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Invisibility Syndrome and Racial Identity
Development in Psychotherapy and
Counseling African American Men

Anderson J. Franklin
City University of New York

Success in counseling African American men is discussed in terms of an invisibility syn-
drome and the role played by their racial identity development. Invisibility is considered
a psychological experience wherein the person feels that his or her personal identity and
ability are undermined by racism in a myriad of interpersonal circumstances. A therapy
case is used to explain how this experience helps determine Black men’s perspective on
cross-racial interpersonal encounters and supports racial identity development as fun-
damental to their personal identity and as a buffer against racism. Awareness of the
dynamic interface between racism, invisibility, and racial identity development can help
the counseling process and effectiveness of our interventions with African American
men. Discussion of a therapeutic support group is used as an example.

The difficulty of getting Black men into counseling, let alone extended
psychotherapeutic intervention, is legendary in the professional community.
It is my belief that their resistance to counseling is related to their larger strug-
gle in achieving value and recognition in common everyday encounters of
life (Boyd & Allen, 1995; Cose, 1993; Feagin & Sikes, 1994; Madhubuti,
1990). Intrinsic gender and racial barriers impede usage of counseling and
psychotherapy as personal resources.

Many African American men believe they cannot be helped absent an
appreciation of what it means to be Black and a male in this society. I believe
the inner conflicts that grow out of living as a Black man can be understood
by what I consider the recurrent theme of invisibility experienced within the
African American community and the consequences of managing its impact.

Invisibility is defined as an inner struggle with the feeling that one’s tal-
ents, abilities, personality, and worth are not valued or even recognized
because of prejudice and racism. In his book about prejudice and racism,
Jones (1997) defined these terms as
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ways in which people devalue, disadvantage, demean, and in general, unfairly
regard others. In this sense, they refer to negative attitudes about, and negative
treatment of, people who belong to other groups. Prejudice and racism are also
concepts that encompass the ways in which people value, advantage, esteem,
and, in general, prefer and positively regard people who are like themselves or
belong to their own group. (p. 7)

Consequently, a Black man’s reliance on the African American commu-
nity for recognition and validation may be adequate, but not sufficient, given
the persistence of what Jones (1997) described as individual, institutional,
and cultural racism directed at people of African descent. According to
Jones,individual racismsuggests a belief in the superiority of one’s own race
over another and in the behavioral enactments that maintain those superior
and inferior positions.Institutional racismhas two meanings: (a) It is the
institutional extension of individual racist beliefs, consisting primarily of
using and manipulating duly constituted institutions so as to maintain a racist
advantage over others; (b) it is the byproduct of certain institutional practices
that operate to restrict—on a racial basis—the choices, rights, mobility, and
access of groups of individuals. These unequal consequences need not be
intended, but they are no less real for being simply de facto.Cultural racism
is the individual and institutional expression of the superiority of one race’s
cultural heritage over that of another race.

This article, therefore, will first address how repeated encounters with
prejudice and racism create an invisibility syndrome as well as a psychoso-
cial context for African American men. Although this focus is on African
American men, my thesis about invisibility also applies to African American
women, whose experiences have parallels with, as well as differences from,
Black men’s experiences. I will rely rather exclusively on a single case exam-
ple of an African American man in therapy to illustrate more in depth how
invisibility influences the person and relationships. Second, I will address
how racial identity development is crucial to Black male engagement of the
world and how it can become a protective factor in personal resilience and
managing stress from psychological invisibility. Finally, I will address how
the struggle with invisibility and the process of racial identity development—
manifest in the adaptive behavior of African American men—have implica-
tions for counseling and psychotherapy.

AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN ARE AT RISK

In my opinion, it is important and helpful in psychotherapy to have some
knowledge of the broad social context of living for persons in treatment, such
as the cultural, social, economic, political, and health conditions that impact
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the specific community and daily life of the person. In this regard, under-
standing African American men requires some perspective on their well-
being. Despite the continued struggle of African American men for complete
inclusion in all the benefits of citizenry (Hacker, 1992; Jaynes & Williams,
1989), marginality in society and broad health risks continue as a reality and
become a source for creating the aura of invisibility.

Violence and homicide are leading causes of death for African American
men (Hammond & Yung, 1993; Prothrow-Stith, 1991). They face far greater
health and mortality risks than White men, and a disproportionate number of
young Black males are in jail, on parole, or on probation (Butterfield, 1995;
Gibbs, 1988; Taylor, 1995).

Research by Krieger and Sidney (1996) indicated a significant relation-
ship between perceived motivated acts of prejudice and cardiovascular health
risks. Blacks reporting unfair treatment because of race in general had higher
blood pressure than Whites. Those Black men and women who reported
unfair treatment and accepted it had higher systolic blood pressure than those
who challenged it. Krieger and Sidney concluded that these blood pressure
differences for African Americans are “on par with or exceed those associ-
ated with other cardiovascular risk factors targeted for nonpharmacologic
interventions (e.g., lack of exercise, smoking, and unhealthy high-fat, high-
salt diets)” (p. 1376).

These conclusions provide further evidence that perceived prejudice and
racism have health consequences as well as social, interpersonal conse-
quences for both African American men and women. Moreover, in my opin-
ion, the conclusions underscore how personal experience of prejudice and
racism has profound psychodynamic consequences.

THE INVISIBILITY SYNDROME PARADIGM

I propose the invisibility syndrome paradigm as a conceptual model to aid
in understanding the myriad of factors determining adaptive responses to
racism and invisibility. It is presented as a way to explain the intrapsychic
struggle for personal identity by African American men as the individual
confronts specific encounters with racism, particularly in cross-racial cir-
cumstances, and how these experiences obscure genuine identity and pro-
mote inherent stress related to their management (Franklin, 1997).

There are seven dynamic elements to the invisibility syndrome paradigm
that represent the intrapsychic process in feeling invisible, with the positive
counterweight providing the dynamics of visibility (see Figure 1). For exam-
ple, as a result of a given racial slight or cumulative encounters with them, (a)
one feels a lack of recognition or appropriate acknowledgment; (b) one feels
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there is no satisfaction or gratification from the encounter (it is painful and
injurious); (c) one feels self-doubt about legitimacy—such as “Am I in the
right place; should I be here?”; (d) there is no validation from the experience—
“Am I a person of worth?”—or the person seeks some form of corroboration
of experiences from another person; (e) one feels disrespected (this is led to
by the previous elements and is linked to the following); (f) one’s sense of
dignity is compromised and challenged; (g) one’s basic identity is shaken, if
not uprooted. Embracing the recognition and supportive identity attachments
in the brotherhood of other African American men would be an example of a
positive counterweight determining visibility.

Central to my model is understanding the underlying psychological
dynamics and emotional distress experienced by African American men as
they attempt to evolve an identity within the larger socioeconomic, political,
and cultural entity we consider “society”—whose practice of racism manipu-
lates the rules of conformity and inclusion for them. Society, through its pro-
motion of values and rules, forces its members to conform for a “societal per-
sonal comfort level” akin to that of the individual. Attitudes toward race and
members of racial groups form a part of society’s rules about comfort, very
often measured by similarity and inclusion. Jones (1997) discussed this as a
process of “racialization” in which “racialistic beliefs are transformed into
active instruments of categorization and judgment” (p. 357). It is the social
construction of racism that provides the foundation for acts of prejudice.

Navigating the myriad of social circumstances in which race is salient
involves understanding and decoding intent and purpose. Being able to dis-
cern when behavior is racist, and then acting consistent with one’s sense of
self, is the personal struggle for visibility against the racial slights that make
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one feel invisible as a person (Franklin, 1993). This process has several
dynamic elements, which interact in a manner that provides feedback to help
the person resolve thoughts and feelings about a racial incident and shapes
the person’s inner perspective about identity and inclusion in, or exclusion
from, society. In essence, this process determines the personal course of the
visibility or invisibility struggle to become a respected person of value in
society, despite encounters with racism.

The African American community serves as a vital component of this
feedback loop for recognition and validation of Black men. The community
creates, in its own right, conditions of visibility for Black men by the sense of
belonging provided by other Black men and the activities, institutions, tradi-
tions, and practices of the brotherhood of Black men that typify the unique-
ness of being an African American man. Within this community context, a
particular visibility is supported and advocated (Ballard, 1984).

For Black men (or women), experiencing this process of sorting out feel-
ing invisible/visible may or may not be connected to their racial identity as
persons of African descent. But the experience of invisibility in cross-racial
contexts is directly linked to the awareness that characteristics about them
that have led to racial encounters are attributed to people with their heritage.
Society has infinite social rules about the inclusion of African American men
that can make them feel invisible and thus provoke attempts on their part to
compensate for this feeling in their identity development.

This dilemma can be illustrated, for example, in the skin color controversy
for Blacks. The emotionally charged issues associated with a person’s skin
color are manifestations of a racialized social environment. There are count-
less anecdotes in the African American community of people who view their
skin color as the only attribute that separates them from being White. On the
other hand, there are those who identify totally as Black, only to have their
“non-African-like skin color and features” negate how others identify them
because of the stereotypes about what is “Black.” In other words, they are not
“Black enough.” In her book on skin color, Kathy Russell, an African Ameri-
can woman, offers a personal observation from her adolescence along this
line. “(She) knew only that her features had the power to make others see her
either as popular and attractive, with ‘some pretty, long hair,’or as a snob and
a social outcast, rejected for acting too ‘white-like’” (Russell, Wilson, & Hall,
1992, p. 4).

The invisibility syndrome, as a clinical paradigm, therefore assesses for
African American men (as well as women) immersed in a racialized environ-
ment how recognition, satisfaction, legitimacy, validation, respect, dignity,
and identity interact in an intrapsychic manner to determine their visibility or
invisibility. It is equally important with this model to understand that society
at large, and the African American community in particular, impose its own
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rules of conformity and inclusion with a value system of recognition,
rewards, legitimacy, validation, and codes for respect, dignity, and identity.
Therefore, it is my contention that where the African American man posi-
tions himself, in terms of which identity attributes to internalize and how his
position mediates his behavior in the world, is important to his resolution and
management of challenges in his projection of himself as a man of African
descent.

Moreover, it is important to be knowledgeable about the way society and
the African American community shape visibility with rules and codes, as
they do invisibility when exclusion is desired.

DEVELOPMENT OF AN
INVISIBILITY SYNDROME

The continued struggle for civil rights has a parallel psychological strug-
gle for African Americans, immortalized in Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s
words: To “not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their
character” (King, 1987, p. 83). Judgments based on skin color make genuine
character invisible. Dealing with the myriad of prejudgmental views of char-
acter determined by prejudice and, in turn, acts of racism creates the psycho-
logical tension in feeling invisible.

Whether racism comes in the form of an act like being passed over for pro-
motion or feeling misrepresented by the inundation of negative reporting
about African American men in the media, many Black men feel that mem-
bers of other ethnic groups do notreally know African American men.

Given the level of misconceptions, managing the stress from sorting out
intent in cross-racial encounters can be demanding and burdensome. It can
tax logic and perceived rules about interpersonal relations as people seek to
understand what they can change in their behavior to gain acceptance or what
they risk by just being themselves.

It is important that individual changes in behavior to gain acceptance are
consistent with one’s personal identity and worldview, or a form of disso-
nance will occur that requires a reconciling of beliefs and anxiety. If an indi-
vidual makes an adjustment in behavior with the belief that it will bring
greater acceptance, yet he or she is rejected nonetheless because undesired
group attributes are judged more salient, such encounters will be disillusion-
ing and create confusion about the appropriate path to genuine acceptance.
This process is part of the debate and controversy about assimilation, accul-
turation, and ethnocentrism (Landrine, 1996). Moreover, the process reflects
both the group’s dilemma and the individual’s challenge in deciding how to
evolve identity. This is a complex process that involves, on one hand, acquisi-
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tion of meaning of values, rules, and behaviors, but, on the other hand, risks
diminution or loss of those very same things from one’s group of origin.
LaFromboise, Coleman, and Gerton (1993) discussed the factors that con-
tribute to obtaining competence in being a part of both a dominant and a
minority culture. They argued for a bicultural competence model and the
importance of bicultural efficacy, or individual confidence in living effec-
tively in two cultures without compromising one’s sense of cultural identity.
Bicultural competence necessitates being grounded by social networks in
both cultures.

Efforts at bicultural transformation of personal identity are prevented by
invisibility, however, because of racism’s rejection and intolerance of the
group of origin’s defining attributes (e.g., skin color, intelligence, language,
spiritual beliefs). Racism’s unconditional rejection of people puts the indi-
vidual’s task of identity development in a quandary. There are social pres-
sures on the individual, as a member of a minority group, to assimilate, and
“tolerance”—not acceptance—is the normative code of behavior of the
dominant group.

A prevalent tactic for signaling tolerance toward those persons who are
considered inferior in social status is through racial slights. Racial slights not
only serve as “social status reminders” but are provocative, emotionally
stressful, anxiety producing, and anger inducing; they are the primary behav-
iors inducing the feeling of invisibility.

MICROAGGRESSIONS

Racial slights from deceptively subtle yet malevolent cross-racial interac-
tions induce disillusionment, confusion, and chronic doubts about self and
personal efficacy in decision making, in African American men. Chester
Pierce (1988, 1992), an African American psychiatrist, considers these
assaults to self-esteem “micro-aggressions.” Franklin (1997) definedmicro-
aggressionsas subtle acts or attitudes experienced as hostile, which fit a per-
sonal history and pattern of racial slights and disregard. The history and pat-
tern of racial slights help determine the kind of response an individual will
have and the manner in which meaning from the encounter gets internalized
and connected to interpretations from previous incidents.

As a reaction to feeling invisible from those scenarios of superficial
acceptance, confusion and disillusionment can manipulate the individual
into constantly searching for scenarios in which he or she can gain genuine
acceptance. Theorists (Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1980) postulated that an indi-
vidual’s experience in identity development involves deciding between life’s
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alternatives and taking personal stances; racism interjects a unique factor to
this dynamic equation.

Pierce (1988, 1992) perceived microaggressions as verbal offensive
mechanisms and nonverbal, sometimes kinetic offensive mechanisms that
control “space, time, energy, and mobility of the Black, while producing feel-
ings of degradation, and erosion of self-confidence and self-image” (1988,
p. 31), which, in their pervasiveness, have a cumulative deleterious psycho-
logical effect over time. Pierce perceived these racial dynamics emanating
from covert assumptions that minorities in the United States are placed at a
disadvantage in all negotiations. This leads to what he believes are three
major confusions with stressful and enduring psychosocial sequelae:

1. Blacks are confused about whether they are being tolerated or being accepted,
2. Blacks are confused about the supportive effort of individual Whites versus the

destructive action by Whites as a collective, and
3. Blacks are confused about when, where, and how to resist oppression versus

when, where, and how to accommodate to it (1988, p. 27).

INVISIBILITY IN LIFE EXPERIENCES

The widespread belief among African American men that racism is a pri-
mary contributor to their life circumstances is borne out by the various social
and health indicators discussed above. Another powerful sustainer is the ver-
bal corroboration, which can be ascertained from other African American
men about their personal experiences of racism. Jones (1991) noted that this
pervasive group validation must lead theorists to consider how racism has a
thematic unity in the lives of African Americans—although reactions to
prejudice can vary from person to person—and shapes their personality. This
is illustrated by Sam, a client in therapy, who indicates one person’s reaction
to biased beliefs.

THE CASE OF SAM

Sam, a 30-year-old African American man, worked his way up from the
hardships of inner-city life and limited family resources to become a success-
ful young lawyer. He is the oldest of three children raised by his mother. On
occasion, after his parents separated when he was 8, he had contact with his
father, but Sam attributes his mother as the big influence in his life. In recent
years, Sam has regained contact with his father but is conflicted about the
genuineness and the meaningfulness of that relationship. He finds his par-
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ticular attraction to his renewed contact with his father to be the hope of learn-
ing from some of his father’s experiences as a Black man.

Sam characterizes his mother as a “traditional Black mother” from the
school of “no nonsense” child rearing. She was strict and religious, with high
expectations for school performance and achievement by her children. Her
parental goal was to keep her children from “temptations of the street and
flesh” with the objective of their succeeding in careers that improved their
“station in life.”

Sam’s case illustrates the psychological experience of invisibility. One
day, in therapy, he related an incident that is typical of cross-racial encounters
experienced by Black men, which are momentarily disarming, confusing,
and disillusioning, but also serve as potential triggers to the blood pressure–
anger relationship noted earlier.

Sam was riding alone in the courthouse elevator one day when a young
White woman entered at another floor. Sam gave her a slight acknowledging
smile as she entered. He was dressed impeccably, as usual, in part from being
mindful of his mother’s emphasis on the importance of proper attire in public.

When the door closed, the young woman looked at Sam and said with fear-
fulness, “You’re not going to hurt me, are you?”

Sam was stunned by her comment and its stinging audacity. The insinua-
tion made him angry, with an impulse to strike back. His gut twisted into
knots from the flood of emotions and thoughts of what to do. At the moment,
Sam knew he could not let her get away with this insult. Before he realized it,
he found himself stretching his frame to its fullest height, narrowing his eyes,
then slowly growling through clinched teeth in a thinly veiled intimidating
manner, “no, not today.” At the next floor, they went their separate ways.

The experience was a “leveler” for Sam—a painful status reducer and
reminder that, irrespective of appearance, biased attitudes about African
American men distort judgment of their character. He knew he was being fit-
ted into this woman’s stereotypes about Black men as threatening and aggres-
sive predators. Sam was not naive about these types of occurrences—Black
male friends talked often of similar incidents. What rattled him was how this
incident nearly surpassed his threshold for exercising good judgment in
reacting to racial slights. The way he responded to the provocation was little
short of confirming the young woman’s expectations. He related imagining
how an angry outburst of indignation on his part could have led to a racial
incident, blown out of proportion with newspaper headlines: “Black man
accosted White woman in elevator.”

In his belief, his innocence would be left unreported, much less his hard-
earned distinction as a lawyer. It would not be represented that his deport-
ment as a Black man and professional was deliberately honed while he was
growing up by his mother’s insinuating words, “don’t act like a ghetto
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child—I’ve taught you better that that.” Nor would anyone appreciate his
inner struggle with properly projecting his conception of dignity as a man of
African descent, in spite of people’s reaction to him as a Black man. Barriers
to positive and genuine interracial contact foster ignorance, feed stereotypes,
and hide the real person behind prejudice.

Likewise, Nathan McCall (1994), in his autobiographical book,Make You
Wanna Holler: A Young Black Man in America, shared how an incident
shaped his outlook as a young Black child. He and his siblings were with their
mother in a local restaurant where he witnessed some White children acting
wild and crazy with little discipline by their mother. The contrast was sharp.
Whenever he or his brother “dared to cut up in public,” it brought quick reac-
tions from his mother, who admonished them to “stop acting like a nigger.”
He internalized the apparent difference in liberties as privileges bestowed on
White children that came with skin color. As McCall observed, “without
knowing what they were doing, a lot of adults in Black families passed along
notions to their young about white folks’ superiority” (p. 12).

Both White and Black children learn about what society dictates as
acceptable social relations by public interpersonal behavior. African Ameri-
can child-rearing practices, which have well-intentioned origins as a survival
tactic—like those imposed by McCall’s mother—also have the consequence
of racializing a child’s socialization. Another example may be seen in Black
mothers who educate their male children in how their hyperactive, assertive
behavior runs a risk for misinterpretation as aggressive and hence threaten-
ing. Although this may be motivated by their necessary child-rearing goal of
protecting their children, it contributes in its own way to the racial divide.

Stevenson (1995, 1997) has studied racial socialization and identity in
African American male adolescents; he concluded that psychologically
healthy outcomes are influenced by several variables in very complex ways.
Protective, proactive, and adaptive racial socialization are identified as three
distinct views of the world that Black male adolescents can acquire from
messages and experiences given by caregivers. Those having protective
racial socialization beliefs view the world as distrustful and filled with
racially hostile intents; they learn caution and are encouraged to succeed
despite these circumstances. Racism awareness teaching is an important
component of protective racial socialization. Those who experience more
proactive racial socialization are encouraged to focus on personal talent and
cultural heritage, and less on racial hostility. Within proactive racial sociali-
zation are three important factors: spiritual and religious coping, cultural
pride reinforcement, and extended family caring. Adaptive racial socializa-
tion is represented as an integration of protective and proactive beliefs (Ste-
venson, 1997).
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Black men, either from parents, extended family, peers, or life experi-
ences, learn to integrate conventional male values along with lessons specific
to being African American men. This is the source of some of a person’s inner
tension about places and manner in which to show anger as well as aggressive
or assertive behavior. Nevertheless, a common message explicitly shared,
and most certainly inferred, by African American men is that one can, in
many ways, be as much a man within the brotherhood of an African Ameri-
can community as he can be a “nigger” outside of it.

INVISIBILITY AS A DYNAMIC
ASPECT OF RACISM

Sam’s response in the elevator, as well as his deeply contemplative self-
analysis after the incident, are examples of a self-healing and adaptive
process many African Americans employ after some incidents of prejudice.
The curative step for Sam involved venting his anger to an African American
colleague, Rich, in the office. This behavior also allowed him to receive cor-
roboration for his indignation from someone who he thought could identify
with it, and served as what I call a “sanity check.” Although the verification
he received from his African American colleague defused Sam’s initial
anger, it did not resolve the underlying issues.

Through several sessions, Sam’s disclosures revealed how his indignation
was connected both to his history of racial treatment and his mother’s training
about handling prejudice and discrimination. When provoked by such inci-
dents, Sam recalls the many personal attributes of Black men that have been
used to manipulate their acceptability in society (e.g., physique, size, skin
color, intelligence, language, competitiveness, etc.). He talked about the con-
flict of values over acceptable behavior in this country for Black and White
people.

Sam’s mother instilled in him the view that his behavior reflected on how
other people view African Americans. She imparted in him a virtual
interracial-relations manual to go along with the lessons from his neighbor-
hood. His mother firmly believed that her children, in their behavior and
accomplishments, must represent what African Americans can achieve and
insisted that their behavior defy the stereotyped and racist beliefs held about
Black people. Although they were instructed to carry pride and dignity in
being African American, there were prescribed limitations on how visible
this pride should be; for example, Sam’s mother did not like him to wear
African-style jewelry or clothing, and she disapproved of pictures he would
display and his penchant for being outspoken on race matters. One interpre-
tation of Sam’s mother’s beliefs is that they might reflect aspects of what
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Stevenson (1997) considers a proactive orientation to childcare. For Sam and
his siblings, success in life was a reflection of their mother’s parenting of
them. Therefore Sam’s mother, by her parenting, prescribed particular psy-
chological and racial parameters for his personal identity (i.e., his visibility).

Like parenting styles, over time, African Americans’ adaptive responses
to psychological invisibility have been many and varied. Boyd-Franklin
(1989) emphasized therapists’need to be familiar with the role extended fam-
ily members and multisystems (e.g., church and social clubs) play within the
African American community in supporting child-rearing goals. For exam-
ple, Sam also attributed extended family activities with his uncles and several
male cousins as shaping his view of himself as a man. They, along with his
male peers, used a number of gathering places (e.g., the basketball court, cor-
ner store, parties, and school) to bond around various Black male brother-
hood rites of passage and activities. The particular visibility and identity
attained within the brotherhood of Black men has been instrumental and
appropriate, as well as dysfunctional and destructive, in combating the
racism felt from the larger society. Attempts by members of the African
American community to direct the socialization and development of young
Black men and to be a significant agent of positive visibility have led to the
creation of “manhood” programs focused on training in heritage, pride, and
responsibility (Watts & Jagers, 1997).

RACISM’S INFLUENCE ON
IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT

Identity is achieved by successfully resolving the crises inherent in life
choices and making purposeful decisions and stable commitments. Many
developmental theorists (Crain, 1992; Muuss, 1996) represent the personal
inner tension and conflict that make up the dynamic struggle to evaluate,
choose, and internalize personal values, codes of conduct, and worldview
amidst an array of life choices. Erik Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial stages of
development and James Marcia’s (1980) expansion of it represent identity
development as a product of individuals’ experiencing crises from making
choices and commitments in their lives.

In short, interactions with one’s social environment evolve an ideological
or philosophical view of the world that guides a person’s behavior and devel-
ops an orientation toward work and career goals. Individuals evolve a set of
guiding values governing interpersonal relationships. Accomplishing these
objectives of identity development is dependent on the kind and quality of
experiences with the world and one’s intrapsychic makeup. It is these very
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presumptions about experiences and their internalization that differentiates
Black personal identity development from other groups’.

The encounter described by Sam illustrates the unique experience of
racism by Black people in their dialectical struggle for personal identity—a
struggle which resonates prominently in literary works portraying African
American life. Although Sam did not describe the incident in which he had
been involved in terms of invisibility, the theme of being mistaken for some-
one other than who he is has parallels in many literary accounts of such expe-
riences for Black men (Bell, 1992; Boyd & Allen, 1995; Wright, 1940). For
example, Ralph Ellison (1952), in his classic novelInvisible Man,portrayed
the encounters in Harlem of a nameless narrating protagonist whose confu-
sion and disillusionment is in reaction to his evolving personal identity being
overshadowed by the needs of others, although obscured behind their avowed
motives of acting in his best interest. This particular subjective experience
represented by Ellison is not inconsistent with the tenets of conventional the-
ory of identity development.

If we accept the above notions that our ideological, occupational, and
interpersonal stance grounds our identity development, then African Ameri-
cans’ experiences of racism must be incorporated into the development of
their worldviews accordingly. African Americans will, of course, vary in
their degree of encounters with, reaction to, and internalization of the social
climate of enmity toward Blacks that remains a part of the interracial environ-
ment. These variations only add to the complexity of the task of understand-
ing group and individual differences in identity and personality development
within the African American community.

Personal identity achievement for African Americans is influenced by
attaining personal comfort with oneself, given racism and in spite of it. There
is the presumed element of individual choice in this process, which may or
may not conflict with society’s values about conformity and identity depend-
ing on the ascribed values of the individual.

In my view, incidents of racial slights momentarily force the individual
into a mold structured by stereotypes and the negative associations attached
to them. Repeated incidents of racial slights support beliefs about unfair
treatment and discrimination. They help develop an individual’s social con-
struction of racism. It is this cumulative experience with incidents of preju-
dice across the life span, along with indigenous training in race relations, that
must be considered in understanding African American identity and person-
ality development. This is represented in one of Sam’s reflections that he
thinks, feels, and acts like a lawyer until he is confronted with a racial slight
that forces him to process the meaning of it to his life, if only momentarily.

Sam recalled numerous occasions when his personal outlook, aspirations,
career choice, and friendships conflicted with what others expressed as
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appropriate for a young Black man. Such confrontations challenged his sense
of personal identity and made him think about his stance on being African
American. Jones (1991) proposed some suggestions on how to view the inter-
section of racism and Black personality:

1. The thematic unity of Black personality exists both in the cumulative reactions
to racism and in the ways an African cultural legacy influences the unfolding of
Black culture.

2. If Black personality reflects cumulative adaptation to racial discrimination,
then changes in Black personality should reflect changes in society.

3. Any theory of Black personality must account for: (a) The diversity of adapta-
tions to the fundamental realities of racialism in this society, and (b) the fact that
coping with the subtle and sometimes blatant forms that racism takes will often
lead to strength of character and creativity in its expression (pp. 314-315).

Jones is clearly reemphasizing the importance of a dynamic perspective
on personality, the underlying assumptions of which are (a) racism changes
in society; (b) there is diversity in adaptive responses to racism; and (c) in
spite of racism’s barriers, positive adaptive responses can develop, such as
individual resilience and personal efficacy.

THE DYNAMIC ELEMENT IN
IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT

In an evolving personal identity, the individual is engaged in a dynamic
process that is both evaluative and selective. This dynamic process is repre-
sented in acquiring gender roles (Gilligan, 1993; Levant & Pollack, 1995;
Pleck, 1984) and racial and ethnic identity (Cross, 1991; Landrine, 1995;
Phinney, 1996; Thompson, 1996). Wachtel (1987) noted in his book,Action
and Insight, that

When one looks closely enough at the person’s daily interactions, one finds
that each person skews his experiences in distinctive fashion, selecting with
whom to interact and evoking particular sides of those he does encounter so as
to make his environment as unique and pathognomonic as a fingerprint. (p. 45)

Consequently, how we feel about ourselves and the role we assume from one
social and relational context to the next depends on the consistency and conti-
nuity of the feedback, verifying and validating who we think and feel we are.
From the moment-to-moment, day-to-day interactions with people and
places, we draw and convert the psychological fuel that energizes and directs
the evolution of our personal identity.
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Therefore, we evaluate micro and macro interpersonal interactions on
many different psychodynamic levels. When we interact, whether we are
conscious of the process or not, our self-evaluative process is activated. If we
consider the different roles we engage every day, evaluation and selection of
encounters occur constantly. They make up our choices from food to career.
If personal encounters challenge our sense of competence we can be shaken,
but expect recovery to be consistent with our sense of identity and capacity to
be resilient. Even if we do not experience this as a contemporaneous process,
it is not unusual for us to reflect over the course of a day on the quality of our
personal experiences, measure them against past experiences, then project
and plan for future experiences in the manner of an “identity barometer.”
Encounters that challenge areas of weakness or self-doubt require a greater
time for our sense of self to recuperate.

Sam was always vigilant and mindful about encounters with White
women. A major part of his socialization as a Black man—from his mother,
uncles, and peers—was to be vigilant, if not overreactive, to such potential
circumstances, given the penchant for misinterpretations by the White com-
munity about Black male intent in contact with White women. This becomes
particularly provocative, if not risky, for Black men if fear and threat to the
safety of White women is construed. The various opinions, attitudes, and
beliefs in both the White and African American community triggered by the
O. J. Simpson trial is a case in point. Therefore, Sam knew the origin of this
young woman’s attitude, which angered him, and given that knowledge, he
blamed himself for being blindsided by such an incident, which only angered
him further. Although most encounters with White women have been
uneventful for Sam, this incident served as a reminder to him that there
remain associations attached to Black men that can be problematic for him in
cross-racial interpersonal encounters.

Like everyone, Sam’s sense of self is complex, and the purpose in sharing
some detail of his thinking is to illustrate how a racialized interaction can
challenge a person’s view of self and sense of self-efficacy. For Sam, the issue
was less the reaction of the woman, but the interpretation and meaning of his
reaction for himself. Core areas of his self-concept were challenged, and
these became the prevalent—albeit not the exclusive—themes in therapy
after the provocation in the elevator. These areas concerned the following: (a)
how he saw himself as a lawyer, (b) his identity as a young professional and
the knowledge that early missteps could endanger his career, (c) carrying the
burden of a “family success story” (i.e., the “street kid who made good”) but
having doubts about the precariousness of such status (i.e., did he have what it
took to sustain achievement?), (d) concern about whether he was living up to
the image of his mother’s son, and (e) concern about whether he was carrying
himself properly as a Black man.
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Sam believed the self-doubts that had been activated by the encounter
were unwarranted self-doubts. Moreover, he was bitter that such doubts arose
at all and that they could still upset him. He saw his self-confidence and crys-
tallization of self-purpose as far less stable than he had thought. He had seen
himself as having possessed a greater ability to manage racial slights than he
had demonstrated, and he had viewed himself as too strong to let his self-
doubts unnerve him to the extent of what he feared would derail his momen-
tum in pursuit of personal goals. He felt that, were he not so acquiescent to the
influence of others who encouraged him to forsake his pessimistic view of
racial matters, the woman’s reaction would not have been so surprising. He
felt he set himself up for racially loaded situations when he tried to suppress
his instinct to view the world through a racial lens. In a moment of broader
reflection, Sam worried whether he might be becoming less of an advocate
against racial injustice with career accomplishments than in the past.

Sam wondered aloud what it was about him that prompted this young
woman to react the way she had. His contemplation was not based in naiveté
but originated out of momentary bewilderment, flooded with emotions from
reacting to an unanticipated encounter. Sam knew exactly why and how inci-
dents like these occur and chastised himself for the stupidity of his reflection.
This awareness independently “stirred the emotional pot” for additional per-
sonal reflections as Sam worked to achieve a resolution for himself about his
self-management in highly radicalized environments.

As an African American man, Sam has to struggle against society’s
stereotypes of Black men or be victimized by their determination of his per-
sonal identity through uninformed beliefs (Gordon, Gordon, & Nembhard,
1995). He is also dismissive of people’s intolerance of him as a Black man
because Sam believes his Afrocentric worldview anchors his identity both in
and out of the African American community. Such a centering of self for him
makes his dealing with misconceptions about himself more a liability of
social interactions in a racist society. He knows on many levels that through
the utilization of stereotypes, society categorizes and contains the status of
individuals and groups as a means of determining membership and accep-
tance in the larger society. Social barriers to genuine meaningful contact
between most ethnic groups permit their misconceptions to disproportion-
ately guide their assumptions about another group’s differences (Franklin,
1998). In my opinion, this is one of the outcomes of a racialized climate in
society.

Sam believes in the importance of his African ancestry, and he believes
that he can find a way to display and project that part of his personal identity
under any circumstances. On the other hand, he finds racism rejecting of what
he feels and declares himself to be as well as what the African American com-
munity strives to be. Therefore, he feels obligated to repel the imposition of

776 THE COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGIST / November 1999

 © 1999 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on March 27, 2008 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


an identity development process, and conforming to societal expectations, if
that process is formed out of disrespect for him.

From my model, I see that competing forces affect Sam’s personal iden-
tity: His own unique struggle to develop his identity according to his sense of
himself as a man of African descent versus society’s pressure to conform to
normative rules for identity development, with strong sanctions about inclu-
sion of attributes associated with men of African descent. Competing values
about personal identity development and personal comfort are, therefore, at
work. There are independent criteria and judgments about acceptable behav-
ior, rewards for that behavior, and places validating and legitimizing that
behavior. There are Sam’s beliefs about what is appropriate behavior and
society’s and the African American community’s sanctions of appropriate
behavior. The correspondence between the various beliefs have both overlap-
ping and independent areas, that is, Sam’s beliefs and behavior are some-
times consistent with the expectations of society and the African American
community, and sometimes they are not.

INVISIBILITY AND RACIAL
IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT

For African Americans, doubt and uncertainty about acceptance can arise
from the personal—a simple racial slight—to the impersonal—reading about
the glaring socioeconomic disparity between African Americans and Whites
caused by racism.

SENSITIVITY AND AWARENESS

Awareness of and sensitivity to the racial context—including blatant
forms of discrimination, subtle innuendoes and slights from individual
microaggressions, and institutional racism—is essential to the experience of
invisibility. Jones (1997) proposed that we are exposed to three levels of
racism: individual, institutional, and cultural. He noted that “these corre-
spond to levels of analysis and are distinguished by the interactions among
psychological, behavioral, institutional, structural, and cultural dynamics in
the unfolding of racialist beliefs and practices” (p. 13). Awareness and sensi-
tivity to these racial contexts cultivates a “group instinct,” or what is com-
monly known among African Americans as a “sixth sense.” The gut level
psychological receptors that activate an intuitive detection of racial intent and
acts of prejudice reinforce the feeling of invisibility.
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Many interracial encounters across the life spans of Black men and
women reinforce this psychological experience of being invisible. In the his-
tory of African Americans, that experience has particularly been determined
by conflict and power issues with White men (Bowser & Hunt, 1996; Kovel,
1970). A popular depiction of this was the powerful TV adaptation of the
bookRoots(Haley, 1976), which explored the multigenerational legacy of an
African American family from slavery to the civil rights era.

The magnitude of one’s response to any given incident of racial prejudice
depends on personal awareness and sensitivity. In my view, this phenomenon
is essential to racial identity development theory, the essential theme of
which is growth and maturation of the individual in interaction with his or her
interpersonal environment. The theory and research on racial identity devel-
opment has grown and expanded over the years (Carter, 1995; Cross, 1991;
Helms, 1990) to become the subject of controversy and lively debate.

Level of awareness and sensitivity to one’s interpersonal environment is
represented by what theorists define as the attributes and behavior manifested
by the various ego statuses. For Carter (1995), racial identity is not limited to
awareness and understanding of one’s own group, but encompasses that of
other dominant or nondominant groups as well.

Racial identity represents ego differentiation or statuses, where one’s racial
worldview is more or less mature. Less mature ego statuses derive definition
from external sources (peers, media, family, institutions, and so on), and more
mature and differentiated racial identity ego statuses are internally derived
through a personal process of exploration, discovery, integration, and matura-
tion. (p. 88)

Racial identity is a dynamic process. Helms and Piper (1994) noted that

It is possible for each of the racial-group appropriate statuses to develop in a
person and govern her or his race-related behavior; whether they do depends
on a combination of life experiences, especially intrapsychic dissonance
and race-related environmental pressures, as well as cognitive readiness.
(pp. 127-128)

Although revised by further thinking and research, many theorists funda-
mentally adhere to five ego statuses in racial identity development (Cross,
1991; Helms, 1990).

1. Preencounteris the first ego status, when the salience of race is low, little
awareness exists of social and racial concerns, or one’s own group is devalued.
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2. Encounteris the ego status brought about by some “eye opening” incident such
as a microaggression in which there is confusion, disillusionment, and a loss of
clarity in perspective.

3. Immersion-emersionis seen as a transitional ego status in which race becomes
highly salient. This can be seen, for example, in Afrocentrism. There is ideali-
zation, a new basis for values, commitment, loyalty, and a metamorphosis
driven by one’s racial group as the standard. Both Cross and Helms note that
this process brings a particular anxiety and hypervigilance around race mat-
ters. At a later point in this ego status, theoretically, the individual, gaining clar-
ity and new perspective, lessens his or her embrace of all that is Black and
opens his or her worldview to a broader and gradually more racially inclusive
one.

4. Internalizationis the ego status level in which there is more balanced perspec-
tive and acceptance of one’s own racial group as well as objective assessment
of other racial groups. There is a greater level of inner self-confidence and
flexibility in thinking.

5. Internalization-commitmentis an ego status reflecting an integration of values
that allows for life-long commitment that embraces awareness and pride in
one’s own group worth as well as the virtues intrinsic to other racial groups.
This status is endowed with genuine biculturalism and a humanistic
worldview.

Although theorists offer a complex presentation about racial identity
development—how it evolves and becomes integrated into our personality—
what is lacking is the clinical perspective: What is the person’s intrapsychic
process when race is so salient?

My understanding of racial identity development theory, combined with
my personal clinical experience treating African American patients, leads me
to the following conclusions: Racial identity development (a) is dynamic, not
static; (b) includes ego statuses whose boundaries are flexible; (c) is contex-
tual; (d) evolves over the life span and is thus responsive to the age, genera-
tion, and life history of the individual; and (e) contains important dynamic
features such as recycling as well as regression and fixation.

I see race and racial identity as one dimension of an individual’s personal
identity. The degree to which it is primary to one’s personal identity varies
based on context and individual interpretation of life encounters. A person
may have a dominant racial worldview, but it may not be referenced in every
interpersonal circumstance. In addition, context and social milieu are instru-
mental in how racial identity develops. For example, family and peers can
play a powerful role in socialization about race matters.

Carter (1995) noted that “the manner in which one’s own racial identity is
integrated into his or her personality depends on style, and the manner in
which important peers validate, deny, or ignore this aspect of one’s identity”
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(p. 89). We must also add to the equation the life transitions peers and family
make as we change over time. Continued internalization of coping strategies
over the life span constitutes an ever-changing reference point in our manag-
ing the stress and anxiety from racial encounters.

In my view, racial identity development is dynamic; the process engages
awareness, sensitivity, and individual responsiveness to racial environments.
This is related to managing feelings of invisibility in which the person moni-
tors the interpersonal environment for the recognition, satisfaction, valida-
tion, and legitimacy that are essential to his or her sense of worthiness. It is
connected to the intrapsychic makeup of that individual and is therefore a part
of the internal structure and functioning of his or her personal identity.

Attaining certain ego statuses, I believe, is not as clearly evident clinically
as it is perhaps represented in theory. Maturation, context, and attunement are
some of the factors we, as clinicians, assess in the behavior and dynamic
issues presented by our patients. Confusion and disillusionment—essential
to the invisibility syndrome as well as being transition markers in racial iden-
tity development—address the vulnerability of people.

Parham has introduced the notion of “recycling” in racial identity devel-
opment. Life circumstances can bring encounters that can uproot personal
beliefs and force a return to the developmental process. He believes “a person
could theoretically achieve identity resolution by completing one cycle
through the nigrescence process (internalization), and as a result of identity
confusion, recycle through the stages again” (Cross, Parham, & Helms, 1991,
pp. 331-332). Consequently, one’s racial identity, like other dimensions of
personal identity, does not contain a pure trajectory.

One illustration can be seen in the psychological devastation that results
from downsizing and reorganization in business, as represented in a seven-
article series inThe New York Times(Bragg, 1996). Many therapists have
treated patients whose loss of privilege as a result of layoffs has caused them
to reanalyze their personal or ideological stance on racial identity: Ethnic
group status depends on stability of privilege and acquisitions in this country.
Jones (1997) succinctly captured the significance of racial identity: “Who
one is depends, in part, on what racial group one belongs to, what sociopoliti-
cal position that group has in society, and how one is socialized within that
group and in relation to other groups” (p. 288). Individual vulnerability is,
therefore, tied to group vulnerability.

Although Parham’s notion of recycling is predicated on a return to previ-
ous ego statuses, resolution of any particular ego status may not be repeated
in the same fashion previously attained. Traumatic encounters that precipi-
tate regression will likely result in psychological scar tissue as part of
recovery.
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Moreover, people can get fixated in the process of development both in the
growth process and during regressive episodes. Individual psychological
vulnerability is an outcome of the pathogens intrinsic to the invisibility syn-
drome, and I would therefore conclude that it is equally a risk factor in racial
identity development.

RACIAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT AS A
PROTECTIVE FACTOR AGAINST RACISM

One of my beliefs is that racial identity development can serve as a buffer
against the deleterious internalization of racism. As discussed above, encoun-
ters of prejudice and discrimination make physical health and psychological
well-being for African Americans vulnerable and at risk (Braithwaite & Tay-
lor, 1992; Franklin, 1993, 1997; Neighbors & Jackson, 1996). Rejection rein-
forces a belief that cross-racial relations are deceptive and manipulative
interpersonal encounters. A person can choose to handle this circumstance
by denial or acknowledgment. Once acknowledged and engaged, the person
must then choose the best means to cope with the situation.

Although awareness and vigilance are necessary to manage racism’s
everyday stress, this state of readiness for its unpredictable emergence is a
risk factor to personal resilience.Personal resiliencecan be viewed as the
individual’s effective management of the hassles of daily life, cumulating
over one’s life history, which enhances one’s adaptive repertoire and efficacy
in coping strategies. Rutter (1985) considers resilience as an amplified avail-
ability of “protective factors . . .influences that modify, ameliorate, or alter a
person’s response to some environmental hazard that predisposes to a mal-
adaptive outcome” (p. 600).

Racism is a form of adversity that requires a capacity to be resilient, par-
ticularly when well-being is at serious risk. Confusion and disillusionment
brought about by the invisibility syndrome may or may not be connected to a
process of racial identity development. But the disruptive nature of a racial
encounter can force individuals into a “sanity check,” much as Sam sought
from a fellow African American colleague after the elevator incident. This
corroboration and validation from a fellow African American regarding the
legitimacy of one’s reaction to a racially provocative incident is an ethnic/cul-
tural practice for African Americans that bolsters protective factors against
racism and serves as a device of personal resilience that helps one bounce
back from an emotionally injurious encounter that threatens self-esteem.

Many African Americans have risen above their encounters with racism
to thrive in the United States. Prominent examples are Jackie Robinson
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(Rampersad, 1997), Arthur Ashe (Ashe & Rampersad, 1993), Colin Powell
(Powell & Persico, 1995), and Maya Angelou (1969), but there are also many
examples to be found in the lives of the less visible, “average” person (Boyd
& Allen, 1995; Chiplin, 1996). In many models of resilience, a race con-
sciousness, sense of self, and personal efficacy was apparent in the face of
encounters in racialized environments. Racial identity development, there-
fore, can be viewed as an adaptive response to racism. A case can conceivably
be made for how each ego status functions as an adaptive response to racism.

Cohler, Stott, and Musick (1995) raised the importance of culture or eth-
nicity in origin and progress of personal distress. They emphasized the
importance of understanding culturally constructed meanings of psychologi-
cal health, illness, distress, and self-help for interventions to be effective.

Recognition of psychological development is essential for the study of psycho-
logical resilience to major psychopathology across the life course. Both
expected and eruptive life changes, as well as shared knowledge of self and
others, can provide constraints and opportunities for understanding particular
life experiences. (p. 753)

DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN INVISIBILITY
AND RACIAL IDENTITY MODELS

In my opinion, racism and the individual’s reaction to racialized encoun-
ters are key elements to understanding the dynamic process of both the invisi-
bility syndrome paradigm and the racial identity development model. An
important distinction between the two models lies in intent and scope. The
invisibility syndrome paradigm is designed as an explanatory model to aid
clinicians in understanding the intrapsychic experience for African Ameri-
can men dealing with racialized encounters. It is also applicable to the experi-
ences of invisibility for African American women, as more development of
the model with their examples will show in the future.

The scope of the invisibility syndrome paradigm is broader, I posit, than
the racial identity model because it allows for interpretation of greater
domains of human experiences that make up one’s personal identity, as
impacted by encounters of racism. In addition, the paradigm is intended to
help assess personal self-efficacy and resilience in the face of encounters with
racialized environments. Racial identity theory is salient to the invisibility syn-
drome paradigm, but so are other facets of personal identity development—
gender, sexuality, marital/intimate partner identity, parent, worker identity,
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and so forth. As clinicians, we grapple with these intrapsychic aspects of the
person as well.

Race and racial identity development are, to be sure, components of how
to be a man, intimate partner, and father or the internalization of sexual orien-
tation and spirituality. But these “identities” within personal identity can vary
in importance and attribution. Likewise, they can vary in their own complex
developmental process. Certainly achieving an identity as an intimate partner
or identity as a father can be viewed as having its own intricate growth
process akin to attaining ego statuses in racial identity development.

The invisibility syndrome paradigm allows us to evaluate how a racial
encounter or a racialized milieu in a given incident impacts an African
American’s sense of self as a man, intimate partner, father, and worker. The
assumption is that, irrespective of the particular racial identity ego status,
encounters in a racialized milieu can create the feeling of invisibility along
with the concomitant stress and necessity to manage it.

Recognition of and reaction to a racial incident, in and of itself, does not
have to engage or alter significantly racial identity development. It could,
however, have a greater impact on another dimension of personal identity
development, such as gender. For example, Sam’s encounter in the elevator
did not significantly challenge his sense of Africentrism as much as it did his
evolving identity as a professional man in relationship to his Africentric
worldview. That the two interact is a given, but the subtlety and primacy of
that interaction for at least clinical interpretation is important to guiding
therapeutic intervention.

THE CASE OF SAM AND RICH

Sam’s incident on the elevator serves to illustrate how we might use both
the invisibility syndrome paradigm and racial identity development in clini-
cal practice. Interesting also, differences between Sam and his colleague’s
ego profile, or style of expressing it, provide insight into the complexity and
difficulty of applying these models in an actual treatment process.

When Sam portrayed the incident to his colleague, Rich, he did so in a
demonstrative fashion that clearly represented his lingering indignation and
hurt by the situation. Moreover, interspersed in his comments were his obser-
vations about the historical treatment of Black men, the perpetuation of
racism in the United States, how Black men are constantly fighting stereo-
types of them, and how the African American community needs to band
closer together.
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From his remarks, but more from my therapy sessions with Sam, it was
apparent that his anger in part came from his identification with the historical
legacy of oppression for African Americans in the United States and a strong
sense of Africentrism, mixed with beliefs that he could be a success in this
country. He also admitted that, in spite of his encounters with racism, he has
had, and probably will in the future have, genuine help and acceptance by a
small number of Whites. Given the theoretical model of racial identity devel-
opment, and based on my clinical judgment from how Sam represented him-
self in therapy, his attitudes parallel the immersion-emersion ego profile.

Although my knowledge of Rich extends only as far as Sam’s representa-
tions in therapy, Sam has related other stories about their relationship in and
out of the workplace. Sam told me that Rich, on first seeing Sam from a dis-
tance approaching his desk after the elevator incident, knew that Sam was
distressed about something. Because Sam had come to him in this mood
numerous times in the past, Rich did not seem particularly alarmed, and, as
was Rich’s fashion, he immediately sought to calm Sam, and cautioned him
not to overreact even before Sam disclosed any details of the incident. As
Sam ultimately admitted, he was frequently reactive and outspoken about
many scenarios of racial slights and discrimination.

According to Sam, Rich’s behavior was at great variance: Rich was never
as reactive or as outspoken as Sam was, and, in fact, Sam thought him too
accommodating of the powers that be. Despite this difference, however, Rich
never belittled Sam’s views; he responded to Sam’s dilemma with insightful
recommendations based on a broader analysis of the circumstances that was
inclusive, if not totally accepting, of Sam’s perspective. According to Sam,
both he and Rich had similar views about race relations; their differences
were of temperament and style. Rich seemed more forgiving and philosophi-
cal about these issues than Sam. What Sam saw as binding their relationship
was that Rich was the more level-headed of the two, whose observations and
suggestions seemed often strategically appropriate and in Sam’s best interest.

OBSERVATIONS

Based on how Sam portrayed Rich, I would estimate that Rich’s racial
identity development also corresponds to the immersion-emersion attitudes,
with Rich perhaps in its latter phase if not incorporating features of the inter-
nalization ego profile.

The lack of definitive theoretical or research demarcation of intrapsychic
transitions in racial identity—as we can see in a case like Rich, who shows
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evidence of overlap in both ego profiles—is the reason I emphasize the need
to conceptualize the model as being dynamic, with flexible boundaries
delineating ego profiles. This degree of fluidity, however, does not make the
context, content, or developmental process, as outlined for each ego profile in
the racial identity model, any less salient. It means that this is an area for
needed clinical research to ascertain in greater detail the intrapsychic struc-
tures and functions of racial identity ego profiles in psychological well-being
and self-efficacy.

In sum, I return to a basic premise of mine that the invisibility-visibility
dilemma for African Americans is interactive with racial identity develop-
ment but also can be triggered by requirements in other domains of personal
identity, such as gender (Franklin, 1999; Wyatt, 1997). Sorting out how race
and gender have independent and overlapping rules of exclusion and inclu-
sion in society and then how a person interprets those rules contributes to the
enigma about acceptance, rewards, and legitimization discussed in the invisi-
bility syndrome paradigm.

Nevertheless, a struggle of African American men is determining how to
accept and be a person of African descent in a society where one’s group is a
primary object of prejudice and discrimination. Moreover, a highly signifi-
cant psychological context for African American men is being in an ethnic
group whose racial identity is highly differentiated, with little group consen-
sus about what it is to be African American. This lack of consensus permits a
range of personal inner conflict about individual acceptance of being an Afri-
can American man.

Therefore, racial identity development for African American men has its
own affective and cognitive stressors related to affiliation with people of
African descent. But it also is affected by interactions with White people and
other ethnic groups as they equally are impacted by context and transition in
their own ethnic group identity development (Bowser & Hunt, 1996; Carter,
1995; Feagin & Vera, 1995; Helms, 1990; Root, 1996).

Racial identity development also can be enigmatic for African American
men in their efforts to resolve a “persona dilemma”—the correspondence
between one’s public and private identity. It can create its own confusion
and disillusionment, disappointment, and anger, which can be particularly
psychologically destructive if there is significant dissonance between one’s
public and private identity. Consequently, persons can reject or regress in
their racial identity development because the developmental tasks and con-
textual supports are too problematic, making alternative personal identity
paths attractive for relief of emotional distress and acquisition of personal
comfort.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR COUNSELING
AND PSYCHOTHERAPY

The responsibility we assume, as therapists, is to bring professional exper-
tise to our patients when providing counseling and psychotherapy. To me,
that includes not only competence in the theory and skills of psychotherapy
that we adhere to, but also an awareness and understanding of the context and
content of our patients’ lives and the relevance of our theory and skills to
address them. I support the position that our professional competence must
include acquiring expertise with the issues formed by patients’ cultural,
social, political, and economic context affecting their daily lives. Toward that
goal, my invisibility syndrome paradigm and the racial identity development
model represent efforts to advance thinking about how to conceptualize sig-
nificant circumstances making up the life experience for African American
men.

These models also have implications for helping us to gain greater insight
into the factors that might shape the motivation of African American men, for
example, in the usage of mental health services. To illustrate, I will offer the
example of my efforts with a therapeutic support group for Black men. But as
represented by the African American community’s initiatives with manhood
training programs (Watts & Jagers, 1997), there is an urgent need for innova-
tive, ethnic-appropriate interventions to improve effective delivery of ser-
vices to Black men. Along with the common considerations and general
process of starting a support group, engaging African American men in this
instance used specific ethnic-group-focused conceptual models to aid in pre-
paring and launching a particular intervention. It also served as a reference in
presenting the opportunity to the men and theoretically grounding preassess-
ment of patient attributes and life circumstances that matched the strategy
and goals of the intervention.

The three main areas of challenge I faced were, in particular: (a) getting
the men to join such a group (the “getting them into therapy” dilemma), (b)
the men’s developing trust in the group process and each other, and (c) their
feeling able to make personal disclosures.

GETTING MEN TO JOIN A GROUP

The task of getting African American men to join a group is more formida-
ble than getting them to come for individual treatment, in my opinion. This
assumption is based not only on professional experience but on knowledge
that the structure of a group has many additional gender barriers for Black
men than individual treatment.
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It is not uncommon for men to come together and talk socially, but to talk
with other Black male strangers about personal life struggles in a support
group is forbidding. It violates basic gender codes of survival, which for
many African American men derive from “street life codes” and community
rules about surviving as a Black male (Anderson, 1990; Majors & Billson,
1992; Mancini, 1980). Any revealing of vulnerability threatens personal
image and alters necessary power alignments between men, particularly
according to codes within the African American male “brotherhood.”

Getting the men to join the group included recognizing these barriers but
believing that a forum—focused on talking about the struggles of being a
Black man in today’s world—would, in its appeal, supersede personal inhi-
bitions. This thinking was augmented by both my theoretical notions of
invisibility—that Black men feel their talents and genuine persona are chal-
lenged by racism—and the presumption that they would respond to a forum
that validates, acknowledges, and respects their inner feelings. Another ini-
tial presumption was that the appeal of this support group would be aug-
mented by a certain level of racial identity development and awareness in the
men. Moreover, initial credibility for the enterprise was enhanced by the
therapist’s being an African American man advocating for the “righteous-
ness” of this kind of group. Certainly my race as well as my own projected
racial identity profile and self-efficacy as a therapist contributes to the ongo-
ing debate about race and racial identity of therapist-patient matches in psy-
chotherapy effectiveness. But race of the therapist issue is not determinative:
Therapists from other ethnic groups have more professional latitude in devis-
ing better treatment intervention matches with specific patient attributes than
is generally used by them. It seems to me that, by evolving theory and inter-
ventions more attuned to, and in consideration of, the cultural, ethnic, and
social context of our patient populations, we will facilitate usage and effec-
tiveness of our services for them.

DEVELOPING TRUST IN THE GROUP

Part of developing trust in the group was accomplished by the connected-
ness between the stated purpose and goals of the group and the needs of the
men. Once again, in thinking about bridging the legendary trust gap for Black
men in any kind of mental health service, the invisibility paradigm helped me
to understand first how mistrust, bred by microaggressions and racism in the
men’s lives, would create a trust barrier.

Furthermore, as a result of a preliminary assessment of their encounters
with racism, I made a clinical judgment about their racial identity attitudes
and hypothesized about the manner in which they may evaluate, and respond
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to, trust issues in the group. This kind of assessment was helpful in evaluating
the possible inhibitions and difficulties the men may encounter with each
other and the group process.

For example, men in the group who epitomized more of the characteristics
of persons with an immersion-emersion ego profile had greater suspicion of
the broader perspective of those men who were closer to the emersion and
internalization ego profile. The former, embracing a more Africentric per-
spective, represented their experiences more passionately as being linked to
the oppression of Black men and therefore received the broader and more
inclusive perspective of men closer to the internalization ego profile with
some suspicion.

Likewise, understanding the meaning and experience of trust for these
men was facilitated by initially encouraging them to talk about their everyday
experiences of racism and how such experiences made them feel misunder-
stood and invisible as men. By assessing this intrinsic stress from the
invisibility-visibility struggle, I also gained some insight into how they might
handle trust issues in the group. This was acquired by evaluating the degree of
confusion and disillusionment the men experienced as they reacted to being
treated in accordance with the common pejorative stereotypes of Black men
and how they psychologically bounced back and projected their desired per-
sonal identity. In other words, how they represented their personal resilience
in their life stories was crucial to clinical interpretation and guiding of the
therapeutic process.

A crucial part of self-efficacy for these African American men was their
ability to mitigate oppressive forces of racism. Their belief in the success of
their efforts to buffer everyday hassles of racism was an indicator of self-
confidence and trust in themselves. Concomitantly, their representation of
perceived self-efficacy and personal resilience was considered a measure of
the degree to which they would also trust themselves in this group process.

FEELING ABLE TO MAKE DISCLOSURES

The context of the group was also important for facilitating disclosures by
the men (Franklin & Boyd-Franklin, 1997). By virtue of the intent of the
group, which set a tone and expectation about climate, as well as the racial
identity of the men, an atmosphere built on respect for “codes of the brother-
hood” for disclosures (e.g., you can’t be weak or show vulnerability to preju-
dice) determined the initial pace and willingness of the men to share. There-
fore, discussing life as a Black man as well as the inclination of “brothers” to
vent their indignation from racial treatment were capitalized on to set the ini-
tial focus and pace of the group.
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My thinking about starting this therapeutic support group specifically for
African American men relied on the assumptions of the invisibility syndrome
paradigm about the importance of recognition, validation, and sense of legiti-
macy in visibility. These elements were obvious in the men’s initial sharing
about common episodes of racial slights but also subsequently as future ses-
sions reduced the prohibitions of the brotherhood from talking about other
personally vulnerable areas.

To continue the bonding and comfort with disclosures among the men in
later group sessions, I focused my intervention on several key goals: (a) Each
man was helped to voice his views and concerns about life in general, being a
Black man in today’s society, and expectations and assumptions about men;
(b) each man was helped to become aware that his life experiences are in
many ways a mirror, and thus a reflection, of the others’ issues as Black
men—their silent concerns about being unique in their inner experiences are
unnecessary because there are many shared experiences; (c) group sessions
routinely included the men’s providing each other with therapeutically
guided recommendations and suggestions about managing a personal life
issue. This facet of the group process was essential to the men’s learning and
experiencing the support of each. Earlier sessions limited this experience to
less emotionally loaded issues and those likely to yield positive outcomes
from their efforts, such as setting ground rules and sanctions for attendance
and lateness to group sessions.

A major part of the intervention was to end every session by the group’s
forming a circle, hand in hand, heads bowed, eyes closed in a moment of
silence. This was considered, by me, a way for the men to process the group
session together differently, symbolically attaching ourselves to our mutual
capacity to overcome personal struggles and attain personal empowerment.
The aim of the circle is to reinforce their experience of the group as a support
as well as achieve a collective closure to the group process. It also was build-
ing on the symbolism and significance of a circle in the African and African
American traditions and values. The circle is ended by any member saying
the word “peace,” with each member being embraced by each member.

CONCLUSION

Working with African American men in a group or a variety of other set-
tings, I found that their stories contain experiences with racism. Sam’s
encounter is an example of how a particular experience can challenge and
consolidate beliefs about identity in a racialized environment. It also repre-
sents the importance of understanding the implications for the intrapsychic
process in an ethnically appropriate manner. Therapy, with a therapist knowl-
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edgeable about African American men, their particular encounters and
response to racism, and the challenges to their dignity and self-respect, is
extremely useful and important in the therapeutic process.

For example, with the therapist’s projecting this wisdom, coupled with
the mantle of professional confidentiality, empathy, and skills, Sam permit-
ted himself to disclose his doubts without the guardedness that comes with
apprehension over being judged as a brother, a man not able to handle prop-
erly a racialized encounter. Moreover, his comfort level and bond to the
therapist allowed him to feel safe in talking about his periods of confusion
and disillusionment about life as a Black man. In particular, Sam expressed
comfort in feeling that the therapist understood his dilemma without Sam’s
needing to unduly educate the therapist about the common experiences of
Black men.

Sam’s willingness to struggle with his uncertainties was important. The
therapy was active, supportive, and empowering in its goals. With both the
invisibility syndrome paradigm and racial identity models, clinical hypotheses
were developed, related interpretations were applied, and self-empowerment
strategies explored, with behavioral outcomes. The encounter forced Sam to
reexamine his integration of his Afrocentric worldview, his management
strategies in racialized social environments, the implications of his career
aspirations, and his relationships with others. He became more clear about
the lessons his mother and extended family provided about being an African
American man. He was also clearer about how he differed from those inter-
pretations of life and where he has different decisions to make as the first
member of his family to be a professional.

In conclusion, the invisibility syndrome paradigm allows for the clinician
to evaluate personal self-efficacy and resilience of African American men,
given their life experiences in a racialized milieu. Used with the racial iden-
tity models, it allows for representing a greater complexity of the African
American male experience, as well as better accounting for within-group dif-
ferences in response to racism. An example is the analysis and evaluation of
microaggressions, particularly the impact of everyday racial hassles, and
their relative contributions to the intrapsychic invisibility-visibility struggle
of the individual African American man.

Finally, this model is in need of systematic research in the tradition of
efforts to substantiate racial identity development and other theoretical
models based on the ethnic and cultural context of patients’ lives. However,
research efforts with the invisibility syndrome paradigm must have basic
and applied goals in keeping with the intent of the model to enhance the
delivery of health and mental health services to African American men and
women.

790 THE COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGIST / November 1999

 © 1999 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on March 27, 2008 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


REFERENCES

Anderson, E. A. (1990).Streetwise: Race, class, and change in an urban community. Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press.

Angelou, M. (1969).I know why the caged bird sings. New York: Bantam Books.
Ashe, A., & Rampersad, A. (1993).Days of grace. New York: Ballantine.
Ballard, A. B. (1984).One more day’s journey: The story of a family and a people. New York:

McGraw-Hill.
Bell, D. (1992).Faces at the bottom of the well: The permanence of racism. New York: Basic

Books.
Bowser, B. J., & Hunt, R. G. (Eds.). (1996).Impacts of racism on white Americans(2nd ed.).

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Boyd, H., & Allen, R. L. (Eds.). (1995).Brotherman: The odyssey of Black men in America. New

York: Ballantine.
Boyd-Franklin, N. (1989).Black families in therapy: A multisystems approach. New York:

Guilford.
Bragg, R. (1996, March 5). Big holes where the dignity used to be.The New York Times, pp. A1,

A16-18.
Braithwaite, R. L., & Taylor, S. E. (Eds.). (1992).Health issues in the Black community. San

Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Butterfield, F. (1995, October 5). More Blacks in their 20’s have trouble with the law.The New

York Times, National Report, pp. A18.
Carter, R. T. (1995).The influence of race and racial identity in psychotherapy. New York: John

Wiley.
Chiplin, C. K. (1996).Roads from the bottom: A survival journal for America’s Black commu-

nity. Brandon, MS: Quail Ridge Press.
Cohler, B. J., Stott, F. M., & Musick, J. S. (1995). Adversity, vulnerability, and resilience: Cul-

tural and developmental perspectives. In D. Cicchetti & D. Cohen (Eds.),Developmental
psychopathology Vol. II: Risks, disorders, & adaptation(pp. 753-800). New York: John
Wiley.

Cose, E. (1993).The rage of a privileged class. New York: HarperCollins.
Crain, W. C. (1992).Theories of development(3rd ed.). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.
Cross, W. E., Jr. (1991).Shades of Black: Diversity in African American identity. Philadelphia:

Temple University Press.
Cross, W. E., Jr., Parham, T. A., & Helms, J. E. (1991). The stages of Black identity development:

Nigresence Models. In R. L. Jones (Ed.),Black psychology(3rd ed.). Hampton, VA: Cobb &
Henry Publishers.

Ellison, R. (1952).Invisible man. New York: Random House.
Erikson, E. H. (1968).Identity: Youth & crisis. New York: Norton.
Feagin, J. R., & Sikes, M. P. (1994).Living with racism: The Black middle-class experience.

Boston: Beacon.
Feagin, J. R., & Vera, H. (1995).White racism: The basics. New York: Routledge.
Franklin, A. J. (1993, July/August). The invisibility syndrome.The Family Therapy Networker,

32-39.
Franklin, A. J. (1997). Invisibility syndrome in psychotherapy with African American males. In

R. L. Jones (Ed.),African American mental health. Hampton, VA: Cobb & Henry
Publishers.

Franklin, A. J. (1998). Treating anger in a therapeutic support group for African American men.
In W. S. Pollack & R. F. Levant (Eds.),New psychotherapy for men: Case studies. New York:
John Wiley.

Franklin / INVISIBILITY AND RACIAL IDENTITY 791

 © 1999 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on March 27, 2008 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


Franklin, A. J. (1999). Therapeutic support groups for African American men. In L. E. Davis
(Ed.),African American males: A practice guide. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Franklin, A. J., & Boyd-Franklin, N. B. (1997).Invisibility syndrome: A clinical model towards
understanding the effects of racism on African American males. The City College of the City
University of New York. Manuscript submitted for publication.

Gibbs, J. T. (Ed.). (1988).Young, Black, and male in America: An endangered species. New
York: Auburn House.

Gilligan, C. (1993).In a different voice: Psychological theory and women’s development. Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Gordon, E. T., Gordon, E. W., & Nembhard, J. G. (1995). Social science literature concerning
African American men.Journal of Negro Education, 63(4), 508-531.

Hacker, A. (1992).Two nations: Black and white, separate, hostile, unequal. New York:
Scribner.

Haley, A. (1976).Roots. New York: Dell Publishing Company.
Hammond, R., & Yung, B. (1993). Psychology’s role in the public health response to assaultive

violence among young African American men.American Psychologist, 48(2), 142-154.
Helms, J. E. (Ed.). (1990).Black and white racial identity: Theory, research, and practice. West-

port, CT: Greenwood.
Helms, J. E., & Piper, R. E. (1994). Implications of racial identity theory for vocational psychol-

ogy.Journal of Vocational Behavior, 44, 124-138.
Jaynes, G. D., & Williams, R. (Eds.). (1989).A common destiny: Blacks and American society.

Washington, DC: National Academy Press.
Jones, J. M. (1991). The politics of personality: Being Black in America. In R. L. Jones (Ed.),

Black psychology(3rd ed., pp. 305-318). Hampton, VA: Cobb & Henry Publishers.
Jones, J. M. (1997).Prejudice and racism(2nd ed.). New York: McGraw-Hill.
King, C. S. (1987).The words of Martin Luther King, Jr.New York: Newmarket Press.
Kovel, J. (1970).White racism: A psychohistory. New York: Vintage.
Krieger, N., & Sidney, S. (1996). Racial discrimination and blood pressure: The CARDIA study

of young Black and white adults.American Journal of Public Health, 86, 1370-1378.
LaFromboise, T., Coleman, H. L. K., & Gerton, J. (1993). Psychological impact of bicultural-

ism: Evidence and theory.Psychological Bulletin, 114, 395-412.
Landrine, H. (1995). Clinical implications of cultural differences: The referential versus the

indexical self. In N. R. Goldberger & J. B. Veroff (Eds.),The culture and psychology reader.
New York: New York University Press.

Landrine, H. (1996).African American acculturation: Race and reviving culture. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Levant, R. F., & Pollack, W. S. (Eds.). (1995).A new psychology of men. New York: Basic Books.
Madhubuti, H. R. (1990).Black men: Obsolete, single, dangerous. Chicago: Third World Press.
Majors, R., & Billson, J. M. (1992).Cool pose: The dilemmas of Black manhood in America.

New York: Lexington Books.
Mancini, J. K. (1980).Strategic styles: Coping in the inner city. Hanover, NH: University Press

of New England.
Marcia, J. E. (1980). Identity in adolescence. In J. Adelson (Ed.),Handbook of adolescent psy-

chology(pp. 159-187). New York: John Wiley.
McCall, N. (1994).Makes me wanna holler: A young Black man in America. New York: Random

House.
Monroe, S., & Goldman, P. (1988).Brothers. New York: Ballantine.
Muuss, R. E. (1996).Theories of adolescence(6th ed.). New York: McGraw-Hill.
Neighbors, H. W., & Jackson, J. S. (Eds.). (1996).Mental health in Black America. Thousand

Oaks, CA: Sage.

792 THE COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGIST / November 1999

 © 1999 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on March 27, 2008 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


Phinney, J. S. (1996). When we talk about American ethnic groups, what do we mean?American
Psychologist, 51, 918-927.

Pierce, C. (1988). Stress in the workplace. In A. F. Coner-Edwards & J. Spurlock (Eds.),Black
families in crisis: The middle class(pp. 27-34). New York: Brunner/Mazel.

Pierce, C. M. (1992, August).Racism. Paper presented at the conference on the Black Family in
America. New Haven, CT.

Pleck, J. H. (1984).The myth of masculinity. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Powell, C., & Persico, J. (1995).My American journey. New York: Ballantine.
Prothrow-Stith, D. (1991).Deadly consequences: How violence is destroying our teenage popu-

lation and a plan to begin solving the problem. New York: HarperCollins.
Rampersad, A. (1997).Jackie Robinson. New York: Knopf.
Root, M. P. P. (Ed.). (1996).The multiracial experience: Racial borders as the new frontier.

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Russell, K., Wilson, M., & Hall, R. (1992).The color complex: The politics of skin color among

African Americans. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.
Rutter, M. (1985). Resilience in the face of adversity.British Journal of Psychiatry,17, 598-611.
Stevenson, H. C. (1995). Relationship of adolescent perceptions of racial socialization to racial

identity.Journal of Black Psychology, 21(1), 49-70.
Stevenson, H. C. (1997). Managing anger: Protective, proactive, or adaptive racial socialization

identity profiles and African American manhood development. In R. J. Watts & R. J. Jagers
(Eds.), Manhood development in urban African American communities. Chicago: The
Haworth Press.

Taylor, R. L. (Ed.). (1995).African American youth: Their social and economic status in the
United States. Westport, CT: Praeger.

Thompson, C. L. (1996). The African American patient in psychodynamic treatment. In R. P.
Foster, M. Moskowitz, & R. A. Javier (Eds.),Reaching across boundaries of culture and
class: Widening the scope of psychotherapy. Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson.

Wachtel, P. L. (1987).Action and insight. New York: Guilford.
Watts, R. J., & Jagers, R. J. (Eds.). 1997.Manhood development in urban African American com-

munities. Chicago: The Haworth Press.
Wright, R., (1940).Native son. New York: Harper.
Wyatt, G. E. (1997).Stolen women: Reclaiming our sexuality, taking back our lives. New York:

John Wiley.

Franklin / INVISIBILITY AND RACIAL IDENTITY 793

 © 1999 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on March 27, 2008 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com

