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AFRICAN AMERICAN ADOLESCENT IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT

Janae Peters

“Black is, Black ain’t”: A

Theoretical Exploration of the

Impact of Systemic Racism on

African American Adolescent

Identity Development

ABSTRACT
This theoretical thesis explores the impact of systemic racism on the African American

adolescent’s ability to secure a cohesive and positive identity. Working from a symbolic
interactionist frame influenced by critical race theory and social identity theory, this thesis
explores the unique challenges African Americans face in this critical identity development
process and seeks to explore explanations for the role of racism as an institutionalized system
that hinders healthy development. This thesis aims to examine how the messages received by
African Americans in all systems--ranging from schools to health services--privilege the
dominant perspective and ideology and negatively impact racial identity development for these
adolescents. Critical race theory and social identity theory are applied to this author’s case of JC
to demonstrate how racism is currently impacting his identity development as a young black man
in the United States. Ultimately, this thesis hopes to offer an individual story as a window into
the role of the individual in the identity negotiation process for a member of an historically
oppressed racial group. A final goal is to encourage social workers to create innovative

interventions, modalities, and treatments for working with this population on their identity

development journey.
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CHAPTER1
Introduction

Identity development--and the threat of an identity crisis--occurs for all adolescents,
posing both a dangerous and exciting challenge to the people around them. Due to a
centuries-long history of racial issues in the United States, adolescent identity development is
further complicated by how much racism has become embedded in all systems in society.
Racism in the United States has permeated every aspect of the culture from law and the justice
system to zoning, school districts, and communities. The groups that have been
disproportionately disadvantaged by racism include non-white groups. The disadvantages of
racism extend to class as well, causing some non-white groups to experience both racism and
poverty disproportionately to whites in the United States.

These factors contribute to a critical understanding of identity--both the identity we
define for ourselves and the one that is assigned to us by society--and can determine a person’s
ability to succeed or view themselves as part of a group that is able to succeed (Quinn &
Spencer, 2001). For adolescents, the decisions they make about who they are and where they
belong will stick with them throughout their lifespan. Social psychologists define identity as both
a process and product--something that we all experience and something that we all zave (Quinn
& Spencer, 2001). Developing a sense of and answers to the questions “Who am [?”” and “Where

do I belong?” is a situational process that is informed by our social interactions (Erikson, 1980).
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Affording more complexity to an already complex and dynamic process, our understanding of
social issues and social problems tends to be defined differently by members of other identity
groups, cultures, or communities, which for a person with multiple group memberships might
feel troubling (Quinn & Spencer, 2001). We often find ourselves in flux and in a state
somewhere between confusion and decision-making about identity.

The phenomenon that will be studied in this thesis is adolescent identity development
with a focus on African American racial identity development. The central focus for this
discussion of identity development is the impact of racism on the ability of African American
adolescents to achieve a cohesive and positive sense of self. The already challenging and
sometimes harrowing adolescent identity process can be particularly challenging for African
Americans as they struggle to navigate this phase of their growth in the context of racism.

The need to explore this phenomenon is critically intertwined with the
person-in-environment perspective. Person-in-environment differentiates the social work field
from related disciplines and posits that individuals and their behavior must be understood
through considering all aspects of the individual’s environment (Kondrat, 2015). From the
Person-in-environment perspective, the NASW Code of Ethics suggests that social workers
should approach challenges by changing the individual in relation to the social environment,
changing the social environment in relation to the individual, and/or changing both the individual
and environment in relation to their interaction (Mizrahi & Davis, 2008). Addressing the impact
of racism on identity development requires a focus on all three methods in order to illuminate
and eliminate systemic racism and improve the capacity for more adolescents to successfully

pass through their adolescent identity development stage. The person-in-environment perspective
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illuminates the reciprocal relationship between the individual and the environment and the ways
that together they affect an individual’s behavior. Adolescent identity development requires
understanding the dynamic in individuals’ relationship to the environment as well as social
issues that affect the dynamic in the environment’s relationship to the individual and to whole
social groups.

Historically, social workers have been concerned with the social issues of the times. In
2015, it seems that most social issues are deeply intertwined with America’s historically divided
and oftentimes tumultuous racial issues. Whereas some of the earliest social workers dealt with
women’s rights and poverty as the most pressing issues (Healy, 2008), it seems that racism has
been illuminated once again as one of the most pressing social issues. The current “Black Lives
Matter” protests and social media campaigns have literally put the condition of African
Americans living in America in the spotlight. Putting some of the nation’s widespread identity
issues under a microscope to advocate for systemic change makes it more possible for
marginalized, oppressed, and/or minority groups to achieve healthy identity development.

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is a prime framework for evaluating and examining which
factors continue to promote and perpetuate standards intended for the dominant (white) group
that put non-white groups at a significant disadvantage. Critical race theory recognizes that
racism is engrained in the very fabric and system of American society (UCLA Critical Race
Studies, 2009). A complement to CRT would be social identity theory, which was originally
developed by Tajfel and Turner in 1979 to understand the psychological basis of intergroup
discrimination. Social identity encompasses the individual’s sense of self derived from perceived

membership in social groups (Hogg & Vaughan, 2002). Social identity threat, a concept that
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stems from social identity theory, suggests that when an individual perceives that a social group
with which they are associated is viewed negatively, the experience of this threat to a positive
identity association affects the individual’s behavior and development. Different social contexts
might trigger an individual to think, feel and act differently based on her personal, family or
national “level of self” (Turner et al, 1987).

Issues of negative relationship to racial social identity ultimately affect how or if African
American adolescents perform negative group stereotypes assigned to them based on the
dominant perspective’s standards. If individuals think of their racial social identity negatively,
they will be unable to create a cohesive and positive identity, which might hinder their
psychological health throughout the lifespan. The examination of adolescents’ collective and
individual senses of empowerment and well-being, as well as disempowerment and disadvantage
in the American social context, might bring researchers closer to understanding the role of the
individual in the identity formation process. In particular, it might help us to understand the types
of interventions, treatments, and modalities African American adolescents might benefit from in
order to secure healthy identity development. It is critical to think about the phenomenon of
adolescent identity development for African Americans, critical race theory, social identity
theory, and the impact of systemic racism as best understood by focusing on
person-in-environment with individuals and groups. Social workers are among those charged
with implementing radical change in the systems and institutions that seem to foster crises due to
racism (the nation’s achievement gap in education, for example), and that in some cases stunt the

psychological well-being of whole groups of people. Examining the situation of African
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American adolescents through the lenses of race and racism within the United States, shows that
there are differences in racial identity development between non-whites and whites.
Identity Processes

There is no research available to accurately account for the rate of adolescents who move
into the identity crisis stage instead of mostly successfully passing through to the next stage
(Erikson, 1980), regardless of race, because it is has been difficult to determine the difference
between causation and correlation in moving through identity stages. Most identity studies focus
on determining important elements of identity or whether or not there are actual cultural
differences in identity development. Erikson’s (1980) and Marcia’s (1966, 1980) very important
and highly regarded identity development works do not specify particulars about how the process
is carried out and how and what makes an individual move from one identity stage to the next.
Studies concerning identity generally highlight qualitative studies where people are asked which
parts of their identity are most salient and the goal has been to learn how some aspects of their
identity have become more salient than others. Further, aside from newer research on racial
identity development, there is little research available that accounts for the roles race and racism
might have in adolescent identity development in various environments. One hope is that this
project might be an impetus for social workers taking on this grand task of learning more about
what factors might influence healthy identity development for racial minorities.

The field of social work has always been concerned with improving people’s individual
lives. The NASW’s preamble states that “the primary mission of the social work profession is to
enhance human well-being and help meet the basic human needs of all people”. The preamble

adds that particular attention is paid “to the needs and empowerment of people who are
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vulnerable, oppressed, and living in poverty” (NASW Core Values and Principles). The daily life
and work of a social worker proves that a person’s ability to answer the questions “Who am 1?”
and “Where do I belong?”” might be the difference between being more vulnerable, oppressed,
hopeless, and/or unstable and feeling empowered, hopeful and resilient. Research has proven that
racism and discrimination have a significant effect on health and mental health status (Krieger,
1990; Krieger, Rowley, Herman, Avery, & Phillips, 1993; Williams, Yu, Jackson, & Anderson,
1997). Research, especially since Erikson (1980), has suggested that an adolescent’s ability to
transition successfully into adulthood and the other stages of overall “success” and well-being is
intertwined in our ability to feel a sense of self and belonging. Breakwell (1983, 1986) asserts
that places have symbols that have meaning and significance to us and are therefore important
sources of identity. Therefore, social contexts and environments help to inform our identities.
Adolescents experience many personal memories and social meanings or shared histories
(Hauge, 2007) outside of their homes at micro and macro levels. Bringing together the essential
human task of identity development during adolescence and the social environment as an integral
space/place for this process, my research question is: How does systemic racism impact African
American adolescents’ ability to form a cohesive and positive identity?

One of the tenets of social work includes the promotion of social justice and social
change with and on behalf of clients. Seeking to promote the responsiveness of communities and
social institutions to individuals’ needs and social problems brings institutions and social
workers together in the common pursuit of social justice and social change for marginalized and
oppressed populations such as African American adolescents. This study has three goals: 1) to

cultivate a deeper understanding of the differences between identity development for non-white
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and white adolescents, 2) to highlight the role of social institutions responsible for attending to
both the individual and group needs of racial and ethnic minority students, and 3) to charge
social workers with the task of improving these social environments and institutions for racially
oppressed populations in particular and oppressed populations in general.

This thesis will attempt to explore this topic by applying social identity theory and CRT
to the phenomenon. Chapter two will offer an explanation of symbolic interactionism as a
theoretical framework that might provide helpful analysis for understanding the interaction of the
individual and society in African American identity development, and it will explore social
identity theory with a focus on the concept of social identity threat. A brief explanation of CRT
will follow, and the chapter will then outline how these theories will be applied to case material.
This chapter will also explain the importance of exploring how racism impacts African American
adolescent identity development from a social justice perspective and why this matters in an
individual’s social environments. Chapter three explains the phenomenon and introduces the case
of JC, the case to which CRT and social identity theory will be applied in the discussion in
chapter six. Chapters four and five offer explanations of the two theories used to explore the
phenomenon. Chapter six will discuss and apply CRT and social identity theory to adolescent
identity development and will analyze the case study from a symbolic interactionist perspective.
Alongside the concepts of internalized racism and internalized oppression, the implications of
these theories for racial identity development will be explored to highlight the differences in the

process for non-white and white adolescents.
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CHAPTER II
A Symbolic Interactionism Theoretical Frame

The purpose of this thesis is to explore how systemic racism in the United States
challenges African American adolescent identity development. My attempts to search for the
most appropriate theoretical framework to make space for nuance, multiple truths and
subjectivities, the relationship between individuals across racial social groups, and which also
acknowledged social constructs were a difficult undertaking. Adolescent identity development
and racism are difficult to measure, so the subjective and interpretive realities of individuals
offers the most data for exploring the challenges systemic racism poses for achieving
developmental milestones. Identity and race are social constructs. Identity does not happen
without information and meaning from the individual’s social context. Race is not biological, but
instead has been constructed through social meaning and hierarchy as a basis for differential
treatment across groups. It was clear early on in the research process that I needed a framework
that would allow me to focus on the phenomenon and the social contexts and interactions of both
identity and race, without forcing any of those aspects into any fixed interpretation.

This thesis actively calls for an exploration of the roles of individuals and their social
contexts in the healthy identity development of African American adolescents in the face of
systemic racism. It was important to me to find an approach that might account for the

individual’s role in the identity development process in a way that few researchers have
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considered. The most appropriate framework, I imagined, would help analyze and interpret the
information produced by applying CRT and social identity theory to identity development and
racism. I first found constructivism (Piaget, 1967), which then led to social constructivism
(Mead, 1934; Gergen, 1985). Through social constructivism, I found symbolic interactionism
(Mead, 1925) which features an approach to social science research that analyzes social behavior
in terms of how people interact with each other through symbols and meaning-making; in this
view, social structures are best understood in terms of individual interactions with other
individuals and with society. Symbolic interactionism encourages an exploration of the role of
the individual and the subjective and shared meanings that inform human behavior. One of the
most attractive aspects of symbolic interactionism is its approach to detail as opposed to the
larger scope. With adolescent identity development and racism, it seems easy to get lost in the
“big picture” and I hope that this approach to analysis will compel attention to details in black
lives and social interactions that the “big picture” might leave unexplored.

In this chapter, [ will provide an overview of symbolic interactionism and its fundamental
roots. Next, I will turn to the roles of CRT and social identity theory in this analysis that relies on
symbolic meaning and social interaction. I will then outline how this analysis will inform the
thesis. Finally, I will discuss the strengths and limitations of this study by focusing on my
personal and professional identities, interests, motivations, and experiences.

Symbolic Interactionism

Symbolic interactionism has a very long intellectual history that begins with German

sociologist and economist, Max Weber and American philosopher George Mead (McClelland,

2000). Weber and Mead both emphasized the subjective meaning of human behavior and social
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processes. Herbert Blumer studied with Mead at the University of Chicago and coined the term
“symbolic interaction” (Blumer, 1969) and formulated the theory as it is known today.
Interactionists see humans as active participants who construct their social world, instead of
passive participants who conform to socialization. They “argue that close contact and immersion
in the everyday lives of the participants is necessary for understanding the meaning of actions,
the definition of the situation itself, and the process by which [individuals] construct the situation
through their interaction” (McClelland, 2000). Interactionists see meaning as subjective and as a
product of social interaction. For the purposes of this thesis, the most important tenet of symbolic
interactionism holds that human beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that things
have for them. According to Blumer (1969) we develop our identities only through interactions
with others. While this study will not undertake a step-by-step method of analysis, it will utilize
the perspective’s belief that individuals actively engage in meaning-making (and are not solely
acted upon) to interpret and analyze the case material, and to illuminate the social interaction and
relationship between systemic racism and African American adolescent identity development.
This framework opens up the interpretation of human behavior, particularly as far as identity
development is concerned, which might make space for multiple narratives and interpretations of
the role of the individual in the identity process.
Social Identity Theory

Social identity theory was first introduced in the late 1970s, but has started to garner
more attention in the past decade due to the explosion of research on stereotype threat made
popular in educational and social psychology fields by Claude Steele (1997). Social identity

theory was born in Europe, but has started to be used to discuss the deeply rooted and embedded
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racial inequality in the United States. Social identity theory holds that we define ourselves in
terms of our group membership and naturally seek to have our group valued positively compared
to other groups. Permeability (the belief that we can still progress despite group membership)
and security (the belief that the situation is inevitable or legitimate and should be adapted to) are
the two factors, according to this theory, that determine how groups might react to group
membership in devalued social groups, such as the African American racial social group
(Haslam & Reicher, 2008). Social identity threat, a concept that stems from social identity
theory, suggests that when an individual perceives that a social group with which they are
associated is viewed negatively, the experience of this threat to a positive identity association
affects the individual’s behavior and development.
Critical Race Theory

The second theory that will be explored in this thesis is critical race theory. Critical race
theory is mostly a product of post-Civil Rights movement thinking and in response to the issues
brought upon the racially oppressed African Americans who were integrated into predominantly
white schools. Critical race theory offers many suggestions on the identity work necessary for
racial and ethnic minority adolescents in their various social environments. The ultimate aim of
CRT investigations and suggestions is to eliminate oppression on local and global levels in the
United States and beyond. Critical race theory suggests explicit institutional explorations of
racial identity as a means to identify and create critical changes in that high-impact realm that
might reverberate in the larger environment. CRT is based on the idea that racism is the everyday

lived experience of people of color, often in more implicit than explicit ways.
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These ideas from CRT --and others that will be explained later--will be used with social
identity theory to explain how racism impacts African American adolescent identity
development. Specifically, CRT and social identity theory will be applied to the case of a young
African American man who will be called JC who struggles to build a cohesive and positive
sense of himself as an adolescent black male.

Strengths and Limitations

The symbolic interactionism approach asserts that the individual is active in her or his
ability to make meaning . The individual is an actor as opposed to being acted upon. This
perspective seems to be a productive way to test a major question that results from the gaps in
literature on identity development. The role of the individual in his or her own identity
development is largely unresearched. Research that tests any aspect of identity development
might contribute to a better understanding about the roles of individuals and society in the task.
Symbolic interactionism also provides an empowered perspective full of agency that African
American adolescents in a society as embedded with racism as the one in which we exist might
not ever offer.

Social identity theory and CRT are both social theories. While the social identity threat
aspect of social identity theory illuminates behaviors that can result from having a negative
relationship to your group, this study will not focus on any outcome which will limit the
generalizability of any interpretations or conclusions. The strength of applying two social
theories to African American adolescents is that they lead to a more comprehensive

understanding of the challenges of identity development for the population. The social factors
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and how they can impact intrapsychic functions and development are taken into account with this
double social theory focus.

By nature of attempting to research a topic that focuses on both identity and racism,
trying to pull together all of the parts required to offer a significant and complete project would
be at least a book-worthy project as opposed to one that fits well within the limited scope of a
master’s thesis. I made a conscious decision to not pull in a specific social environment here,
despite my temptation to focus on the educational environment because it felt more important, in
light of the current gaps in research, to add an individual experience to the literature and register
more detailed individual data instead of data on structures and systems.

Self-esteem is important in social identity theory. Though self-esteem seems an important
way to make the argument for the need for African American adolescents to achieve positive and
cohesive identity development, the research on self-esteem has been inconsistent and incomplete.
It has been difficult for researchers of self-esteem to distinguish causation and correlation
between self-esteem and positive identity development and low self-esteem and a negative
relationship to one’s identity.

A strength and limitation of this project is that it is personal to me. I am an African
American, female high school teacher who works at a predominantly white independent
boarding school. I was a student in the Cleveland Municipal School District from K-12 and had a
hard and fast understanding of the messages my predominantly white teachers and their
approaches sent me and how that affected both my performance and my ingroup association with
fellow African Americans, though I did not know the theoretical term social identity threat then.

Even as [ work on this project, [ am a student at a predominantly white graduate school
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institution. It is difficult to remove yourself from the gaze of a topic you are still living, and that
might show here in the helter-skelter excitement about various parts of this research, namely
CRT as one of the most personally and socially clarifying theories I have learned about to date.

I do not work very hard to clarify the distinction between identity theory and social
identity theories in this project, as that is beyond the scope of this thesis. The focus on adolescent
identity is meant to note what is going on for adolescents personally as they engage with
meaning-making in society and is meant to compel social workers to feel invested in ensuring, as
best they can, positive identity development for all populations, and, particularly African
American adolescents. What I would do more, if I had the time and space, is work hard to
completely highlight the danger of not attending to adolescents’ self-esteem and identity
development by way of discussing the achievement gap, prison pipeline, and war on drugs. In
this current iteration of the project, it felt much too large and worthy of its own thesis.

I do have the time and space to understand the reality of the unique and distinct
challenges African American adolescents face in their identity development process and the
responsibility of society to intentionally and thoughtfully engage in working to understand
positive identity development, and I hope that becomes clear through this research.

Conclusion

The theories chosen to explore African American identity development provide
complementary explanations of how racism impacts this phenomenon. The symbolic
interactionist approach to understanding the application of the two theories affords an analysis of

the role of the individual in meaning-making and therefore the role of the individual in identity
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development. The following chapter will explore in detail the phenomenon to which these

theories and this perspective will be applied.
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CHAPTER 111
Adolescent Identity Development

In this chapter, I offer a brief overview of the history of adolescent identity theory. I will
then highlight adolescent identity crisis (the result of a person not successfully passing through a
stage) as a way to set up my thinking about what might happen to racial and ethnic minority
adolescents in social environments that do not address racial identity or that do not reflect
minority racial identities positively. I define identity and adolescence as a way to start to put the
research population within these specific contexts. I will then introduce the concepts of racial
identity, stereotypes and media messages, microaggressions, and internalized racial oppression
before moving on to discuss African American identity development and racial identity
development more generally. Finally, I will introduce the case of JC and his identity
development journey, so far, which will later serve as an example of how social identity theory
and critical race theory can be used to explain the challenges of healthy and positive identity
development for African American adolescents.
History of Adolescent Identity Theories

Erikson (1975) argued that self-definition did not become a full-fledged Western concern
in the United States until the late nineteenth century. People who had immigrated to the United
States were attempting to make sense of themselves in a nation that was very much removed

from their former homes (Kroger, 2004). As opposed to the social rank and kinship networks of
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medieval times, which was straightforward and predetermined, the nature of self-definition has
become increasingly problematic and has evolved and intensified throughout this more recent
history (Kroger, 2004). The process was especially difficult for adolescents in the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries, during which time, as Erikson (1964) suggests, self-definition and
identity formation became normative tasks. Self-definition and identity formation’s status as
relatively recent phenomena coupled with the plethora of identity options in the United States
and the “absence of community, tradition, and shared meaning [in our larger culture] has created
the conditions for an ‘empty self’; a sense of ‘I’ which experiences chronic emotional hunger for
adolescents and adults alike” (Kroger, 2004, p. 2 & Cushman, 1990). Kroger notes that
according the Cushman, this ‘empty self” attempts to be filled up by consumer products.

Erikson is arguably the leading scholar on identity and identity development. His work
stressed how crucial the historical context of humanity and individual lives is for understanding
identity. Erikson’s approach was psychosocial and considered individual biology, psychology,
and social recognition and response all within an historical context (Kroger, 2004). More recent
theorists have grappled with historical, structural stage, sociocultural and narrative models as
alternatives to Erikson’s psychosocial definition of identity. Kroger asserts that “[t]hese
approaches, respectively, emphasize the overarching role of historical epoch in giving rise to
identity questions, developmentally different ways in which individuals construct meaning and
identity, social and cultural forces that create and shape identity, and the narrative of one’s own
life story as the creation and foundation of identity” (Kroger, 2004, p. 206).

Adams and Marshall (1996) discuss the concept of person-in-context as it relates to our

relational embeddedness as humans. Dialogue, knowledge transmission, and discussion are
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social experiences of which processes of differentiation and integration are essential (Adams &
Marshall, 1996). Adams and Marshall consider macro- and micro-levels of impact on identity.
Their research proposes identity as a social-psychological construct that uses imitation and
identification processes to reflect social influences. They also propose that the
social-psychological construct reflects active self-construction as the individual determines what
is important to the self and to others (Adams & Marshall, 1996). The social psychology approach
to identity depicts the contextual nature of person-in-context by way of the study of family,
schools, and community and their accompanying structural sets of expectations (Adams &
Marshall, 1996). The contextual study incorporates the school as an integral space for the
development of adolescent identity and as a place that can facilitate a successful adolescent
transition to young adulthood. (Ianni, 1989).

Erikson and other developmental theorists describe adolescent identity development as an
intense sort of intrapsychic and interpersonal juggling act (Kroger, 2004). Instead of causing
identity work to rest solely in the social psychology discipline, Erikson’s psychodynamic
background acknowledges identity as a psychosocial process and illuminates the community’s
role in helping to shape adolescent egoes (Kroger, 2004). Erikson argues that during the
adolescent phase of identity development, others become more important as independent agents
helping to understand and recognize the ‘real’ individual (Erikson, 1968). Erikson appreciated
the role of context in the identity formation process, with identity development also being a
reciprocal process of recognizing and being recognized by those who count in our worlds

(Kroger, 2004).
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Adolescent identity crisis. Erikson’s life’s work was identity development. He placed
identity development within ego psychoanalytic theory and saw how crucial this task was to
adolescence (Marcia, 1980). Erikson (1968) suggests that the crisis of identity adolescents
experience at Stage Five of development has everything to do with identity versus role
confusion. He writes that “adolescent development comprises a new set of identification
processes, both with significant persons and with ideological forces, which give importance to
individual life by relating it to a living community and to ongoing history, and by
counterpointing the newly won individual identity with some communal solidarity” (Erikson,
1968, p. 20). At Stage Five, adolescents are constantly questioning who they are and how they
relate to others. In order to answer this question, adolescents need to have successfully integrated
the crises in Stages One through Four (trust versus mistrust, autonomy versus doubt, initiative
versus guilt, and industry versus inferiority). The adolescent’s primary concern is how others
perceive him and this stage coincides with changes in education settings for many students as
they transition from middle or junior high school to secondary school. If the adolescent is unable
to settle on a social or school identity, it is disturbing and negatively affects the crisis. Ingroup
and Outgroup associations that adolescents experience as crucial aspects of their ability to be
recognized bring cultural systems into play. It is a time during which it is necessary for
adolescents to “make a series of ever-narrowing selections of personal, occupational, sexual, and
ideological commitments” (Erikson, 1968, p. 11). This stage of development is complemented by
“the cognitive gifts developing during the first half of the second decade [which] add a powerful

tool to the tasks of youth” (Erikson, 1968, p. 11).
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Defining identity and adolescence. James Marcia (1980) discusses the difficulty of
defining both adolescence and identity and the difficulty of studying identity in adolescence. He
asserts that there is not a hard line that suggests a definite end to adolescence, and that if it did
end with the formation of an identity, some people would never make it out of adolescence, but
that the beginning of adolescence is quite specific and begins with the changes of puberty
(Marcia, 1980). He defines identity as an existential position comprised of an “inner organization
of needs, abilities, and self-perceptions, as well as to sociopolitical stance” (Marcia, 1980, p.
159). Marcia opposes identity as a “sense,” an “attitude,” or something that can be “had” and
instead thinks of identity as a self-structure--an organization of drives, beliefs, abilities, and
individual history (Marcia, 1980).

Using the self-structure model, Marcia proposes that the less developed the structure is,
the more we have to rely on external sources to evaluate us. Because the structure is dynamic and
not static, society and our experiences within it continually add and discard elements of our
identity. Marcia argues that adolescence is a time that is more crucial than others for change in
structural form as it is the “first time in identity development that physical development,
cognitive skills, and social expectations coincide to enable young persons to sort through and
synthesize their childhood identifications in order to construct a viable pathway toward their
adulthood” (Marcia, 1980, p. 160). Teenagers are essentially sizing themselves up against their
peers to find out how they measure up and to understand how and where they fit in in our
society. This task transcends individual histories and moves into the realm of systemic histories,
which offers the opportunity to re-engage in this research with ethnic minorities and cultural

contexts in mind.
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If adolescents fail to attain personal identity during this stage of life, they might not have
feelings of competence and will not perceive themselves positively. This affects the transition
into adulthood and could send them spiraling down into the depth of identity confusion and
crisis. Marcia argues that individuals “‘do’ better and feel better about themselves and others
when that ‘have’ [identity]” (Marcia, 1980, p. 181) and have a basic sense of trust, industry, and
use adaptive-positive defenses. Throughout this developmental process, it is important for
adolescents to see positive reflections of themselves in their environment, so that they have a
group identity of which they can become a part.

The idea that adolescents need to see positive reflections of their group identity seems to
be most easily conceptualized in social environment, as that is where adolescents spend the
majority of their time as they differentiate from their parents. Whereas early in the 20th Century
it was possible to cultivate your identity more through your family or work, adolescents have
requirements by law to be in school and away from their families, namely in the social
environment of the school. This circumstance makes it more imperative to think about identity
development in the environment on both individual and social levels. The role of the individual
in seeking and securing a positive identity seems more onerous for African American
adolescents than for white adolescents due to the plethora of negative messages they are bound
to encounter in any given social system due to systemic racism.

Adolescents take seriously cues from the social environment to inform who they are and
where they belong (Oyserman, Gant, & Ager, 1995). Developmentally, during adolescence, as
we work hard to increase our autonomy we distance ourselves from our parents and guardians.

This circumstance affords more value to social environments and society in general for
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informing the adolescent identity formation process. The messages that social environments send
to individuals about the social identities they prescribe can be ascribed with negative messages.
Racism is one of those negative messages that can complicate the positive and cohesive identity
development for individuals belonging to racial minority groups. Steele (2012) asserts that to
understand the development of positive identities for African American, some of the key
concepts that need to be considered are racial identity, stereotypes and media images of African
Americans, microaggressions, and internalized racial oppression. These are large concepts in
their own rights, but will be briefly introduced to describe the unique challenges to identity
development that African Americans might face.

Racial identity. The questions that are the foundation of identity work, “Who am I?”” and
“Where do I belong?”, can be answered by many people by their racial identity. Identity
development is an essential process. Researchers have frequently described racial identity
development as an essential human need (Steele, 2012). In addition to providing a sense of
belonging, how an individual relates to her or his racial identity can cultivate psychological
well-being, influence academic achievement, and help to create stalwart defenses to the stresses
and strains of discrimination (Arellano & Pedilla, 1996; Umafia-Taylor, Diversi, & Fine, 2002).
Many of the racial identity models are abstract and do not describe the process of this
development in very much depth (Cross, 1971, 1978; Sellers, et al., 1998). The models focus on
the adult experience of racial identity development, but not much on racial identity of African
American adolescents. Steele (2012) makes a call to action for researchers working to learn more
about how African American adolescents form an identity in general and a racial identity in

particular. The dark and stark history of racial oppression and marginalization of African
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Americans in the United States makes an already challenging identity development process a
difficult feat for African American adolescents. Lifting the negative edge of these circumstances
would require learning more about the African American identity development process and an
understanding of how this demographic perceives blackness, and the impact messages from
others about what it means to be African American in the U.S. has on them individually and
collectively.

Stereotypes and media images. Stereotypes are as deeply embedded in the United States
culture as racism itself. Black caricatures such as the Buck, Uncle Tom, Sambo, Mandingo,
Sapphire, Jezebel, Mammy, and Coon have all been negatively applied to blacks in America
since as early as the 19th Century. To understand how identity formation works for African
Americans, researchers would be remiss to not consider all of the messages and media images
that are prevalent in our society about African Americans. McKown & Weinstein (2003) suggest
that racial minority adolescents are aware of societal stereotypes as early as middle school.

Claude Steele (1997) proposed a social psychology focus on the concept of stereotype
threat. He argued that awareness of a negative group stereotype can negatively affect the
performance of group members. As an example of negative performance, in the educational
realm, statistics support the widespread failure of the U.S. education system to help African
Americans succeed. Research proves that stereotypes are at least partly behind this failure
(Jenkins, 2006). The different cultural contexts in which African Americans exist determine and
influence how an individual perceives her or himself. These cultural contexts include their
community, schools, home, religious affiliation, peer group, etc. “The processing of phenomena

and experiences not only influences how one feels valued or valuable (i.e., self-esteem), but it
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also influences how one gives meaning and significance to different aspects of oneself (i.e.,
abilities, physical attribute, behaviors, and activities)” (Steele, 2012, p. 12). Stereotypes can
become self-fulfilling prophecies (Snyder, 1977) depending on whether or not individuals
internalize them and conform. Taking on negative stereotypes as part of identity formation can
make forming a cohesive and positive identity less likely or more difficult to achieve.

Microaggressions. Microaggressions are statements or behaviors which convey negative
messages to people of color. Sue et al. (2007) categorize various types of microaggressions that
might occur in a person of color or a minority group’s everyday life. Microaggressions are seen
as unintended discrimination. The term was first coined by Psychiatrist and Professor Charles
Pierce in 1970 to describe discrimination and insults he had witnessed inflicted by non-black
Americans on African Americans. The term has gained much popularity in research of various
oppressed and marginalized populations in recent years, particularly in the field of psychology,
education, and counseling (Nadal, 2011). The microaggression categories that are most pertinent
to this study include racial microinsults and racial microinvalidations. The racial microinsults are
verbal and nonverbal behaviors that send denigrating messages to people of color. The racial
microinvalidations can be unconscious verbal statements in which the perpetrator may have good
intentions, yet which still convey negative messages to people of color. Research and literature
indicate that people of color and other minority or marginalized groups experience
“microaggressions in their everyday lives and that these microaggressions have negative impacts
on their lives, particularly their mental health” (Steele, 2012, p.5).

Internalized racial oppression. According to Karen Pyke (2010), internalized racial

oppression is “defined as the individual inculcation of the racist stereotypes, values, images, and
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ideologies perpetuated by the White dominant society about one’s racial group, leading to
feelings of self-doubt, disgust, and disrespect for one’s race and/or oneself” (Pyke, 2010, p. 553).
Internalized racial oppression was first studied through the now-famous doll studies of African
American children whose preference for white over black dolls was interpreted as self-hatred
(Pyke, 2010; Clark and Clark 1939;1952). Since then, research has attempted to quantitatively
measure self-esteem, self-identity, self-image, psychological adjustment, and attitudes about
one’s racial group as a means for trying to capture tangible and measurable manifestations of
internalized racism (Pyke, 2010; Bloom, 1972). Internalized racial oppression can be a
destructive force as African American adolescents try to make sense of their racial group identity
and the messages and symbols those outside of the group offer to inform their identity and
self-concept within these groups.

Racial identity development. As I noted earlier in this chapter, racial identity is the
significance and meaning of race to an individual’s self-concept (Rowley, Burchinal, Roberts, &
Zeisel, 2008). The notion that racial identity influences human development is widely accepted
within psychological literature (Worrell & Gardner-Kitt, 2006; Carter, Pieterse, & Smith, 2008;
Steele, 2012). One of the primary differences between racial identity and cultural or ethnic
identity has to do with permanency. The three major components of racial identity are racial
centrality (how an individual defines herself or himself in terms of race), private regard (sense of
pride in group membership and evaluation of the group’s merits), and public regard (beliefs and
perceptions about how people outside the group view the group) (Steele, 2012). Racial identity is

central to the lives of individuals who belong to historically marginalized and oppressed groups.
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Literature on racial identity development reveals that researchers seem to agree that it is
important for African Americans, though there is disagreement about zow it is important (Steele,
2012). Racial identity has been noted as having a direct and indirect link to psychological
well-being for African Americans in literature as early as the 1980s (Azibo, 1983). While
positive racial identity has been linked to increased self-esteem, achievement, and psychological
functioning (Thomas & Speight, 1999), negative racial identity in African Americans has been
theoretically linked to low self-esteem, issues with psychological adjustment, low self-esteem,
low school achievement, and other detrimental factors.

William Cross’s racial identity development model offered the seminal contribution to
the field and involved five stages. The stages are pre-encounter, encounter, immersion-emersion,
internalization, and internalization-commitment (Cross, 2001). Other theories have since been
put forth to describe and explain the process by which individuals develop beliefs about the
significance and meaning of racial group membership (Seaton, Scottham, & Sellers, 2006), but
the limited scope of this project leaves space for only this developmental model. The
pre-encounter stage may incorporate strong anti-Black and pro-White feelings. The encounter
stage tends to involve a personal or social event that shifts the person’s worldview or paradigm,
which opens them up to new ideas or interpretations of their identity while also creating
confusion, alarm, and depression, then guilt, anger, and anxiety (Cross, 2001). The immersion
stage 1s Afrocentric and might include intense feelings of anger. By the time an individual is in
the fourth and fifth stages, they have internalized their racial identity with their self-concept and
have resolved the conflict between the old and new worldviews (Steele, 2012). Most notably, the

fifth stage is characterized by political activity to end oppression for all people (Steele, 2012).
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There has been an outpouring of recent literature on African American identity in the 21st
Century (Cokely, 2005). Cross’s aforementioned seminal model of racial identity development is
highly regarded but does not specifically address the racial identity development process during
adolescence (Steele, 2012). Racial identities do serve to help us understand our connections with
those around us and because racial identities are learned early in life they function as a
framework for interpreting experiences (Steele, 2012). As with adolescent identity literature,
more research that concerns and fully explores the actual ways in which African Americans
construct their racial identity is needed (Cokely, 2002). Adolescents need to be added to an
adult-heavy population in the current body of literature. With attention to the actual construction
of racial identity in adolescents might come the development of interventions that have the
capacity to produce positive impact and movement in the racial identity development process
(Steele, 2012).

The Case of JC

The following case study entitled Anxiety and Internalized Oppression: A Case Study,
will be used throughout this paper to provide an example of a young man in the process of
constructing his racial identity (2015). Only relevant information from the case study will be
presented.

The case study involves the individual treatment of a 12-year-old male who identifies as
African American. His mother is African American and his father is Haitian. The treatment goals
were identified as reducing anxiety and worrying thoughts, increasing hours of sleep per night,
and working on social skills. JC is one of four children. He has two older sisters who are in their

twenties and his younger brother is eight years old. The older siblings have the same biological
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father and JC and his brother have the same biological father. JC’s mother and father have been
separated for three years, but just finalized their divorce in January of this year (four months into
my work with JC). JC has not disclosed his sexual orientation, but when he discusses his future
family, he often discusses having a wife and children, suggesting heterosexuality. JC’s family
has a Christian background and they all attend church about twice a month. JC has an IEP at
school, which has recently changed, but he has had one for the past 3 years. JC’s mother does not
work, but he receives SSI and child-support from his father. The family’s socioeconomic status
is low/below the poverty level and the family has government assistance.

JC was referred to the clinic by his mother who, while attending parenting classes as part
of the divorce process, started to understand the effects of her relationship with his father on him.
His mother is 6 years into recovery from heroin abuse and is a survivor of both physical and
verbal domestic violence perpetrated by JC’s father. JC and his siblings witnessed much of this
violence in the home. JC’s mother reported that she believes much of the DV was rooted in her
then-husband’s frustration around her substance abuse, though she believes her sons knew
nothing about her using. JC’s mother noted increased sleeplessness and anxiety once he and his
brother started having visits with their father, his new girlfriend, and their version of a blended
family. His mother noted that his anxiety increased after weekend visits with his father and saw
how it effected his sleeping habits and schoolwork.

JC’s anxiety symptoms have increased exponentially over the past year. He tends to be
withdrawn around strangers and family alike and is often found hiding in the bathroom to avoid
people or any type of confrontation. His racing thoughts, which would eventually turn into

catastrophic thoughts each night, resulted in his averaging only about 4-5 hours of sleep per
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night. He experiences night terrors and often has panic attacks both at home and at school. At
school the panic attacks seem to be triggered by conflict amongst other students (not involving
him) or by new material in his courses. JC’s mother’s major concern was his anxiety around
visits with his father and his fear that his father would hurt him physically. His family members
reported worrying that he was not social enough and/or was not at the appropriate developmental
stage for social skills. He self-reported that his biggest concern was his nightmares and
sleeplessness and that he “spend[s] a lot of time worrying about the future and how technology is
going to take over humanity.” JC’s mother also noted his extreme pickiness around the types of
foods he eats. She noted that he needs to see where every single food came from and, in the case
of sandwiches or similar, in order to eat it he has to see the person make the sandwich.

JC’s mother reports that he first started showing anxiety symptoms five years ago when
they first moved to the town in which they currently live. On the day they moved into their
apartment, there was a huge thunderstorm on the horizon. His mother was about to head to the
grocery with one of his older sisters, but JC would not let them leave because he thought that
something horrible was going to happen to them in the storm. His mother reports that since that
day, he has not really wanted her to leave his side, which also makes transitions to his father’s
house even more difficult. JC’s mother describes him as very sensitive and noted that when he is
upset, it is hard to calm him down. His anxiety symptoms have been chronic in nature, and
mostly come in the form of worrying thoughts. JC is not a kid who will go out and play with
many other kids, but he does often identify one friend in school who he considers to be his best
friend. He has never seen a regular therapist, but, through DCF involvement, has spoken with

clinicians starting at a very young age. JC’s school adjustment counselor noted a biweekly
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pattern of his anxiety attacks in school and noted that they happen most when he is in the TAB
(take a break) portion of the day. The biweekly pattern coincides with visits to his father’s house.

JC’s family is primarily working class and most family members live and work below the
poverty line. His father is the major exception to this rule in the family system as his job in the
factory affords him an upper lower class socioeconomic status. He grew up in a predominantly
Haitian and African American community near a large city and his parents were born and raised
in the same city. His mother’s family is large, though only his mother and her sister live in the
more rural town where they have been for the past five years. JC’s maternal grandmother and
grandfather suffered with substance abuse, and his mother started to abuse substances when her
parents died within a year of each other. For JC’s mother, her parents were her biggest family
supports and having their deaths in such close proximity, time-wise, resulted in a lengthy and
difficult bereavement period for her, which ultimately affected her children, particularly JC. His
aunt and her family also live in the town and the two families have almost-daily contact with
each other. His aunt works at a housing authority, and his mother reports that she had similar
employment prior to when she started using heavily. JC’s mother did not finish high school, but
did earn her GED. One sister has also earned a GED and the second sister is working towards
taking the exam. JC’s father’s educational background was never discussed.

If you ask anyone in JC’s family to describe him, the first word that they will say is
sensitive. He is known for being easily alarmed, easily worried, and a “scaredy-cat” according to
his younger brother. Most of JC’s schooling has happened in his current town. He reports having
always liked the idea of school and especially the special courses such as art. But he struggles

with testing on new materials and forgets everything he knows once a test is in front of him. He
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describes it as “spacing out” and says that when the test is over he remembers everything. In
those testing moments, JC tends to hyperventilate and have a panic attack which sends him to the
school nurse’s office or the school adjustment counselor’s office. In school JC also struggles
with larger transitions throughout the day.

The family’s move away from their father (and friends and other family) seems to have
impacted JC’s worrying thoughts and heightened state of alarm around his mother’s absence
(even for short amounts of time). JC is a young black male living in a predominantly white town
and attending a predominantly white school. Though the town itself is predominantly white, his
family’s status as low income locates their housing in an area that has a mixture of black and
hispanic peoples that is uncharacteristic of the larger demographic. They are the only black
family in the thirty-something family apartment complex. JC’s father is Haitian and arrived in
the US from Haiti when he was a teenager. When JC’s mother reported that his “father tries to
show the boys tough love the way his father showed up” despite the fact that he did not have a
good relationship with his father. She also reported that his father gets frustrated by JC’s
sensitivity. The clash of cultural identities from the Haitian side of his parentage and the African
American side of his parentage present a serious concern for JC’s sense of himself and how he
measures up to/with them. JC often offers thoughts on the type of man he is planning to be for
his family, and usually he is drawing a contrast against his father.

JC is most aware of his mother’s cultural values and their social class when it comes to
sleepovers or his friends’ parties. He falls into a situation of no