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African Americans come from diverse backgrounds. However, their history gives them some commonalities. Most African Americans are direct descendents of captive Africans who survived the slavery era within the boundaries of the present United States (Logan & Deane, 2003). The effect of slavery has had a lasting impact on this group of people. Todisco & Salomone (1991) stated that, “social organization including: norms, role ascription, ethical conduct, group solidarity and defense, and related sociologic concepts descriptive of peoples and cultures, characterized the lives of slaves. That social organization is the legacy of African-Americans" (p. 5). 


Although most African Americans have the common history of being descendents of slaves, they are still a heterogeneous group. Despite this fact, an attempt has been made to conceptualize the common values of traditional African culture and relate those values to African American identity. This movement is called Afrocentricity and many believe that it is essential to healthy racial identity for African American individuals. Therapists working with this population need to be aware of the benefits and downfalls of incorporating this worldview into counseling. Before discussing the implications for counseling, an overview of Afrocentricity and the research behind it is necessary.

Afrocentricity is considered by some to be central to understanding the African-American individual, and therefore would be central to counseling with this population. Afrocentricity is a worldview based on African values that is upheld by some African Americans in the US as well as Africans around the world. It is seen as a way to bring unity to African people and to help Africans in diaspora to understand and take pride in their heritage. Afrocentricity is often seen in contrast to Eurocentricity. The following model from Robinson & Howard-Hamilton (1994) shows the perceived differences in the two worldviews:
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Afrocentricity as a concept began with the creation of the Nguzo Saba values by Dr. Mualano Karenga. Dr. Karenga (1980, as cited in Robinson & Howard-Hamilton, 1994) created the Nguzo Saba values as a part of the holiday Kwanzaa in an effort to bring African Americans back to their roots in African traditions and values. The seven principles (Nguzo Saba) are as follows: (1) Umoja means unity with African people. This principle endorses solidarity and harmony in the African American community. The unhealthy individual is isolated from other African Americans. The healthy individual is grounded in a supportive community of others that share a common worldview (Robinson & Howard-Hamilton, 1994).


(2) Kujichagalia means self-determinations. The self is largely defined by external influences, such as the visual, print, and audio media. The American media has a history of depicting African Americans in a negative manner. Persons who are self-determined view themselves in terms of their subjective knowledge base. Self-determination empowers the individual to confront and repudiate oppressive messages through alternative forms of self-definition. (3) Ujima means collective work and responsibility. Instead of isolation, the individual is connected with others, in terms of meaningful work towards a common goal. This principle is also associated with the concept of struggle and how out of struggle comes progress (1994).


(4) Ujaama means cooperative economics. This principle is similar to Ujima in that it is also about working together. 
Maintaining Black businesses that profit the Black community is a way to support the community and provides a buffer against discrimination. (5) Nia means purpose. This principle refers to purpose that benefits not just the self but the collective community as well. Purposeful connection with others is considered essential to a healthy self-image, self-esteem, and maintaining a meaningful outlook on life (1994).


(6) Kuumba means creativity. Creativity is linked to imagination and ingenuity. The goal of creativity is to build and uplift, not to destroy and to devastate. Finding creative ways to solve problems also 
provides a buffer against racism. (7) Imani means faith. The Afrocentric individual is aware of his or her connections with the past and is mindful of the sacrifices made. This knowledge makes the individual aware of how 
others who came before managed to succeed in difficult situations and can empower the individual to have faith in their own situation. There is also a sense of giving back to subsequent generations (Robinson & Howard-Hamilton, 1994).



So Afrocentricity is based on a collective view of the world that emphasizes harmony and working together for a common good. The problem that some researchers have with this construct is that it may not be a valid interpretation of African values. And if it is a valid interpretation, how do these values translate to African Americans who are separated from their land of origin by hundreds of years (Reed, Lawson & Gibbs, 1997)? Another problem researchers have is that it carries the potential to perpetuate the same kind of categorization and discrimination that it is attempting to be a reaction against (McPhail, 1998). 


The model outlined by Robinson & Howard-Hamilton (1994) on pages 2-3 is a good example of the categorization that may be detrimental to individuals who feel that they do not identify with all of those values. The history of racism and discrimination of African Americans by White Americans is long and ugly. However, some researchers believe that the way to overcome this problem is by focusing more on the similarities between the two groups rather than taking such a polemic stance (McPhail, 1998), such as in the model proposed by Robinson & Howard-Hamilton (1994).


However, Robinson & Howard-Hamilton (1994) believe that the Afrocentric perspective can benefit African American’s sense of self. They described how adherence to Afrocentric beliefs could provide a buffer against racial oppression through the Resistance Modality Model. In the Resistance Modality Model, a distinction is made between resistance that is survival oriented and oppressive and resistance that is empowering and liberating. Resistance that is empowering is healthy and allows the individual to avoid internalizing negative societal messages. 


Robinson & Howard-Hamilton (1994) believe that healthy forms of resistance are tied to an accurate knowledge of one’s historical, racial, and cultural connections, which in turn can benefit the African American individual’s sense of self. This model seems to be the vehicle through which the Afrocentric perspective is lived out. The individual resists oppression in a way that is empowering and uplifting with the help of the Afrocentric worldview. 


Molefi Kete Asante (1991) followed the creation of the Nguzo Saba values and named the concept of Afrocentricity. He believes that Afrocentricity is a necessary component of the African American identity. He described the need for African Americans to claim their own identity when he proposed that “We [African Americans] operate based on an illusion that creates disillusionment and self-alienation, the most fundamental alienation a person can have. Afrocentricity is a struggle against extreme misorientation, where many of us believe that we share the same history as whites; indeed that we came across on the Mayflower” (para. II). 


Asante (1988) views Afrocentricity as a complimentary worldview. He contends that it is not the opposite of Eurocentricity, nor does it seek to replace Eurocentricity, but its inclusion is an essential component of multiculturalism. Asante suggests that Afrocentricity is a totally different way of looking at reality that is based on harmony and coexistence of all cultures. Asante believes that we must understand and appreciate each other’s differences in order to have respect for all people. 



If it seems that most researchers are deciding why Afrocentricity is important without asking the African American community, at least one group of researchers looked at why African Americans might find Afrocentricity appealing. Reed et. al. (1997) described four reasons why Afrocentricity is appealing to many African Americans. First, many Blacks see it as a demonstration of their race loyalty and solidarity with their brothers and sisters around the world. Second, many use it to call attention to “differences” and to buffer themselves against racism. Third, many are genuinely interested in sharing and living the values of the ideology. And fourth, many find that Afrocentrism provides an emotional as well as psychological appeal in connecting with their roots.


Interestingly enough, even with these reasons why African Americans might find Afrocentricity appealing, Reed et. al. (1997) still criticized Afrocentric ideology for being theoretical in nature and not applicable to African Americans in the present day. They argued that Africans on the continent of Africa are not of one common line of descent or mind and thought it was a stretch, even foolish, to say that there is a collective African spirit. They pointed out that even in the U.S., there is the separation of language dialects between African Americans in the upper, middle, and lower classes. Finally, they especially did not like that Afrocentrists sometimes distance themselves even from other African Americans who do not adhere to Afrocentrism. They found this hypocritical in that they were perpetuating the same kind of racism they were trying to oppose.


McPhail (1998) also questioned the validity of the Afrocentric worldview. He also took the view that African culture is diverse and was not convinced that there could be one set of African values. He questioned whether African Americans, separated by hundreds of years from their land of origin, would find the Afrocentric values relevant to their lives. He criticized the fact that Afrocentrism tends to call attention to differences rather than looking at the similarities between African Americans and European Americans. 


One group of researchers wanted to find out whether Afrocentricity would stand the test of an empirical research study testing whether adherence to Afrocentric values had any correlation with a healthy self-concept. Pierre & Mahalik (2005) conducted a research study on the effects of African self-consciousness and Black racial identity on psychological well-being in young adult African American men. Though the results were mixed, they did find some support for African self-consciousness (or Afrocentricity) and racial identity having a positive effect on psychological well-being.


The results for Racial Identity Development was overall a significant positive relation to psychological well-being. Some specific things they found were that “self-reinforcement against racism” was associated with less psychological distress and greater self-esteem. The “internalization racial identity attitudes” were associated with greater self-esteem, while “pre-encounter and immersion racial identity attitudes” were associated with greater psychological distress (2005). 


The results for African self-consciousness were mixed. However the positive results showed that there is a potential benefit for certain aspects of Afrocentricity. For example, participants reported higher self-esteem and less psychological distress when they endorsed the Self-Reinforcement Against Racism scale items. An example of a question on that scale is: “It is not within the best interest of Blacks to depend on Whites for anything, no matter how religious or decent they [the Whites] purport to be.” This suggests that if African Americans embrace the Afrocentric values of Self-determination and possibly Cooperative Economics, it may benefit their psychological well-being (2005).


However, Pierre & Mahalik (2005) also found evidence opposing the hypothesis that Afrocentric values promote greater psychological well-being. They found that Black men who identified with the Black group reported less self-esteem. An example of a question that assessed that trait is: “Regardless of their interest, educational background, and social achievements, I would prefer to associate with Black people than non-Blacks.” This finding suggests that it cannot be claimed that for all African Americans, all aspects of Afrocentricity will be beneficial to their psychological well-being. More research needs to be done in this area to determine whether the effects of Afrocentricity on African Americans’ self-concept are generally positive or negative.


After review of the literature, it is evident that there are conflicting opinions and research results regarding the validity of Afrocentricity. However, many researchers have studied the effects of racial identity development (Cross, 1971; Bennett, 2006) and found significantly positive results with African American individuals. Afrocentricity is an important part of racial identity for many African American individuals. If Afrocentric values hold an important place in a client’s life, then their counselor should have an understanding of how to use the values in counseling.


Williams & Frame (1999) believe that Afrocentric values should be incorporated into counseling through “Womanist” ideology. They believe that traditional Western approaches, Feminist approaches and Multicultural approaches, when considered separately, all fall short of meeting the needs of African American women. They suggest that the ideal way to do therapy with African American women is to combine these approaches in order to be more sensitive to their unique needs. They believe that Black women’s historical experience of self-determination, communalism and social activism are useful tools in counseling for emotional healing and growth.


Wester, Vogel, Wei, & McLain (2006) researched gender role conflict in relation to racial identity and found that African American men may have to blend the cultural perspectives Eurocentricity and Afrocentricity to work and live effectively in the United States. They found that some men are able to do this easily, and for others it is very difficult. Their research suggests that therapists should be equipped to help men find ways to fulfill their cultural roles congruent with Afrocentricity in places outside of work, such as at home, at church, or in other community avenues.


Jackson & Sears (1992) found that the Afrocentric worldview could serve as a mediator of stress for African American women. They suggested that “knowledge of self, which gives African American women a different, but culturally relevant, way of viewing themselves in relationship to the world, can be empowering. Empowerment of self serves as a mediator of stress” (p. 186). They also suggested other factors such as the focus on spirituality and harmony in the values and how those things encourage lower-stress lifestyles.


Assessing the client’s stage in their own ethic identity would be the first step in the process as Jackson & Sears (1992) propose. They suggest that didactic approaches can be utilized to educate the African American client about the Afrocentric worldview and that counselors can challenge formerly held assumptions about career options, goals, family functioning and interpersonal relationships. If the client is experiencing stress due to her current belief system, then the counselor may assist the client in looking at other ways to view situations she is going through. Jackson & Sears (1992) believe that many African Americans have suppressed their true values to assimilate into mainstream society and that educating them about Afrocentricity can be extremely beneficial to their sense of self-worth.


Jackson & Sears (1992) also mentioned the specific role of school counselors in promoting Afrocentricity among African American students. They proposed that school counselors who are knowledgeable about African American culture could advocate and model some of its components. An example of this is “when cooperative group activities are implemented, students can be informed of the importance and the role of a group orientation in African and African American cultures. If students are emotionally expressive in their communication style, the significance and role of this behavior within the context of their culture can be explained” (p. 188). Much of the miscommunication and misunderstanding between teachers and students could be avoided while encouraging African American students to value themselves and their culture.


Afrocentricity as a theoretical orientation is also helpful in substance abuse treatment with African American adolescent males. Moore, Madison-Colmore, & Moore (2003) recommended that with this population it is more beneficial to work from a strengths-based perspective rather than a deficit-based perspective. The Afrocentric perspective emphasizes empowering the individual by focusing on strengths. An Afrocentric view of addiction would be that addiction impacts not only the individual but also the African American community. Therefore, counselors should view the client from a community perspective and make use of valuable community resources such as African American churches, agencies, and support groups (2003).


When admitting a client for substance abuse treatment, Moore et. al. (2003) suggested that the first activity a counselor could use with a client is a Cultural-Spiritual Genogram. The counselor can then assess the client’s cultural beliefs, attitudes toward family, spiritual beliefs, and how the client views him/herself. The counselor can then encourage the client to learn more about African American culture and provide reading materials that may be helpful. This is done before addressing substance abuse issues as a way to build a relationship with the client and to empower the client to look at their cultural values.  


Todisco & Salomone (1991) asserted that group counseling may be more effective than individual counseling for some African American clients because of the emphasis on collectivism in the Afrocentric worldview. They also suggested that school counselors could bring counseling to the classroom. That way, the students can participate in a large group experience, work in smaller groups, and eventually feel comfortable enough to meet with a counselor on an individual basis. If a counselor makes him/herself visible in the school and promotes an atmosphere of cultural awareness, this can break down barriers that may prevent African American students from seeking out counseling in the school.


Career counseling is also an area that can benefit from using Afrocentric values when working with African American clients. Todisco & Salomone (1991) thought that it is possible that group-oriented, Afrocentric upbringing influences the career development of African Americans. There has been a tendency in the past for African Americans to choose social occupations such as teaching or social services. It is important for counselors to ascertain what values are important to clients when they are choosing a career, and also to challenge them to explore nontraditional careers.  


While there are many suggestions on how to use Afrocentricity in counseling and why it is important for African American’s racial identity, we have seen that there are also those who are opposed to this ideology. Opinions aside, a counselor must always do what is right for the client. Therefore, it is up to the counselor’s own discretion to determine whether to use Afrocentric values in counseling. The benefits include giving the client a heightened sense of self-worth (Moore et. al., 2003), lower levels of stress (Jackson & Sears, 1992), and a sense of belonging to a group (Pierre & Mahalik, 2005). The downfalls include perpetuating further stereotyping if clients do not adhere to the values (Reed et. al., 1997) and focusing too much on differences with mainstream society and neglecting similarities (McPhail, 1998).


The most important thing to remember when striving to be a culturally competent counselor is that each client is an individual. Some African American clients may strongly identify with Afrocentric beliefs and may want a counselor who is knowledgeable and affirming of their views. Also, some African American clients may view themselves as fitting in more with mainstream American culture, or “Eurocentric” beliefs. There is not necessarily anything wrong with a client affiliating more with mainstream culture unless they are suppressing their true beliefs (Jackson & Sears, 1992). It is essential to always be affirming of clients regardless of their cultural beliefs and not try and force a worldview on them if it does not resonate with them. 
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