Social Weapons

According to a journal article on “The Effects of Racism, African Self-Consciousness and Psychological Functioning on Black Masculinity” by Martin Pierre, James Mahalik, and Malcolm Woodland, “African American men are expected to conform to the dominant culture’s gender role expectations – success, competition, and aggression – as well as culturally specific requirements of the African community that may often conflict” (20). Basically, Black men (and women) are expected to grow up in a double-standardized society that involves the requirement of assimilation of those individuals in order to socially and financially succeed, while at the same time devaluing or discrediting the process of assimilation itself and rejecting the end result. Thus, “the larger societal dynamic for African American males, then, is that they are expected to function within a culture that silences, abuses, and devalues their existence” (20). The process of success for Black individuals then is based on survival within a majority-dominated society as priority, while mental, intellectual, and emotional growth becomes secondary concerns. 

Because we live in a country where people are marginalized because of the color of their skin, “Black men are constantly struggling with the notion that their feelings, ideas, personality, and self are not valued or even recognized because of racism and prejudice and thus leads them to feel invisible” (21). This notion of invisibility is an important concept to address because it seems to be a concept that was deeply rooted in Nick’s psyche – it may very well have been one of the primary causes of his problems with ADD. As far as his anger is concerned, in our society, “one of the most common ways that African American men deal with [their] anger is by internalizing it…leading to hypertension, sleep disturbance, obesity, and substance abuse in Black males” (21). Because Nick was never allowed the space or time to properly and consistently deal with his anger issues, he was forced to internalize it and then “treat” it with medication instead of releasing it. In addition, “Black men unable to express their feelings, fears, or worries are constantly under pressure to prove their manhood. Their emotions often can result in assault, accidents, homicide, suicide, alcoholism, or substance abuse” (27). It is within  this oppressive understanding of Black male masculinity that I believe the majority of Nick’s social problems became unbearable conflicts.

Within the United States, “African American men must overcome societal prejudice, economic obstacles, educational constraints, and in some instances contend with violence to assert their masculinity in the dominant culture” (Pierre, et. al. 25). These circumstances, while incredibly hard, unjust, and contradictory in our society, are usually discussed in terms of Black men in either their biological families or environments that involve communities of Black people. In Nick’s case, he was raised by individuals representing the dominant culture. Nick didn’t have any important Black models in his life, let alone Black males, to help him deal with any of these hardships.
Within the same article, the authors state that it is because of the tensions created within our incongruous society that Black men must be “partially detached as well as attached to the mainstream culture’s responsibilities and their own collective responsibilities” in order to survive (26). What if the individual isn’t presented with a choice? These survival skills have been proven to be mandatory in order for Black males to cope with the double-standards and injustices that U.S. society imposes upon them. Another “popular” survival skill is that of “cool pose” which is the notion of a type of armor created through specific behavior, clothing, and stance; all of these aspects which must be reinforced from one Black male to another. By not being exposed to other Black men and picking up these skills, Nick remained defenseless in a world dominated by a racist majority – even in his own home. 


It has been proven that “ethnic identity serves as a protector by supporting young males’ identification with family and thereby promoting their ability to regulate their emotions and engage in effective problem solving rather than seeking approval from deviant peers” (Pierre, et. al. 35). For Nick, the concept of identity was troublesome. Pierre, Mahalik, and Woodland discuss the relationship between “plantation existence and the conception of manhood,” in which African men, during slavery in the United States, lost their language (among many other cultural identities) as well as their birth names (24). This was the case for Nick, as he suffered not only a loss of language and his birth name (not to mention being named two more times by his adoptive families), but also the culture in which he was raised for almost eight years of his life. 

Also related to plantation existence and slave masculinity, because of the forced assimilation that slavery imposed, Black men used their White slave owners and colonizers as the “standard of manhood” and thus adapting values of power, dominance and control (24). While studies prove that this isn’t the case so much anymore - as Black communities work hard to maintain strong cultural values and images within their respective neighborhoods - without the security of durable and knowledgeable Black communities and families, Black men can “internalize majority culture ideals and use them as a reference group to define themselves” (33). Without an interactive Black community to help Nick develop positive (or at least similar) images of personal relationships, he was forced to identify with images of people that not only didn’t look like him, but were unaware and unknowledgeable of his own cultural roots or social situation and thus couldn’t possess the skills necessary to help him succeed. 

It is important to understand exactly what Nick’s “situation” really was. As a child brought into a country where he would be raised marginalized in a society that is obsessed with skin color, it must have been challenging for his transition from one environment to the next. Concerns have been raised about the idea of “transracial adoption” as another means of “cultural genocide” (Liem 3).
 These concerns were backed by organizations such as the National Association of Black Social Workers, who professed concerns that “such placements [of Black children by White families] compromised the child’s racial and cultural identity” (1). In addition, NABSW posed that “Black children raised in White homes would fail to develop effective coping strategies to deal with racism and discrimination, and would experience subsequent identity conflicts as they grew older.” Understanding the different environments that Nick was raised in, it is hard to argue with the expressed concerns. Although the Multiethnic Placement Act was passed in 1994 – making it illegal to place an orphaned child in a home based solely on race – these ideas of safer environments for Black and minority children should not go unnoticed. It has to be stated that a lot of the conflict that Nick had to cope with growing up unfortunately stemmed from his home environment. 

� Transracial adoption is adoption of (specifically though not at all exclusively) Black children by white families.





