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Why Black Psychology Matters
Validating the lived experience of Black people.
By Kevin Cokley, Ph.D. Posted Jul 20, 2020
(WWW.PSYCHOLOGYTODAY.COM ON JANUARY 20, 2021)

When I was a young Assistant Professor, I remember having a
conversation with one of my African American graduate students. She
was upset because she had a conversation with our White Department
Chair, and he essentially told her that there was no such thing as Black
psychology. This was confusing to the student, given the existence of
the Association of Black Psychologists and the Journal of Black
Psychology.
Like many White and older psychologists, he had been trained to
understand psychology as a color-blind scientific discipline. For him,
there could not possibly be a Black psychology because he had never
learned about it in his training, and had presumably never read any
articles from the Journal of Black Psychology.
Fast forward many years later, and I was having another conversation
at a different university with African American students. They were
upset because they received an email from their White Department
Chair that was a response to their request to receive departmental
support for the Association of Black Psychologists’ student
organization.
The Chair responded by saying that there were very few faculty who
actually study ethnicity, race, or cultural issues in the department
because these issues were not central in the field of psychology. The
Chair suggested that much better research on these issues existed in
sociology, education, and African and African Diaspora Studies. Finally,
the Chair emphasized that for him, diversity should be reflected by the
faculty, but not in what the discipline should study.

(Continued on Page 2)

It is experiences like these, along with the many stories I could share
regarding my time as Editor-in-Chief of the Journal of Black Psychology
—where I fought to promote and defend the integrity of Black
psychology as a discipline—that have led to the focus of this blog.
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Black psychology was born from the struggle of Black psychologists who were constantly exposed to
messages of Black deficiency, pathology, and inferiority. When the “father of Black psychology” Joseph White
wrote his seminal piece “Toward a Black Psychology” in Ebony magazine, it was the first article that articulated
an authentic, non-deficit-based psychology for Black people.
The struggle of Black psychology is very much the struggle of Black people. The lived experiences of Black
people are reflected in the many songs and cultural and social movements produced by Black people. In many
ways, the current Black Lives Matter social movement builds upon the Black is Beautiful cultural movement and
James Brown’s timeless song “Say it Loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud.”
There is a synergy between the songs and social and cultural movements and Black Psychology. James Brown
singing “Say it Loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud” and the Black is Beautiful cultural movement provided the
context for Black psychologists to challenge Eurocentric psychology’s research focus on the supposed
phenomenon of White preference in Blacks and self-hatred.
White psychologists assumed that the weight of racism had damaged the personality and self-esteem of Black
people to the point where Black people suffered from self-hatred and harbored an unconscious preference
for White people. This idea became part of psychological conventional wisdom through the book The Mark of
Oppression, written by two White psychoanalysts, Abram Kardiner and Lionel Ovesey.
In this book, the authors stated, “Because his own culture was destroyed, the Negro was forced to accept the
white man as his ideal… The self-hatred of the Negro is the best testimony we can offer in evidence; he hates
himself as the white man hates him (or as he thinks the white man hates him).” Black psychologists such as
Curtis Banks and Joseph Baldwin (a.k.a., Kobi Kambon) challenged these deficit-based, Eurocentric ideas and
advocated for more culturally relevant and empirically valid approaches to the study of Black people.
In many ways, Black psychology should be viewed as a precursor to positive psychology and multicultural
psychology. Black psychologists have had an unwavering belief in the humanity and potentiality of Black people,
especially in their ability to transcend and not be defined by racial oppression. In fact, Black psychologists such as
Joseph White articulated the principles of a positive and strengths-based psychology prior to the formation of
positive psychology.
Similarly, the efforts of Black psychologists such as Joseph White to describe a psychology of Black behavior and
culture in nondeficit terms can be credited with helping to usher in the multicultural psychology movement in
psychology.
With the introduction of this blog, I hope to validate Black psychology and use this platform to feature thoughtful
commentary on all aspects of the Black experience. I hope that all students, but especially Black students, will learn
that Black psychology is a distinct disciplinary field of psychology. In doing so,
I hope to use the insights of Black psychology as a way to better understand the
Need to talk?
lived experiences of Black people.
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10 Fun Facts About Your Brain
(www.piedmont.org, 2020)

The brain is a complex organ responsible for most of our body's
functions. Check out these 10 fun facts about how the brain works.
1.

The average adult human brain weighs three pounds and has a
texture like firm jelly.

2.

Every time your heart beats, your arteries carry 20 to 25
percent of your blood to the brain.

3. Every time you recall a memory or have a new thought, you
create a connection in the brain.
4. There are 100 billion neurons (nerve cells) in the brain, but they
make up only 10 percent of the brain. These neurons branch
out to 100 trillion-plus trigger points, forming what experts call a
“neuron forest.”
5.

Size doesn’t matter in the brain. There is no evidence that a
larger brain is smarter than a smaller brain.

6. There are 100,000 miles of blood vessels in the brain. The
distance around the world at the equator is 24,900 miles.
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7. Did you know that it is normal for your mind to wander? A joint
study by Harvard University, Dartmouth College and the University
of Aberdeen in Scotland found the parts of the brain that control
“task-unrelated thought” (such as daydreaming) are almost always
active when the brain is at rest.

To be committed to the
wellness of individuals, their
8. According to a study published in The New England Journal of
families, and the community
Medicine, adults who participated in mind-challenging activities
through prevention, ntervention,
were 63 percent less likely to develop dementia.
treatment, and education.
9. Research has shown women who are highly physically fit are 90
percent less likely to develop dementia than women who are
moderately physically fit.

10. The harder you think, the more oxygen and fuel your brain will
use from your blood – up to 50 percent.
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Weekly Puzzle

Easy Sudoku
The classic Sudoku game involves a
grid of 81 squares. The grid is divided
into nine blocks, each containing nine
squares.
The rules of the game are simple: each
of the nine blocks has to contain all
the numbers 1-9 within its squares.
Each number can only appear once in
a row, column or box.
The difficulty lies in that each vertical
nine-square column, or horizontal
nine-square line across, within the
larger square, must also contain the
numbers 1-9, without repetition or
omission.
Every puzzle has just one correct
solution.
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