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established at New York University in 1969. The Senate
of the University, responding to the atmosphcrc of con-
oern tha{ folldwed the asst“hon .of Dr Martin luthcr
King, Jr., passed a resolution of commitment to the
concept of the development of such an institutc in ‘honor

of Dr. king and hl‘s strugglc for humanilv and raual
cquality

lhercforc i o1s highh p Bc Ynd appropriatc that,

this year, the tgmh annivetsaty of the Institute, a group”

of black scholars has come fogether to prodace a series
of monographs which deal with the proplems and cbn-
(:iitioris to which Dr. King devoted his life.

This series is published by the TAAA, which is
*dedicated to thc identification and analysis of the con:
tributions, probléms and aspirationd of ‘Americans .of
~African descent. However, the issues to which these
scholars ®ddress themselves concern all mankind ahd
have significance not only foy blacks but also for Puerto
Ricans, Mexican Americans, American Indians and all

victims of prJudICC and discrimination.
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The Tenth-Year MAnniversary Commemorative Monograph séries is
published bv The, Institute of Afro-American Affairs at New York
University  The mu/?nul in this publication may not be reproduced
in whole or in part without permission. Copyright 1979 by the
1AAA or individual authors. For copyright information, conlaf!‘
I4AA. Opinions expressed by contributers de not necessarily reﬂ(c(
the views of the Institute
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. HUMANISTIC PSYCHOLOGY AND.BLACK AMERICANS

Adelbert H. Jenkins, Ph.D.
" Assoclate Professor of P8ychology
. Facuity of Arts and Science
\ New York University

< Inttoduetion ' .

!

The focus of this‘esse_ay is on the_-*fro-Amex:lcan, q‘s' an

Kactor or-agent who shares with all of Mankind the capacity to play a

part in éf\api'ng the ‘contours of” hisg life. Chag‘acterizing the indivi-
"dual black in America from such ‘an "activist" approach -- ag a
person who “makes, a diffesnce” in the flow of events in his life --
raises questions about the _usual por{rayal of"blacks in the social and
Jbehavioral science literature. Blacks are commonly described ag
re-actors rather than pro-actors to the circumstances they\, face.
They are ofted said to respond, either as victims who accommodét’g
Hdgéiively to discriminétion'and“economic marginality, or as agg;‘es-
sors who deal with their individual and g}‘oup subordination By
striking back violently. The options that blacks chooge. are.d~~

.

scribbed as sub'miss'ive or defensive -~ ag reflecting powerlessness on N
the one hand or unthinking rage on the other.” Such .a picture s -

one of human beinys who only react to theip environments rather
than take charge of their destinjes" _ * -

In explaining this situation it is typical to assert that_ cen-
turies of Americah racism had mainly débilitatinq psychological ef-
fects on blacats. F‘or examble, black psychologist Roderick Pugh

»
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(1972), characterizes the pre-revolutionary péycholdgy of blacks in
-\ largely negative terms. He describes the psycholoqical attttudes
before the struggle of the 1960'9 as reflec\ting "adaptive inferlorlty
This derived from the fact that blacks experienced considerable
anxiety which had been &onditioned by events connected 1o their |
black skin color. That is, the Afro-American's dark skin was the
occasion’ for painful abuse and limited social opportunity inflicted by
the majority white population on black people. The ar\klety"aroused .
by such abuse becanie a drive or ienslon whose redliction was a8so-
" ciated with the’ learning of inferior modes ot social respofise. - Anxie-
ty .was' also engendered by society's brutal response (and the threat
of such responsé) to any aggressive display by blacks;, Blacks
learned 1o avoid the tension of such anxiety by assiming a stance of
"adaptive mferlonty " that is, lnhlbltlng aggreqsweness and present-
ing an humble demeaper. As bld’ck adults instilled this stance in
their children for their own prgteoﬁon, presumably, many blacks
‘ ;‘begar\m to believe themselves to be 'inferior -- the mask began t
"'stick to the face,” as the proverb puts it.
Pugh notes other “eoncomitants of quch an adaptlve strate-
.gy. with white behavior as a standard, becoming like a white per-
son in speeth, dress, and manners was held up as 4 goal. In this
" gense blacks were identifying with (trying to become like): their
oppressorg. -Also, mucht gelf-rejection by kacks was apparent.” In
looking at the mannerisms and the eruptions of impulsive behavior by
their fryusttated brothers and' sisters, gsome blacks were prone to
v comment on.the unreadiness of blacks as a group for social equality
with *~ whites. Pug.h acknowledged that Afro Americans may have

~8

experienced‘a sense olf worth im some roleq such aseacher, cook,
athlete, musician, parent, for example -- but not as a black person.
' However, with the social upheavals of the Six#es in the United
States, Pugh feels that blacks reclaimed a proud sense of self as
. persons (individual seff-esteem) who <ape~ black (pride in group
identity). . ‘ . !

A
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J There can be no doubt that, the expgrienges black; have
Jived through have taken a heavy toll of their psycho ogical adjust-
mént.  And Pugh makes a contribution to the cohsideration of the
psychology of the " black experience .. Hov‘vyvor, \m discussmg:}he
psychology of the black experience prior. to 1963, Pugh draws hea-
- vily upon lime-}anored traditions of psyshological explanation; tra-
ditiohs which, 1t seems o me, ane heavily laden with the more "me—_
chanistic" (renas in psychology.;\i'r‘he emphasis seems to be on how
-."blacks responded to the  noxious- social, stimuli by assuming an ih,fer-
'ior stance in-order to reduce anxiety . . '
Although the traditional drivo-‘red{m:tionk&'ne in psycholo-
gy seems like a good one for understanding such no(iom adaptive
ihferiority, I contend that there are p‘efspectives in contemporary
psychology ,that can hel/p pravide a corrective to the traditional viel
of’_ _the Afro-American. These perspectivés are the same %ne$ which

- hold promise through the regearch process for gaining a fuller grasp

of t"h‘e personalities of all thrpan beings.  These more promistng
appYoaches, look at Man from a "humanistic" perspective. They posit
a distinctly different- image from the7"mechar'1iszic" conceptions of the
_human being. * o
‘ Mechanist}c'exp'lar_\ati.on§ which havq reigned in Ame}:ican
'_p_gycho}'ogy, ‘have. a Igng history in ‘the philosophy of science ip
genera! . (Rychlak, S1977) - -Briefly, in psychology, they imply a
porlraya'l"_bf the ﬁuman individual as a pas'sive_bei;lg wﬁose'respdn-

v

ses are ‘ p_rim'ai";ly determined eithes by impinging _environmental
factors or by tnternal physiological and constitutional states.

f‘WO theoreticat' trends have been influential in twentieth-
century, -Améri_czin'-béiz.cho}ogy_,_ beha_v!orism an'd“psyc_hoa'ﬁély.gis. - The.
- behaviorist position is the éhg most clearly identified Wwith the mech-

' il Pugh does use same’ of what we. shall call "humaniatic” terms to

characterize the post-1963 psychology of blacks, but | belieye
even-his pre-1963 depiction of Afrb-Americans needs to be suppla-.
/



anistic tradidon, hogau‘se it views .beha\)ior as a function &f innate or
learned drives, or as a functipn of Controlling environmental contin-

gencies. However, there are some mechanistic trends in p8ychoan-.

alytic theory also. Although psychoana'ly(ic theory is quite different
from behaviqx;isl theory in important ways, treud's voluminous writ~
ing shows clear evidence of both mechanistic and humanistic trends
(Holt, 1972). In positing the reduction of m«mnctual drives as a
primary aim of behavior, classical psy(hoanalyuc theory tended to
portray the’ human Individual as the arena, so to speak, \for the
“interplay of various kinds of stimull and the associated responses.
-y (ounterposed against this _notion of Man portrayed\ in the
passive voice, "is another growing trend of thinking. For e)kqmple,
psychologist Isidere Chein arti lates tflls view which focuses on Man
"as an active responsible agknt not simply a helpless, powerless
reagent.” 1In-this active imafe, th® human individual is seen as one
who influences some of th;e things that are happening to him. In
other words, the actwe being is one:

..who -seeks to* shape his environment rather
than passively permit himself to be shaped by
the latter, a being, in short, who insists on
“injecting himself into the causal process of the
world around him (Chein, 1972:6).

A Y

A number of other p%ychologl‘;t% have als‘!\doveloped outlooks with
similar implications for the human lmago

Abraham Maslow, for example, took an early and prominent
part in expressing the growing dquamfactlon with the then- -reigning
emphasis on drive-reduction theorles of motivation. Maslow (1962)
stressed the need for a third force in psychology,to counter the
position of the other two forces which were influential in American
psycholdgiéal 'bhought, namely psychoanalysis and behaviorism.
. He acknowled(jed that there are important "basic" physiolegical and
péycholoqical "drives” within Man which dftect his behavmr How-

ever, Maslow felt that when these are met, other sets of motivations’

gmerge -- strivings for personal growth and self-realization.

1]
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. '_Robert White (1959) levelled a  .similar gritique at both
experimontal and psyc hoanalyu( psychologies. He noted, "Something
important s Jeft out when "we make drives ‘the operating forces in
animal and human behavior" (p. 297). In order to bring back what

- \{Ioft out, ’ Whnte developed his' view that organrsms particularly
higher mammals, possess the capacity to interact effectwely with
their environments ., This, to White, implies ~Lhe presence” in Man of
a life-long motivation to’q'trive for "competent" llvmg as a universal
characteristic of human devvlopmem and functioning.

) Another psychologist, Joseph Rychlak, reminds us thaf the
opposingx .('on(:eptual trends, which undergird the mechanistic and
humanistic images of the human being, far, anfedate the twentieth
('entury;_"in the history of philosophy.  Similar to Chein, Rychlak
‘arques that it is time to be explicit about the implications of includ-
ing a humdmsm perspective inte accounts of human behavior. "The
tie binding all humanigts " he notes, "is (the) assumption that the
individual 'fhakes a diffe'rencé' or contributes to the flow of events"
(Rychlak, 1976 128). ‘ '

) -Whaf 1 shad ar(}ue in this paper is that the tradltlonal
drive-reduction themo in psyaholoqy may be a good one for under-
standing such notiohs as adapnto mferlomty However, such con-
cepts only bresegt a part of tho_.pl(‘.tur_e of Afro-American ‘psycho-
logical adjustment, even the adjustipent prior to the 'rocont "revolu-
ton."  Something 1s y-n_lssing here"too, when -we rely solely on
dri\.’o—consu;uct notions of' behavior. | recogm?o that Pugh was less
concerned with the' underlying issues of the()ry construction and
philosophy than he was with making a direct statgment about the

'Afr‘<>~Am0ri('<m Ssituation.  But, 1 think attention to the kind of
thvory vw.an‘ uqlﬂg' to. dwcus‘; such Issues will pay dividends in our
understanding ot the blac k oxperwn(o

;-“: . Now, the task is to determine how the humamqtiv trend in
pqy<ho|oqv Fan be turned to advantage in oxammmg the situation of

' A‘fn\ Americans. Ihl.s will ‘be done, first, by looking at someé -ways
in which the humanistic and mechanistic perspectives differ on f}mda—

ERIC - . | o o
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Assumptions about the Causes of Behavior
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mental assumptions about behavior. Doing 50 w llow. us- to pre-
sent the humam,-mc position more clearly. For this tagk, we will use

the thinking of Joveph Rychlak because he has probed these differ-

~ences in & way that can be lllummanng an we proceed. Next, we -
. will consider the ideas of the humamsuc psy(‘hologxst Robert Whne

mennoned earhm . . -

-~

——— ) ’

.~

An Approach 'To Humanistic Psychology

It & Rychlak's (tla_imlthal any th?ry of human behavior

must -of necessity address. itself to sever key issues on which

humanistic and mechanistic psychologists have basic disagreements.
Put in thg form of questions, these issues are:

’

- What are our assumptions about. the -causes of
dart - N
behdvior IS N

- What are our definitions of meaning’
-.What is our model for how the- human mmd and
human behavior work? e L

T Teagl

With respect to how we go- about provndmg a causal expla~

theorists are inclined to use all four of the causal prln(lplos introe

duced by Aristotle many centuries ago in his theory of Khowledge..
Forfour purposes we can boil these four prln(‘lples down to two; the_

notions  of etfigient and final cause. Efﬂment -cause explanation
emphasizes the - impetus or force by Wthh a thing is constructed,
moved, or made to happen.* A final- -cause oxplanatlon ‘ethphasizes the
purpose or~ intent "for the sake of which" a thing was brought into

"being or apw event was made to happen.. This latter‘\, "‘!eloological "
“point of view mtroduces a subjective or mtrospe(nw frame of refer- .

ence to wpplemenl the external,, third \pcrson way_ gf accouming for

’eyents. N\ .
- «
. ‘) - .
[ : S
¢ M ¢
. ~ : . \; .
Qo / . by TN

nation for a phenomenon, Rychlak (1976) notes that humanlsw/,
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o A mechanistic persuasion would attempt: to accouht for
' behavior of blacks’ primarily, 4o .what amouhts to efficient-, \
-terms. A recent essay by Hayes (1972) provides a good exal
He useg ;5 "radical‘;{egavio'rist" psychological position to portriy
forces acu"nq on blacké. He argues that’ such forces have been

v broudﬁt to be.a'r by‘whites\ efforts 4o exert "behavioral control" dven .
) blacks. "Behaviqral control refers to thé.systematic manigfulation of
: ] Ny ot * R i
- certaif env'wonm_ental exents in sueh a “ay that‘fhe observed effect
-+ .8ccurs in a predictable manner” (Hayes, 1972; 58) .Thus, be points S
out that: . ' - : " '
Dfur'ing slavery whites ‘maintained virtually complete S
. H control over the behavior of blacks through aversive ° .
contrpl  [i.e., punishment).. with the . abolition of

slavery.. mechanisms of economic control were instj-
tuted, {in addition]. . .(Hayes, 1972:57) .

-

These mechanisms served to. maintain this control.  Such a position
sees the environmenwal forces constructed by whites as.sufficier.it,
,essen‘tially, to account for the behavior of‘blacks.

A humanist in psyptiology, however, would see the‘value_- .
of introducing intentfons (final-cause 'principles) to understand the
experience as well"ag the observable behavior of blacks. ? For examg
ple, Powdé'rmaker (1948)_ notes ‘that, althou blacks showed humble
and ‘meek behavior In interracial situations historlzzall'y, the intent of
‘such i)ehavior was often quite a! variance with such a demeanor.
Thus, \ét times blacks intended to mock whites by over-obsequious-
ness; in other instances in their meekness they" intended to act out.
of a éonception of personal (Christian) dignity ("turn the other
cheek"y and/or moral superiority . . '

! Ag an example from a different source, consider a selection
frfom the opening passages of Ellison's Invigible Man (1952) in which
an old black man on his death-bed- says 1o his s.on, "'I want you\o
bvercome £m with yeses, undermine 'em with grins, agree 'em to
death and destruction . oo ’I‘he writer continues, "They thought
~the old man had gone out of his mind. .H_em;hgg_pge_rl_t_})gﬁmge&ggg(_)ﬁf_

g,
QO




‘mer" (pp. 19-20, [emphasis added)). The humanistic gsychological
posltlon ‘recognizes that one cannol understand the behavior without
understanding the intent that contributes to the behavivr. Recogniz-
ing the intentional, purposive quallty in behavior is to recognize the.
active role of mind we have been stresslnq here. Note, it is not
that the effeptf environmental evems on blacks/ls unimportant, it
" 18 rather that $ch btffefts are not suff)clent to uhderqtand psycholo-

. glcal experience in the humanistic view.

Conceptions of Meaning - ' -

A ;i%ond point that differentiates. the humanjstic and
mechanistic approaches had to do with conceptions of meaning. The
, dictionary" deftnition of the word "meaning" refers to Yhat which one
intends to conwey, purport or signify. In signifying something,

T

meanings point to or reach for "something else" -- which can be

s .

called a "polar™ reference. Two kinds of meaning, demonstrative
and dialectical, can be identified for our puripoaes here. Specific,
deductively iron-clad meaningsg are called demonstrative or "ur"polar“
meanings. For example, ane can link the noun "tree" with a spacific
class of referents when one uses a unipolar designation. Syllogisms
are examples of demonstrative reasoning: granted that "all cats are
animals," :givenr a cat, it hecess}srily follows that It is an animal.
The more me(hamsttgally oriented theorists are ‘prone to
» take a given sntuauon and apalyze the efficient- -cause forces \hich
operate in it and ne<e«;qar|ly’ lead to. {ts* spemfic (unipolar) charac-
ter. lndeed this has been an important’mode of advancing scientific
thought. _Similarly, it is important for blacks to understand the .
specific faqtors, both ‘subtle and obvious, which operate on t '
" lives. Ho ever'an additional ways of addrossing the issue of meanlnq
i -alga _mécessary for a full appreciation .of the human @tuation in
general and the . Atro-American situation in particujar. [ am refer-
- ring here to the idea of dialectical or ”blpolar” meaning. N
Rychlak uses the term dlalecmal (which has been used in
-a nummf ways in'the history of Western and Eastern phlloﬁphical
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thought) to refer to that quality ‘in. which e‘;/ei"'y- specific meaning {s

seen to suggest either, its opposite, or any number of other alterna-
tives. " From a dialectigal view meaning is often framed by bipolar
referents. Thus. one cannot have a concept of "justice" without
some idea of "{njustice. " Similarly the term "up” for the diakectician
necessarily implies a con’cept of "down"; thesé oppositional poles are
indissolubly linked. One can consider a tree from a bipolar view
also:  assuming she existence of the tree Implies other possibilities
--for example, "nontree" or “no.tree." Thus, one could say, "lg
_fhat really a tree‘out thére or is.it a- figment of my imaginatiop?”

This tendency of human thoug\\t to consider alternate
possibilities, even in a clear stimulus sftuation, ig a defining charac-
teristic of this use of the term dialectical. It is also basic to humar_m
symbolizing capabilities (cf. Edelsdn, 1971, ch. 1) and ig central to
4 humanistic view of the person.! For our purposes | think it cap-

tures ‘particular]ly well one aspect of human potential that blacks_
have drawn on to survive. The mechanistic theorist is impressed by

the dnipolar characteristics of situations which push or pull behavior
in this direction or that. A humanisqc perspective supblement}, with
a view that notes that even in the presence of unpleasant givens
blacks have been able (dialectically) toFc;)ncep.tualize alternate views
of themselves and other possibilities open to them.. In many instan-
ces they have*struggled to actualize thege alterrl\atives and they have
had varying degrees of success historically . .
For example, one tan understand the ceaseless though

often subtle efforfs at resistance to .slaVery partly by recognizihg
the alternate edialécucal) conception of self that blacks had. Julius
Lester (1968) describes this trend towards resistance anecdotally:

»

1 Note that dialectical thinking does not guarantee more accurate
thinking.  Considering alternate possibilities about the existence
of the %ree does not make them more correct objectively. .1t does

low for creativity, and keeps an individyal from being only
stimulus-bounde : ' ‘

e e e eeean
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Ol' Aunt Jemima was always spitting In massa's soup, -
while ol' John out in the field couldn't pick up a hoe
without it just seeming to break in his hands. And,
lord have mercy, somebody was always running away
(p. 36). : -

\
~
N :
Thus, we see that physical combat i8 qnly'one way to resist.

ln‘ the context of America, it is an act of resistance
for a poor black man to buy a Cadillac. To resist is

' to. do whatever is necessary to maintain self-dignity
(Lestery 1968: 36). . -

In this last passage in particular Lester l:\im.s to the dialectical

.

mode that must be taken int_o. account in wing blacks’ behavior.
That is to say, a particular black man's spending his heagre funds
on @ lusxury is not necesgarily just an arbitrary and irrational mi-
micking - of (pver-ldeélized) wealthy people. [t may .also represent an

act that helps this man define and express a sense of dignity which

is different from the external conditions forced on him. Ig the,

terms we have been using such an act can at times stem from the
bipolar recognition of what is (poverty) and that Which c_gkilg:_l_)_g
(materiai comfort), were his opportunities not unfairly blocked land
manipulated by the system. Of course, a major goal of social change
world be to enable the poor to gain sufficient resources so as not to
have tQ strain so much in order to sustain a sense of dignlty.
However, we should recogmize the continuing striving to "make a

~ Yifference” that blacks have brought to their world.

Models of the Human Mind

A third point fundamental to Rychlak's argument i8 the

distinction between two models of explanation. of mind and behavior
which can be seen in the philosophical positions. of John lLocke and
Immanuel Kant.!" _i‘\rom l.ocke comes the, familiar notion of mind as a
blank slate. In this view mind begins to emerge by the awakening

touch, as it were, of sense impressions from the environment. The

.development of mind and complex abilities is a function of the asso- -

o

- _,-_10- . '



clation and— combinauon' of simpler elements "put" there by expeni- /
ence. This is clearly consistent with a haswe concepmn of the
development and funct'ionlr\g\of the mind. \

In the Kantian view, on the other hand, the human indivi-
dual trom birth also brings certaig, "categories of understandlnq" to
situatiens.  These categories give form to (|.e. determine in a
formal-cause sense) what can be known. for example this parspec-
tive would hold that a child is mndtely Jable to make dlstlnctions il
his expen’nce between the notlons,of "unity"” and "plerality."
These are not !éarned as separate concepts and then later associated
if\ ex;;erience dlthough of course, tht words for these _cgcepts are
learned only when language dwefops The child is born bringing
such rudlmentary (and dialectical) "meaning- fr‘amlng premigses" to

" experience. ~ These operate like a pair - of spectacles to give form to

oxber‘ien'cé As thé individual matures and interacts with the world
such premlseq of course, be(ome more sophisticatedr

The -implication for the Afro-American {h this is that blacks
like-a}t human beings
ed “toward conceptually organizing experience not just accepting

ome to the world with mental equipment orient-

what i3 given. White behavior is- partly shaped by environmental
and constitutional factors (sometimes to & “great degree), peaple also
bring a readiness to impose their own point of view on 4 given
situation as Well A continuation and development of this readiness .

through the elaboration of the intentional and dialectical potentials of

the hutman mind th(oughout life is what has h_e]ped blacks to survive:

in America. . * e
‘ , l’\ .
" Furthéring the Humanisiic Theme
In some of its aspe\ctq this purposive orientation {n hu-
manity has concrete implications for self- -development. A considera-
tion of some of the thinking of the psychologist Robert White i this

regard can» he of further benefit to our investigation of the black

r \
[

- :" , ) ‘



e

\

“ - L. [

. .

expe"rlqnce. + In his fl_rst‘major'expoamon(af what amounta'{o\a.

hymanistic critique of extant psychological theory, White (1959)
inted out how botha ®xperimentally derived and psy'choanalytlc
conceptjons of the basic nature of humankind failed to atcount Yor

what can be obaervad about behavior both in and out*ide of the )

Iaboratory

/To supplemen\he theme; emphasized by these two most
popular tradiQOns In Amekican psychology\,\\l’hlte developed a per-

- spective that has clear Rumanistic implicatlons “The crux of his

formulatxons is the concept of <ompeten¢e (ompetence’ as defined
by white, is crucially related to a human infant's responses from the

beginning of {ts life. It is when the Lhild—)/comforlabh in hiﬁ crib
"with his biological needs taken - care of that he is more amenable to
turning his atténtion to the dangling objects:left there to amuse him

and is‘more able to evaluate them in their own rlgh’ Studies seem
to show that w,xthrn certatn limits 2239 objects which pe child can
do the most with and/or which are 8t responsive to" efforts (in

terms.. of the movements¢ sounds and viqual/changes they produce)
. are tKoqe Wthh get the most attention. '

Ihe more ths baby's interactions have Rleasxng effects in
the environment the more he ié hkely to ‘repeat and 3xpand his

‘aLtlvltie‘i As he does so, he becomes more skilled in abh)eving such

effects, that is, he becomes effective in his interactmns with his

- environment. Whi;e (1963) calls t(us kind of activity "effectance"
behavior; the emotion that actofipanies the opportunitleq for effec-_

tance behavior is a "feelinq of efficacy." ¢

Effectance thus refers to the active tendency to put

forth effort to influence the environment, while feel-

ing of efficacy refers to the safisfaction that - comes- \

with producing effects (p 185). o
An important Comrsequence of this behavior is that it leads to the
formmon of psychologlcal structures, 8o to speak: it leads to
an accumuladnq knowledge of what can and cannot be done with the

environment” (White, 1963:186).

/
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The reonate is confronted with a myriad of possibllities
and @ncertainties and has' to gradually develop the categories for
stabilizing his experjence. In &rchla'k‘s terms: "This q'ua!lty of
open alternatives”in e)/(/Perlen‘ce demands that the human beimg affirm
[emphasis added] some’ . -meaning_ at the outset for the sake of which
behavior might then ~talu-.'pwce..."' (1977%5). Rychlak uses
affirmation to .describe\a. person's choosing presuming, or deciding
that a thing is 30 or has a certdin character (among the possi\bilitles'
goncetvable in the @vén situation). AfﬂrmatiQn "is...one of those
active [emphasi3 added] roles assigned to mind by humanists, be-
cause which p.ole.of. a bipolarity is Mfi'rmesi or ;hich item of unipolar
experience iy singled out.fror" dentification i3 wp to the individugl
and not to the envu‘ohn‘{u” ?1.977:295)_ . )

Thiy '$ a4 Very important statement_for the view of the.

2 Atro-American we ‘are: deveioping here. While the slave felt forced

o go out in the fleld to work, lLo regurn to Lester's example, it wasg
other than mere clumsingss that, led to the breaking of ,farm tools.
Even if one weters to emphasize how efficient the slaves on the

" plantation were. 3 Fogel and tngerman (1974) do, it way not - pri-

marily out of a sense of capitulation to‘ th_e system. Fromr the view
being proposed here individuals began to nourish dormant potentials
tor - effectance intentions (perhaps with . the ald of lingering tftbal
traditions from the old ‘country) which facilitated their coming to-
gether in.group and tamily organizations that were stable and sup-
portive, ‘ . _ o
To return to the deve!oi)m'ental process;, in_‘introducivr-\g the
cohcept of effectance -behavior “hite, (1963) describes one of the
~rr'u.;thods' by wlﬁ.i.c'h the infant, over a period of time, activel’y comes
to terms with his environfent.  Effectance motivation {s a way of
'descrlbing one kind- of premise' that the newborn child brings to his
exp(_*.riencé," 'and in White's view' it 1S a premise that the human
indi'v_idual continues to bring to his experience throughout life.
When the baby reaches out fe make contaat. with his rattle -- an

'(uncomaclous).' act of "afflrmNhls contact elicits a pleasing

) \
N w
1Y
1Y
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effect, a further meanlnq!u! expernence with repetition

ually becomes more “effective n
—_ evolves towards competence.

Effectance motivation has clear final-

he grad-

acthieving this experience as he

cause or iptention=construct implications in that behavior is -pursued

for the sake of the feeling of efficacy.
person develops a sense of "

terms of enhancinq elfectance and competence. While this
tent with more unipolar definitions of reality, in addition, it is likely

that effectance behaviors are
individual (l e,

derive trom his responding to

envnnnment

ituation.
‘_"‘

' chikd develops wider

Eventually ag the mature
self." he or she begins to order in

18" consis-

wayq by whuh variations unique to the
a child's mdivndudl qtyle) ge\Jmpoeed on a situation
within the rmlm of what fs possible. <Such unique variations would

alternate dialectical concepti()ns of a

Through ropvatedi(md oxpandyd (onlath wxlh the world .

erging developmental Stages.  That is, he* acquires
'(ompelenu‘ dmi a

to interact M!mtxwly with his environment.

The term toolmg
periences

aceumulated -and ofqamzed congequences in

Competence is the cumulative result of Lh(‘My of
interactions with the environment. Sense of compe-
ten(o I8 .. the subjective side of this signifying

one's cons iously or unconsciously folt competence
--one's “cotfidence--in dealing with the vartfous as-

pects of the osvxmnmont (wWhite, 1963:186).

/

in each Aransaction 7 Sense of (ompetence referk 10 "the

nges of offo(‘tlvonow appropriate to hm

~an actual ”

"sense of competence" ahoul his dealings with his
‘A person's compefence represents his existing ability

Al
Cefticacy 1s reserved for tht the individual exJ

-

ter stages of ego devel-

opment” (White, 1963:39), Striving to enhahce competence in one's
dealings with the ph}Ie;i(:'al and social world is ideally a liferlong
process and is characteristic of human fun(‘tlonmq in all cultural

contexts.

B EI{IC
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o “Because the crux of the e ff@(tan(e concept is action on the

environment and ity consequencess White's developing human being- is
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no "pausive r-eagent" but cleat‘ly one who, even from the crib, seeks
to "gengrate cjrcumstances" and tnject himself "into the causal pro-
cess of the world arqund him." In the brpadest humanistic sengse,
action refers to all mental activity . It mgy, Or may not involve action
in the sense of bodily movement but it “dges involve t}lw individugl as
premislnd "causai agent." fact, "mmd" can be seen to refer to

all the things that a persdh Htés ™ the way of purposive and dlroc-
ted efor‘lS. to come to terms with  the world (Schafer; ("b)
"Mind" represenls ong's continuing efforts to structure 3ituatlons
cognitively and perceptually and respond to sntudtmns ”foelingly //(/
joyously, cautlouqu, sadly --sin the process of living. ° AN

Thug, ‘'what 1 have been qaylng is that a humanlqt!( f(lcuq )

as’ articulated by certain writers in contempomry pqyrhology can be

useful to oux understanding of the: Mro American. This theme is

one that emphasizes the individual actively coming to terms with
L]

his or her environment. -The indj idual strives to do this by making

choices in dialectically cgnceivedf situations, that is, situations which

- the individudl attempts % see as having multlple possnbnhtieq for

action.  Through such chotces individuals attempt to carry out
self-determined intentions 4and purposes and are not simply respond-

. Ing to environmentally deterrrtined factors. As we look at the history

~

of blacks we find that they have responded in a v/a'riety of what
appear 'to be arbitrar|y ways’ ‘Underlymg thig: qeémmg arbitrariness,
frequently, is a premise of self-worth and competence helied by -
external circumstances, When‘Ptxgh (1972) qtates of ‘blacks A his-
tory that "the form. of resistance -- when present -- was largely
passive” " (p. 10), he seems to dismiss such forms of black resis-
tance. But even passive resistahce is an act, dn act borne of a
conception of gelf that was different from that which whiteq had of
blacks. Blacks took the kind of action ‘they were able to take under
the circumstances,
Again, the focus on a‘ dUVe~reduction of environmental-
contingency psychology ténds to see Mfo-i\mericans only. as passive
y\c/ery true that 'blacks have been and continue to be

victimg. It is

4

o
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. victimized by this society. - The more mechanlstic psychological views

may be able to speak to this fact rather well.. Howéver, this focus
overlooks othr important aspects of hun?qn ‘psych and, there-
fore, other: psychological explanations necessary togunderstanding
‘blacks' survival, Ma’n"s'tend&ﬁcy not simply -to react to stimuli, his
tendency 40 be an "active ‘agent:" stems froh almost irrepressibie

urges manifest at bhirth toward an effective r;elationshi;;' with the

‘edvironment wn{ch‘ through action grows eventually into actual com-

petences in the world.” Such & conception does not preclude recog-
nli’ing the Tndiv'xdual’s reﬂationship to the environment based ion
(.iHves‘ d theif primary satisfaction -- ipcluding anxiety and fts
rgductiow Rather the humanistic theme that places emphagis on the

. thdependent Striving to affirm and to make contagt with the world s

a _necéssary supplement. A pqychologicél_conce'ption of é[! human
individuals a8 potentially active shapers: of their " worlds makes it

easier to understar}d how blacks survive. [t is this tﬁat is migsing
from muche of the thebrizing about the psychology of the black ex-

perience. : . .-

]

Whether in ‘e form of violent revolt or passive. resistance:
whether engaged in lﬁe effort to make themselves the best artisans,
farmers, or professionals possible, throughout history blacks have

\ 1 ]
struggled to realize a sense of themselves <that was meaningful to

them.* A conceptualization of the, person that can encompass the fact
_of survival of Afro-Americans must include this quality of striving or
“"motivation." Chein {1972) notes:

The essential human quality ‘is . . . one of commit-
ment to a developing and ontinuing set of unending,,
interacting, .Interdependent, and mutually modifying
long-range enterprises (p. 289).

Slavery, poverty and racism have %been and are de_humahizing to the
extent that they lead one to give in to being continually preoccupied
with the miseries of the present. That is, such conditipns are
dehumanizing to the extent that they lead "to the abandonment of
one's claims: on, and one's program w_ith regard . to the rgLatively
distant future" (Chein, 1972:289). At times ‘this has happened to

/- s

a
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 some , black people under the‘bomba ent: of the" eiforta of Amer!can
'_ sodaty) to achieve just this. But man Afro ~Americans ha‘e managed
- to use their' creative hunm c'apacitlos in modest or str ing ‘and
aoc'!ally contributive ways to reslst beinq dehumani?ed . |
E &!e@k_.,S,_e_!{_-..@9,0,992!_,.a.n,dtihg.-__figmtlx :

v h " ) '

f.et us look briefly at an example from the paycholoqical
literature on ‘Afro- -Americans, apectfirally some of the literature ‘on
self-concept and the family, to- exemplify further how thla humanistic
point of view gight make a contributlon to our understandinq From

one perspective "gelf- concept" can refer to the igterrelated set of

conscious and unconscious attitudes and- beliefs th represent what_"
one calls "me" #nd "mine,” Important to the self*co cept is the. level

of "self-esteem," the degree of positive va!uatio’n of self. People

' ,\eed to maintain a viable le\'el of self—esteem to adapt effectively

(Epps, 1975). ) : . S R
"The literature on blacks ig contradictory reQardinQ level of

self-esteem _Some. reliable studies point to & trend {8 black child- ;

ren; even as early as the pre-school period, to ‘demonstrate some-
what negative attitudes toward plctorial or doll-figure repr’ésentations
of their own race (Porter, 1971; Williams & Morland, 1976). - These
" data have been taken as an indication of problems {n sclf -esteem:

Other studleq however indicate that self-esteem 'among black child- -

.
»
»!

e

ren.of varying ages is quite high (Taylor 1976) In resolving this

seeming contradiction one must mecognize that an individual's self-
concept is a complex, multi-faceted entity. For many blacks there is
. good reason to believe: that personal -Self-esteem, one's sense of
worth as a person, is somewhat independent of raclal self-concept,
one's senge of self as member of a particular racial’ group in tke

Unit!d States. QOne recent review of the research on personal self-’

esteem indicates that sense of personal worth among blacks is and
pospibly always has been at least as high as among whites (Cross,

1978).  Rather it is that aspect of self-esteem that is related to

-17 -
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racial qrpup membership that has been comparatively low in the past
There is some evidence that this, too, may be changing in positive
direchons (McAdoo, 1977, Cross, 1978). (The interpretation regard-
ing personal self-esteem is not consistdnt with Pugh's analysis, but
this interpretation of the racial 'segwconcept literature would be
supportlve 4f Pugh's notions regarding attitudes of adaptive inferi*
ority )

There is general agreement that the deyelopment of atti-

tudes toward the self is crucially related to the child's experiences-

in " the family . !or black Americans a critical role played by the
family has been to help engender a sense of personal worth intheir
growing children and separate that sense of worth from the negative
role ascriptions that a dominant racist soclety has attempted to force
on being an Afro-American (Pettigrew, 1964). Again this geems
paradoxical if one looks at' the conflicting literature on the black
family. ' The traditional social science wisdom has been that black
families during and after slavery Were“t'ypically disorganized and
unable to function as effective socializing agents. Cross (1978) in
his recent review poinis out that the most recent scholarship on the
black family sheuld put such allegations to rest. Post-slavery black
families were quite similar in structure and stability to families of
other ethnxc groups in many respects. (Cross notes that even when
one looks &t the larger number of female-headed households that
have obtained among blacks one sees that such families more often
than is realized have been supported and stabilized by extended

view of the black famjly would be consi¥tent with the indications that

" kinship networks or .non-kin regarded as kinfolk. This revised:

personal gelf-esteem hAs alwgys been strong in the -black community . -
'Thus,, there have_,traditio.nally been strengths in the black family,
‘more arfd more being recognized, which have nurtured personal

“gelf- esteem in the black child thereby helping to mitigate against the
Corrosive impact of racism on other aspects of gelf-concept.-

. ' By what mechanisms has the family done this? Our know-
ledge Of personality development and the familys xuncuon in this

. ]
’
-

R4

- 18 -



.;_:________.__ e e e e S U '_

redard is far from complete, but the language of humanistic psycho-

logy can provide a useful perspec.tgv‘e. We indicated earlier that

blacks have come to 'their, struggle armed with a universal human

capacity to (:ho'()"éé alternate modes f-rom‘those which white society

oftered them of cohdptualizmg themselves and their potential. This

~Lapacity was guided by another h,um_an potent'ial, the striving for
effectance and competence. S _ .

From the humanistic view that we have beer\t‘\ considering

“the "self" is a construct: which describes the contribution made- to |

. behavior by an organism which brings "affirmatiog‘ or meaningful

choices to bear in a giveh situation. This use of the term self is ay

mtro%pecnv,e formulation which reflects the sense of consistency and

orientation -- the identity -- in behavior. The poor man's chéice to-

buy a Cadillac, in Lester's example mentioned earlier, may seem

wrbitrary and irrational viewed externally (i.e., viewed extrospec-

tively rather than introspectively). However, seen subjectively it

represents a choice meant to affirm a particular sense of self that 'i_s';

not defined simply by the blocked opportunities that accrue to his

r:ac'iaL gstatus.  This focus on self as choosi‘ng among alternative

options in life puts an emphasis on the individual as active agent.

This ‘perspective goes on to note that not all people are

awdre of themselves as beings -- as selves -- making choices accord-

ing‘ to the intentions they set. The Hevelopment of an awareness of

- oneself as a being who chooses the conceptualizations which bring

meaning to the world is a highly desirable goél of human develop-

ment .

For the person to develop...self-awareness, he must’
Psee the comtributions he makes to experlence...[and

recognize the meanings he affirms.]...In this sense
the self must be intended -- that is, the purposive *
meaning of gelf must be brought to life by the indivi-
dual... (Rychlak, 1977:355).

1 submit that the black family has nurtured_ a sens¢ of persocnal
self-worth in the black child partly be "bringing to life" a sense of
‘self as an agent able to propose and affirm hypotheses about poten-

25
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,ﬁul At variance with thoae which white 3oelety offers. 1 The, family v
does thls, for example, through exposyre to models in the home and’

© community that express alternatives.. The family nurtures a sense of

self- -awareness -- a sense bf self as capable of setting its Qwn Intend- N
ed goals -- and the family helpt) expose the child “to she ‘means of
carrylnq them out. (That a sense of having an impact on me op-
tions affectmg one is related to achlevement g supported by the
Coleman et al. (1966) finding that a sense of "fate control"> was
positively related ta school achievement in black éhildrén.)

>
-

The readiness nurture a -sturdy sense of self has been
present not only .in the literate and well-to-do in the black commu-
nity. Robert (ole% (1964) cites the example of an unlettered Missis-
sippi black woman who noted that when her pre-school age children
_8s8ked her "why colored people aren't as good as white people," she
made it & point to tell thern that it was not that blacks m“e' not as
good, it's that they're pot as rich. She went on, "“Then 1 tell them
they should separate being poor !rom bei'nq bad, and not get them
mixed up...That's bad, not Jiking your owh- self” (p. 64). Black
families of" Varylng class levels have long recognized and carried out
thm/duﬂes in this regard.

| Conclusion - | ¢
Q : . .

o [t i3 not uncommon to hear astonishment expressed g/
white Americans that "blacks have achleved as much as they have
under. the weight of American hls‘tory Suryival of bhiacks and the
contlnued will to achneve might not be so surpriging ‘if one, had a
different conception of this process. In addition to making defensive

1 It was this kind of gense of self that Malcolm X (1965) tame to
when his eighth ‘grade teacher told him that his ambition to He-
come.a lawyer was "no reaiistic goal for a nigger." "It was a
surprising thing that 1 never thought of ,it that way before, but I
realiaed that whatever [ wasn't, [ was zsmarter than- nearly all of
those white kids. But apparentTy was still not intelligent
enough, .In their eyes, to become whatever | wanted to be" (p.
. .

- -
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adj\txetments to the forces imposed upon them blacks have also made

use of any available resources to nurture and keep alive some por- o

Tlon of an independent sense of self. If blacks. had been constrained
by their enwvironment into a unipolar definition of themselves and
their situation (without continually imagined, and often actualized
alternatives), then we would Re hard pressed to understand the
origins of the "psychology of self-reclamation" (Pugh, 1972) that,
presumably, characterized the mood of the Sixties. The humanistic
perspective supports the idea that there were positive elements in
the personalities of blacks which could be ‘set free by a changing
social and political atmosphere. Thus, blacks are bringing certain
longstanding aspects of self to a hnew plane of consciousness and
expressing them with greater force. .

The term "competence" with its connotatlons fn humanistic
psychology s used here as a way of invitmg a rethinking of the
situation of Afro-Americans. - It is clear that 300 years of efforts to
dehumanize Blacks “have led to comparative disadvantages in negotia-

ting the American system. To say that "competence" ig a relevant_

term here is *not to deny that blacks have social préblems as a

.group. Rather, using a humanistic foeus is to emphasize a process,

a striving, which blacks, like all humansg, manifest with the aim of

'(.ontinually surmounting social obstacles in the pursuit. of their

development as individuals and as a group. >
The conception that social science has of blacks will deter-
mine the way social scientists relate to -blacks and how they inter-

vene in the lives of blaicks. The view expressed here is that éecog-

nizing the human potential in blacks for growth will change attitudes
towards them in a positive direction and make intervention efforts
ultimately more Qmpathlc creative, and effective. Again the term
competence should not bBe  misunderstood to refer to an immediate

‘readiness to compete in any given arena with high-level skills.

Rather {t refers to the potential for development as deriving from
the process that all human beings use to address the environment
from biFth. This must in turn be met with the appropriate respon-
ses by a thoughtful society.

2y
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