o  
expla i n  o r  suggest a def i n i t ive cas u a l  r e l a t i o n  between  r a c i s m  
and psychodynam ica l ly i n d uced h u m a n  cond u ct .  A t  t h e  sa m e  
t i me, o u r  present state of k nowledge about  t h e  et i o l ogy of  
neu rot ic  a nd psychot ic  beh av iors i s  so l i m i ted t hat s u g g e st i o n s  
to the cont rary ( e . g . ,  soc i a l ly i nd u ced behav io rs )  ca n not  b e  
ignored. 

Emot i o n a l  d i ff i cu l t i es  in person a l i ty  deve l op m e nt have  l o n g  
been c ited a s  a prod u ct of f a u lty i nte rperso n a l  r e l at i o n s h i p s .  
H owever, desp i te i m provem e nts i n  A m er i ca n race  re l a t i ons ,  t h e  
pers i stence o f  va r ious  for ms of i neq u a l i ty com m u n i cate t h e  
mea n i ng o f  res i stence to i m proved eco n o m i c  a n d  sta t u s  
atta i n ment for r a c i a l  m i n or i ty pop u l at i ons .  I n  M e ad i a n  
termi no logy, t hese a re  s i g n i f i cant symbo ls  t h a t  h ave a s h a r ed 
mea n i ng for a l l  races a nd a re dest r u ct ive  i n  t h e i r  o utco mes .  
Moreover,  s i nce prej ud i ce h a s  been fou n d  to be  cor r e l ated w i t h 
var ious psyc hopath ic d isorders , 3o  t here  i s  a m essage h e r e  for  
the major i ty pop u l at i o n  a s  w e l l .  B y  m a x i m iz i ng t h e i r  ow n 
ident i ty at t h e  exp e nse  of m i nor i ty pop u l a t i o n s, t h e  ma jo r i t y  
popu lat i o n  m ay, i n  essence, be  t r u nca t i  n g  the i r  own ide nt i ty  a n d  
co u ld  very w e l l  b e  creat i ng  t h e  s a m e  probl e m s  f o r  t h e m se lves a s  
they m ay h a ve for m i nor i ty ou t -g roups .  

I f  the  forego i n g  a n a lys i s  h a s  a ny e n d u r i ng v a l u e ,  i t  i s  beca u s e  
the s a l i ence of t hese symbols  a nd t h e i r  m e a n i n g s  h ave  bee n 
presented to r a ise  q u est i o n s  a bo u t  t h ese p h e n o m e n a .  T h e  
art ic le i s  des i g n ed t o  i n sp i re f u rt her  exp lorat i o n s  i nt o  t he c a  u s a l  
re lat i o n  betwee n rac i a l ly def i n ed s i t u at ions  a n d  t h e  p resen t  
state o f  menta l  hea l t h  o f  b lacks a nd o the r  r a c i a l  m i no r i t i e s  i n  
th is  cou ntry .  
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Table 1 

Age Spec i f i c  and  Age Adj u sted R ates  per  1 00,000 
Popu lat ion of I n pat ient  Adm iss ions to  S tate a nd Cou nty 

M e nta l Hosp i ta ls  by R ace, S ex a n d  Age,  1 965 

Wh ite Black 

Both Both 
Age o n  A d m i s s i o n  S exes M a l e Female  Sexes M a l e  Female 

Tot a l  a d m i s s i o n  2 9 6 , 1 5 1 ,  1 90,788 1 0 5,363 83 ,367 53,646 29,721 

Al l  Ages 1 6 1 . 1 2 1 4 . 2  1 1 1 . 2 344 . 2  469.5 232.2 

U n der  1 8  yrs .  3 1 . 6 3 9 . 3  2 3 . 6  77 .8  1 03 . 1  52.2 

1 8 -24 yrs 2 34 . 0  343 . 9  1 29 . 4  539 , 6  892 . 1  241 . 8  

2 5 -44 yrs.  2 70 . 2  349 . 3  1 94 . 2  6 88 . 3  1 032.7 406 .3 

4 5 - 64 yrs.  2 1 3 . 4 2 76 . 0  1 5 5 . 7  4 1 4 . 2  4 1 4.2 41 3.9 

6 5  yrs.  8 5 . 3  1 30 . 9  5 4 . 0  1 7 1 . 9 2 1 0 .8 1 43.7 

M e d i a n  a g e  3 5 . 2  4 3 . 3  3 7 . 3  3 2 . 1 30.0 38.0 

Age adj u st ed 
rates·  1 5 9 . 7  2 1 3 . 2  1 1 0. 0  3 6 7 . 3  509.4 248.5 

Adj u st m ent based on d istr ibut ion of U . S .  C iv i l i a n  Populat ion  J u ly 1 ,  1 9 75. 

Sou r ce: N I M H, D iv is ion of B iometry and Epidem iology - u n p u bl i s hed data. 

26 
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C ritique 

S h i r ley V i n i ng B rown's  " S y m bo l i c  I nteract i o n  a nd B l ack  M e n t a l  
Hea l th :  U ndersta nd i n g  B l ack  S elf C o n cept i o n s "  presents s i g n i f ica n t  
and vita l i nfor mat ion concer n i ng  t h e  effects o f  negat ive se l f -concepts 
on black A me r ica ns .  The  most i nterest i ng a spect of the p a per  i s  t h e  
development  o f  t he concept o f  " negat ive be l ief  syst e m s . "  S he  pos i ts  
the be l i ef that othe rs, espec i a l l y  w h i t e  psycho l og ists a nd soc i o log is ts ,  
a re t he defi n i ng agents  of B l ack C u lt u re, et h n i c ity, a nd i de nt i ty .  T h at 
is, b l acks who bel i eve t h ese negat ive const r u cts  expe r i ence menta l  
hea lth d isorde rs :  d rug  add ict i o n ,  sch i zop h re n i a ,  a l co h o l i s m , a nd 
hypertens ion  are  exa m p l es .  B u r i ed negat ive be l i efs a bout  "self , " i n  
accorda nce w i th soc i a l  i nj u st i ces i n  econom ics  a n d  pol i t ics ,  prov ide  
the fra mework fo r  b l ack  m e nt a l  hea l t h  prob lems .  Nega t i ve be l i efs  
about "self , " accord ing  t o  B rown ,  a re  ev ide nced by i ncreased b l ack  
menta l  hea l t h  d i sorders .  

Brown's  essay i s  e n l i gh te n i ng as  she u nfo l ds the d i l e m m a :  b l acks  
are systemat i c a l l y re in forced wi th  negat i ve se l f  concepts a nd t hey 
are den ied adequ ate cop ing mech a n i sms  for h a nd l i ng negat ive  
bel i efs which resu l t  i n  s ig n if i ca nt " menta l  d i so rder s . "  H er paper  l ays  
the  bas i c  g rou ndwork  fo r  focus ing  the  prob lems .  H owever ,  B row n 
fa i l s  to prov ide so l ut ions  for the  prob lems she i l l ustrates .  


