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ABSTRACT

The dominant discourse of race relations often views Black people as a monolithic group.
This view veils varied experiences and perceptions that may exist among ethnic sub-groups
within the Black Race. This thesis sought to challenge this view by exploring potential
differences in self-concept between Black American Non-Immigrants and Black
Immigrants/Descendants. To investigate this possibility, a survey of college students and college
graduates who identified as Black was conducted in which participants were queried about their
ethnic identification and racial identification concurrently. Findings indicated that there are
differences in the extent to which Black American Non-Immigrants and Black
Immigrants/Descendants endorse agreement with certain aspects of ethnic identity, but do not
differ on other aspects of ethnic identity and do not differ on aspects of racial identity
development. The participants appeared to have strong racial identities, based on Cross’ model
of internalized racial identity, but Black American Non-Immigrants appeared to have a
somewhat lower sense of an achieved ethnic identity relative to Black Immigrants/Descendants.
The thesis findings are discussed in terms of the need for more nuanced analyses of variations
among Black individuals, limitations of the study, and future directions for the study of intraracial group ethnic identity.
Key Words: Race, Ethnicity, Black, Identity, Immigrant, African, Caribbean, Black American
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Eibach and Keegan (2006) hail W.E.B. Dubois’ prediction—that the problem of the color
line would be the problem of the 20th century—as one of the most prophetic statements ever
made by a social scientist. The color line referred to the hierarchical division of individuals into
distinct racial categories with differential levels of entitlement and treatment in accordance with
the system of racism (Banton, 2012; Du Bois, 1900; Nelson, 2009). In the U.S, Whites were on
the top, as the beneficiaries, and Blacks were on the bottom, as those oppressed by the system of
racism which included the legalization of racial segregation as represented by Jim Crow laws.
Du Bois (1900) foresaw racism dominating the U.S socio-political atmosphere contending it
would no longer be tolerated as Blacks continued to fight to ensure their human rights and
demand racial justice. His prediction was confirmed by public protests against racial injustice
(e.g., the March on Washington in 1963), landmark racial legislation (e.g., Brown v. Board of
Education in 1954 and the Civil Rights Acts of 1964), and escalated racial tensions (e.g., riots in
the Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles in 1965) from that era which are remembered for
defining a large part of 20th century U.S history.
As the United States of America entered the 21 st century, the color line remained a salient
social divide as the issue of U.S racism remained unresolved. In 2019, racial injustice persisted
on a broad scale in the form of racialized prejudice, police brutality, and institutionalized
oppression (Brunson, 2007; Hicken, Kravitz-Wirtz, Durkee, & Jackson, 2018; Kochhar & Fry,
2014; Kuebler, 2013; Pearson, Dovidio, & Gaertner, 2009; Pettit & Gutierrez, 2018). Du Bois’
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(1900) prophecy from over 100 years earlier still rang true as most Americans acknowledged the
color line as a major issue plaguing society in the 21 st century (Arenge, Perrry, & Clark, 2018;
Pew Research Center, 2017).
The persistence of racism and discrimination has prompted many scientific investigations
on racism, inter-racial group differences, and on the causes and effects of these phenomena.
However, research on racial differences has historically focused on the White-Black color line in
an attempt to unpack the system of racism and capture its effects on members of the White and
Black races (Bonilla-Silva, 2004; Feagin, 2000). As the composition of the U.S became
increasingly multiracial and multiethnic, research broadened beyond White-Black differences
and began to cast light on historically overlooked racial/ethnic groups such as Latinx and Asians
(Lee & Bean, 2007; Marrow, 2009; Perez & Hirschman, 2009). New models of the color line,
such as Black/Non-Black and the Tripartite models, developed to more adequately conceptualize
the U.S. racial hierarchy and its differential impacts on the lived experiences of increasing
populations of Latinx and Asians immigrants and their descendants (Banton, 2012; BonillaSilva, 2004; Lee & Bean, 2007; Marrow, 2009; Tatum, 2003).
What remains invisible, however, is that race scholarship often veils the nuanced lived
experiences existing within racial groups. That is, race scholarship maintains a focus on
differences between racial/ethnic groups. This inter-group focus obscures and minimizes
differences that exist within racial groups. The result of overlooking within-group differences is
that racial/ethnic groups are viewed as homogenous. Consequently, little is known about how the
U.S racial hierarchy may differentially influence individuals within the same racial group,
disallowing ways in which those individuals may differ in their lived experience and how they
may conceptualize their racial identities differently from being understood.
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In this thesis, the focus is on one group for whom within-racial group differences are
largely invisible, namely people who identify as Black. In much of society, as well as in the
culture of science, the Black race is viewed in a monolithic manner. Put differently, it is
commonplace for people who identify as Black to be thought of as a singular demographic
presumed to share the same lived experiences and attitudes regarding race. In reality, the Black
race consists of multiple sub-groups with distinct ethnicities who may be impacted by racism
differently despite their shared race. In psychological science, there is ample empirical evidence
documenting differences between White and Black persons, and these likely do provide
information about actual similarities among sub-groups of Black people. However, to better
understand similarities and differences among these sub-groups, and for psychological science to
move forward, the Black Monolith must be addressed; its maintenance masks how members of
these different sub-groups, who identify as Black, may experience and think about their race,
ethnicity, and racism differently.
This thesis addressed differences between two Black sub-groups: first- and secondgeneration immigrants—those who migrated to the U.S from another country and their children
who were born in the U.S, respectively—(referred to as Immigrants/Descendants), and
Americans whose heritage was not voluntary immigration, but who are descendants of U.S
chattel slavery (referred to as American Non-Immigrants). Specifically, this thesis examined the
question of whether Black immigrants and their descendants have different ethnic and racial selfconcepts from Black American Non-Immigrants. They may regard themselves differently in
these aspects of their identity based on the argument that these two sub-groups likely
experienced the U.S racial hierarchy differently.
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The first section of this thesis offers a conceptualization of “within-race” ethnic identity
that guided the research. Then, the literature on ethnic and racial identity is examined, revealing
gaps in the study of intra-group variation among Black individuals. Next, two ethnic and racial
identity models are described; these models guided the creation of items utilized in this study to
begin to determine whether Black Immigrants/Descendants and Black American NonImmigrants differ in ethnic and racial identity. Lastly, the results of a survey study of these two
groups are presented and discussed.
Race and Ethnicity: Defining Within-Race
In this thesis, the conceptual understanding of separate groups within one race requires an
explicit distinction between race and ethnicity. Race is often thought of as relatively distinct
homogeneous category in which individuals are identified based on certain physical
characteristics such as skin color and hair texture (Conley & Cheng, 2003; Richeson &
Sommers, 2016). This commonplace and fairly crude conceptualization is an example of how
race continues to be understood, mistakenly, as a biological construct whereby physical
characteristics indicate significant innate differences thought to explain social inequalities
(Richeson & Sommers, 2016; Smedley & Smedley, 2005). However, race has been largely
discredited as a biological construct and is understood as a social construction. In this
perspective, racial inequalities and differences are explained by the differential impacts of racism
on individuals based on the social interpretation of their physical appearance (i.e., race), rather
than assuming innate inferiority of Blacks and other Non-Whites (Jones, 2002; Richeson &
Sommers, 2016). Race categories, defined by physical features, are rooted in historical contexts
in which social norms and laws justified racial exploitation, which in turn influenced racial selfidentification. Minoritized racial groups were typically victims of institutional oppression,
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stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination all of which have been shown to influence their racial
identity (Brown & Jones, 2015; Richeson & Sommers, 2016). Racial self-identification, then,
can be understood as a product of racialization, whereby institutional processes impose racial
categories on individuals and these imposed racial categories result in differential treatment and
access of resources.
Race is different than ethnicity. A generally accepted definition of ethnicity is a group of
people defined by shared common symbols and/or traits that distinguish them from other people
and groups (Glazer, Greeley, Patterson, & Moynihan, 1974; Smedley & Smedley, 2005). A
person’s identification with an ethnic group is often rooted in symbols and traits of shared
values, beliefs, language, culture, ancestry, and/or history of a defined ethnic group (Brown &
Jones, 2015; Glazer et al., 1974; Smedley & Smedley, 2005). Although ethnic group identity has
been argued to have a component of choice in some instances, the available choices can largely
be limited by external factors including racialization because ethnicity is largely determined by
social costs (Brown & Jones, 2015; Waters, 1990). The social cost of being non-white, which is
strongly influenced by racialization, affects an individual's choice of where to live, occupation,
community affiliation, and general life experience all of which strongly influence of the choice
to identify with an ethnic group (Waters, 1990).
Race and ethnicity are often thought of interchangeably. As a result, there is a conflation
of two distinct aspects of identity, furthering the misguided perception that racial groups are panethnic in nature. Simply put, various individuals with distinct ethnicities are grouped under one
broad and encompassing racial label and seen as sharing one ethnicity (Brown & Jones, 2015;
Okamoto, 2003). In addition, race and ethnicity are often treated as separate and distinct
phenomena, and not as multiple aspects of the individual. Multiple scholars lamented the fact
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that race and ethnicity are used interchangeably or yet studied in isolation of each other (Brown
& Jones, 2015; Brubaker, 2009; Richeson & Sommers, 2016). To remedy this, Richeson and
Sommers (2016) proposed conceptualizing ethnic categories as subordinate to racial categories.
Put differently, under the socio-political groupings of race, defined by physical characteristics,
there are multiple ethnic groups, each defined by shared cultures and/or national origins
(Richeson & Sommers, 2016). For example, the racial label American Indian includes
individuals from diverse, distinct tribes (i.e., which can be conceptualized as ethnic groups), such
as Cherokee, Inuit, and Navaho. The racial label Asian-American includes ethnic groups of East
Asian (e.g. Chinese, Japanese, Korean), Southeast Asian (e.g. Vietnamese, Cambodian), and
South Asian (e.g. Indian, Pakistani), groups that regard themselves as distinct and have their own
histories of discrimination and political tension. Understanding ethnic groups as subordinate to
racial groups, more adequately informs personal social identification and lived experiences
(Flores & Huo, 2012; Jones-Correa & Leal, 1996; Richeson & Sommers, 2016). In the context of
this research, the concept of "within-race" will refer to ethnic sub-groups (immigrants and nonimmigrants) under a single racial category (Black).
The Black race, often denoted by physical features of dark skin, curly hair, and dark eyes
is composed of various ethnic sub-groups in the United States. These sub-ethnic group include
individuals who are descendants of and have direct ties to U.S chattel slavery (i.e., Black
Americans Non-Immigrant), and recent immigrants and their descendants (i.e., Black
Immigrants/Descendants) from various African (e.g., Sierra Leone, Senegal), South American
(e.g., Guyana, Brazil), and Caribbean (e.g. Jamaica, Dominican Republic) nations (Richeson &
Sommers, 2016; Waters, Bean, & Rose, 1999). To honor the histories of the immigrant ethnic
sub-groups, it is worth noting that these groups also have histories with slavery and/or colonial
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oppression by European powers. Moreover, to honor the complexity of the Black race and
African Diaspora, it is also worth acknowledging that these ethnic sub-groups can be defined by
even smaller community units. However, this thesis focused on aggregated sub-groups of
immigrants and non-immigrants in search of preliminary findings.
The increase in the number of Black Immigrants in the U.S in the 21 st century provided a
means of investigating the nuances that are hidden by a monolithic conception of the Black race.
There are essays and films that illustrate these nuances by highlighting often overlooked
dynamics of conflicts and differences in lived experiences among Black sub-ethnic groups
(Attiah & Madowo, 2018; Coogler, 2018; Owino, 2014; Reddick, 1998). For instance, Marvel’s
film Black Panther (2018) portrayed ethno-political conflict between Black Americans and
Africans as well as portraying identity struggles Black Americans may have experienced due to
being disconnected from their African roots (Coogler, 2018). Similarly, the documentary Bound
(2014) explored conflict and tension existing between Black immigrants and Black Americans
and suggested that it may originate from misunderstanding the other’s lived experiences in the
U.S racial hierarchy (Owino, 2014).
Media portrayals such as these illustrate the presence of these issues in the minds of
contemporary U.S. individuals and the value in exploring how Black ethnic sub-groups wrestle
with their identities in various ways. These issues and their relative absence as a subject of study
in the psychological literature motivated this thesis. Next, the literature on within-race ethnic
differences, Black immigration, and Black (non-immigrant) self-concept are discussed as they
reveal gaps in the scientific literature and justify the survey conducted as part of this thesis.
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Within-Race Scholarship
In psychological science there is ample race research, focused on topics such as racism
and power, inter-groups attitudes and behavior, impact of diversity, and ethnic and racial identity
development among racial groups (e.g. Cikara & Van Bavel, 2014; Craig, Rucker, & Richeson,
2017; Eibach & Keegan, 2006; Pearson et al., 2009; Phelan & Rudman, 2010; Pratto, Sidanius,
& Levin, 2006; Saperstein, Penner, & Light, 2013). However, as aforementioned, race research
in psychology is reflective of the dominant paradigm of race which homogenizes racial groups
by maintaining a focus on a physical conception of race and underestimating the significance of
within racial group differences. The homogenous conceptualization of race contributes to
problems such as the perpetuation of inaccurate and harmful stereotypes (e.g., Asian “model”
minority) and a failure to acknowledge diverse experiences of immigrant populations who may
differ from other members of their racial groups (Chun, 1980; Flores & Huo, 2012; Jones-Correa
& Leal, 1996; Suzuki, 1977, 2002).
The available social science research on within-race differences, as conceptualized in this
thesis, illustrated the importance of sub-ethnic identities. Flores and Huo (2012) highlighted the
tension that exists between national origin identity of Asian and Latinx immigrants and panethnic categories—categories that encompass multiple sub-ethnic groups. Their research
acknowledged the effects of neglect or mis-categorization—i.e, treating ethnic sub-groups as one
ethnicity or as interchangeable—of national origin identities. They found that identity neglect or
miscategorization yielded adverse effects on those individuals who identify with a distinct
nationality because a meaningful aspect of their identity is undervalued (Flores & Huo, 2012).
Similarly, Trujillo, Garcia, and Shelton (2015) reported that miscategorization of ethnic subgroups in Asian-Americans constituted microaggressions and elicited negative reactions among
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those who were miscategorized. Other research by Huo and colleagues, while not directly
studying intra-racial differences, emphasized the need to recognize both sub-group identities and
common (shared) identities (Huo, Molina, Sawahata, & Deang, 2005). Jones-Correa and Leal
(1996) found that identification with pan-ethnic/racial labels were endorsed at different levels
among Latinx subethnic groups. Alvarez (2002) called attention to the need to avoid treating
racial and ethnic identity constructs as interchangeable in order to better document how AsianAmericans internalize and cope with racism.
Research on within-race differences demonstrated the importance of the recognition of
ethnic sub-group identities. These studies revealed that members of ethnic sub-groups may be
impacted adversely when their ethnic identity is neglected and/or miscategorized. Moreover,
studies showed that self-identification with racial/pan-ethnic categories differ across ethnic
groups within a single race. This line of research also suggests there is value in exploring ethnic
identities within racial groups. However, most of the available research did not evaluate ethnic
and racial identities concurrently. Furthermore, when studies investigated subgroups, the work
primarily focused on Latinx and Asian population to the relative exclusion of Black populations.
The social science literature examining differences among Black ethnics has tended to
examine political differences rather than directly evaluating differences in how those Blacks
identify. Although not directly investigating identity, the research posited that observed
difference in political attitudes may be explained by differences in racial and ethnic identity
constructions of Black immigrants. However, these studies did not assess racial and ethnic
identity constructions among Black ethnics groups (see Butcher, 1994; Gooding, 2019; Greer,
2013; Imoagene, 2018; Waters, Kasinitz, & Asad, 2014). There is a dearth of empirical studies
on within-race identity differences among Black sub-groups; however, the scholarly literature
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that addressed how members of each of these groups construe themselves can offer useful
insights and inform investigation of within-race differences in Black identity. The next sections
review scholarly conceptualizations of Black immigration and of Black American (nonimmigrant) self-concept.
Black Immigration Scholarship
Conceptualizations of Black immigration typically focused on the interaction of racial
and ethnic identities of Black immigrants and their children as they assimilated into the U.S.
racial hierarchy (Greer, 2013; Kretsedemas, 2008; Rong & Brown, 2002; Sall, 2019; Waters,
1994; Waters et al., 1999). Rong and Brown (2002) and others emphasized the dual identity
struggle of Black immigrants in the racial hierarchy (Greer, 2013; Kretsedemas, 2008; Sall,
2019). These authors noted that as immigrants assimilate into U.S. society they must negotiate
maintaining their unique ethnic identities while wrestling with mass media portraying a largely
negative image of Blacks (Greer, 2013; Kretsedemas, 2008; Rong & Brown, 2002; Sall, 2019).
Racial identification is a symbol of socio-political status and Black immigrants are likely
to initially resist identifying with the Black racial label because of the negativity and lower social
status associated with it, but the longer an immigrant family stays in the U.S the more likely they
are to endorse the Black racial label (Rong & Brown, 2002). This finding can be further
supported by segmented assimilation theory which asserts that immigrants, rather than assimilate
to a mainstream ideal, assimilate to specific segments of society based on how they are viewed
and treated in society (Portes, Fernández-Kelly, & Haller, 2005). Black immigrants are viewed
as Black and thus face the accompanying racial discrimination of the Black racial label similar to
their Black American Non-Immigrant counterparts (Greer, 2013). However, Black immigrants
may have different interpretations of racism due to having experienced different racial
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hierarchies in their homelands. These various facts then are presumed to influence how they
identify.
Waters (1994, 1999) provided germinal work on first- and second-generation Black
immigrants. This work found that subjective understandings of ethnicity—American (in the
general sense), Black-American, and native ethnic group—shaped how first- and secondgeneration Black immigrants chose to identify themselves which influenced their perception of
racial discrimination and how likely they were to distance themselves from their Black American
Non-Immigrant counterparts (Waters, 1994; Waters et al., 1999). Additionally, she found that
Black Caribbean immigrants used their ethnic identity to defend themselves against
stigmatization while, at the same time, acknowledging their membership in the Black race
(Kretsedemas, 2008; Waters, 1999). These findings illustrated the complex interaction of race
and ethnicity in Black immigrants as they maintain their ethnic identity alongside their racial
identity (Greer, 2013).
Thus, it is necessary to understand the intersection of both race and ethnic identity in
capturing the lived experience of Black immigrants and their descendants in the U.S. racial
hierarchy. However, the importance of the race and ethnicity interaction has not been applied to
Black Americans. Literature on Black American self-concept has largely focused on the
importance of studying racial identity in Black Americans, without differentiating among
different types of individuals who are classified or who are identified as Black Americans.
Black American Self-Concept Scholarship
Early research on self-concept as it pertained to Blacks in the U.S. focused on racial
awareness and the development of a general Black personality (Gordon, 1977). Much of the
findings on the Black self-concept between the years of 1939 and 1970 were thought to support

Self-Concept Within the Black Race

12

the Lewinian Hypothesis that posited a positive correlation between Black identity and selfesteem. Correspondingly, Blacks who did not endorse a strong racial identity were thought to be
victims of self-hatred and/or psychopathology (Cross, 1971, 1978). However, some reviewers of
Black self-concept research refuted the Lewinian Hypothesis and proposed a two-factor theory of
Black identity in which self-esteem and group identity are separate (Cross, 1991; Gordon, 1977).
In this theory, self-concept consists of two parts: personal identity (PI)—consisting of the
building blocks of personality such as self-esteem and competence—and reference group
orientation (RGO)—consisting of identification to social groups identities and worldviews. Thus,
it suggests a person’s endorsement of racial/ethnic identity only reflects worldviews and social
attitudes rather than self-esteem (Cross, 1991; Gordon, 1977). However, other scholars maintain
that attitudes toward ethnic and racial identity are central to the psychological functioning of
those who live in societies in which their racial/ethnic category is poorly represented,
discriminated against, or threatened (Phinney, 1990; Weinreich, 1983).
In evaluating racial/ethnic identity, 21 st century scholarship treats race and ethnicity as
interchangeable constructs for Black Americans (Byrd, 2011; see for a recent review). Although
race and ethnicity may be closely related for Black Americans in the U.S., they are not the same.
The two-factor theory of Black identity recognizes multiple reference points in Black Americans'
reference group orientation. Therefore, Black Americans could be understood as identifying
outside of their ascribed racial status and could self-identify with other and multiple social
identities (Cross, 1991; Gordon, 1977). These other social identities may include ethnicities
outside of Black American culture. Black American Non-Immigrants may, in fact, manage their
racial and ethnic identity differently, similar in how Black immigrants demonstrate this, yet this
is not analyzed in Black identity literature. Hence, this thesis proposes a simultaneous
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assessment of ethnic and racial identity to evaluate differences in ethnic and racial self-concepts
between Black Immigrants/Descendants and Black American Non-Immigrants. Accordingly, this
thesis will review the ethnic and racial identity models which guided this study.
Ethnic and Racial Identity Models
Byrd (2011)—referring to the work of Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, and Chavous
(1998)—offered a broad definition of racial and ethnic identity as the significance and meaning
of race and ethnicity in an individual's life. This broad definition which implicitly conflates the
two terms is often used in scientific literature. However, Alvarez (2002)—drawing on the works
of Helms and Cook (1999)—parsed out the ways to think about race and ethnic identity as
distinct constructs. Racial identity can be thought to reflect intrapsychic and interpersonal
reactions to racism and identification with a larger socio-political pan-ethnic category, while
ethnic identity is associated with the beliefs, values, and tradition of distinct ethnic groups of
national origin or shared ancestry (Alvarez, 2002; Helms & Cook, 1999).
Self-identification with race and ethnicity is complex in that is multi-layered and can
change over time and context (Phinney, 1989; Weinreich, 1988). Kinket and Verkuyten (1997)
offered a multi-level framework in which lower levels of self-identification involve cognitive
recognition of belonging to an ascribed social category (i.e., ethnic self-definition) and higher
levels involve incorporation of a social category into one’s self-concept (i.e., self-evaluation and
introjection). Their research recognized that persons can understand themselves as members of
social categories, but this does not necessarily imply that they will also identify with the social
category in question (Kinket & Verkuyten, 1997). Additionally, social identities are not stagnant
entities, rather they are constructed and formed through developmental processes that take place
over time with explorations and decisions of commitment (Phinney, 1990). To incorporate this
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multilevel conceptualization, this thesis relied primarily relied on Phinney’s developmental
model of ethnic identity and Cross’ Nigrescence Model of Black identity. The description of
each is presented below.
Phinney (1989) derived a stage model of ethnic identity designed to be applied to
adolescents from diverse ethnic backgrounds. Her model applied prior work by Marcia (1980),
who described a process beginning with ego identity formation to ethnic identity formation.
Phinney found the interaction of an individual’s level of exploration and level of commitment
yielded four status of ethnic identity as follows:
“1. Diffuse: Little or no exploration of one's ethnicity and no clear understanding
of the issues.
2. Foreclosed: Little or no exploration of ethnicity, but apparent clarity about
one's own ethnicity. Feelings about one's ethnicity may be either positive or
negative, depending on one's socialization experiences.
3. Moratorium: Evidence of exploration, accompanied by some confusion about
the meaning of one's own ethnicity.
4. Achieved: Evidence of exploration, accompanied by a clear, secure understanding
and acceptance of one's own ethnicity.”
(Phinney, 1989, p. 5)
Using these four forms of status, Phinney proposed a three-stage progression. In
designing the ethnic identity model, the research assistants Phinney's lab were not able to code
reliable distinctions between the two lowest stages so they were combined into a single category.
The first stage is defined by no exploration regardless of ethnic identity commitment
(diffusion/foreclosure). The second stage is defined by exploration without commitment
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(moratorium). The third stage is defined by commitment following exploration (achieved).
Phinney provided empirical support for these stages of ethnic identity development among
minority populations. After findings empirical evidence to support the three-stage model,
Phinney (1989) concluded that members of an ethnic minority group face a need to wrestle with
what their ethnic group membership means for them in a majority white society.
The Cross (1971, 1978) Nigrescence Model challenged the binary understanding of Black
identity as either one which is conscious or one which is not conscious of racial injustice. He
contended that Black identity is neither stagnant nor innate in Black individuals. Rather it is
nuanced, complex, and formed through different stages in a developmental process. The Cross
model proposed that Black people undergo five stages in developing their racial identity. The
stages include how they must wrestle with what it means to be a member of the Black race and
how salient Blackness should be reflected in their identity. The five stages are summarized
below:
1. Pre-Encounter stage signifies lows racial salience. Individuals may recognize that they
are members of the Black race, but they do not believe race plays an important role in
their everyday life. Individuals in this stage may be naïve to the role of race in their lives,
have anti-Black attitudes, be unaware of other cultural perspectives, or prefer White
culture. This stable identity stage is shaped by early development and socialization by
family, school, and community.
2. Encounter stage consists of a profound experience or collection of experiences, either
positive or negative, directly related to race that challenges and encourages a reexamination of the world view from the pre-encounter stage.
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3. Immersion-Emersion is the stage in which individuals become extremely pro-Black
and/or anti-white. That is, in this stage individuals undergo passionate immersion into
"Blackness." They begin to consume Black literature, media, art, and educate themselves
about Black history and the political issues facing Black people as a means of trying to
understand Blackness. They deify Black people and Black culture while denigrating
White people and White culture. Passion, euphoria, and rage are common in this stage as
individuals are deeply inspired by their race and angered by injustices against their race.
However, their Black identity is thought to be superficial in the sense that symbols of
Blackness are highly-romanticized and the complexity of Blackness has not yet been
truly wrestled with. As a result, there is often insecurity associated with this stage of
Black identity and individuals may appear to be trying to prove their Blackness ("Blacker
than thou syndrome").
4. Internalization is the stage in which individuals feel secure and satisfied with their
Black identity. In this stage, individuals shift away from seeking external validation of
their Blackness (“Am I Black enough?”) to confidence in defining their own personal
standards of Blackness. They shift away from defensiveness and simplistic views of
Blackness and conceptualize Blackness more openly, sophisticatedly, and critically. Their
Black racial salience remains high but they demonstrate a decline in anti-white attitudes
and may endorse a more multicultural understanding of others. Moreover, rage towards
White people shifts to a controlled anger towards systems of oppression. Having resolved
dissonance and achieved inner peace with their Black identity some Blacks may fail to
sustain long-term involvement in Black affairs, however.
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5. Internalization-Commitment in this stage individuals seek ways to be committed to
Black political advancement in the long-term.
(Cross, 1971, pp. 15-24; 1991, pp. 189-223).
In the original Cross model, Black individuals were thought to be in one of these five
different stages at any given moment in their lives and progress through them once. However,
revisions of the Nigrescence Model recognized that individuals may recycle through the stages
as they redefine Blackness at different moments in their life (Parham, 1989). It must be noted
that going through the stages does not imply a singular Black identity. The Nigrescence Model
asserted that some Black individuals may up becoming Black Nationalists or some may become
be multiculturalists in the later stages of their racial identity development, for example.
The Present Study
To summarize, this thesis sought to explore within-race differences in the ethnic and
racial self-concept between Black American Non-Immigrants and Black Immigrants/
Descendants in order to nuance homogenous conceptions of the Black race. The small corpus of
empirical evidence on within-race differences and the broader scholarly literature on Black
immigration illustrate the importance of studying both race and ethnicity. However, the dual
importance of race and ethnicity in self-concept has been recognized in groups other than in
Black Americans. Furthermore, the constructs of race and ethnicity have not been studied as
elements of the whole identity in studies of within-race differences among sub-ethnic groups.
Thus, the thesis aimed to address this gap in knowledge by simultaneously studying
ethnic identity alongside racial identity between Black Immigrants/Descendants and Black
American Non-Immigrants. This thesis investigated based on these differences based on two
questions:
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1. Do Black Americans and Black Immigrants/Descendants differ in their level of ethnic
identity?
2. Do Black Immigrant/Descendants differ in the level of identification with the Black
racial identity?
This thesis did not put forth any formal predictions on the direction of potential
differences between these two groups because there was a lack of empirical data to guide such a
prediction. In terms of ethnic identity, Black Immigrants/Descendants may demonstrate higher
levels of ethnic identity achievement due to having a clearer sense of distinct ancestry and
national origin that may be lost to Black American Non-Immigrants who may feel disconnected
from their historical nationalities and ancestral ties. Another possibility is that Black immigrants
and descendants may demonstrate a less achieved ethnic identity as they struggle to maintain
their distinct ethnicity as they negotiate both Black American and their native cultures. In regards
to racial identity, it is possible that Black immigrants and descendants may demonstrate a less
internalized racial identity because they may perceive racialized incidents differently from their
Black American Non-Immigrant counterparts. Despite these possibilities, the paucity of research
on this subject limited the ability to pose formal hypotheses.
These initial inquiries into potential differences were assessed with the use of an online
survey. The items in the survey were generated following the concepts of ethnic identity and
racial identity in the literature, particularly the Phinney (1989) Multigroup Ethnic Identity Model
and the Cross (1971, 1991) Nigrescence Model. After presenting the research method and
results, the findings are discussed in relation to these models and future research directions are
suggested.
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Chapter 2
Methods
Participants
Recruitment for study participation occurred during the 2018 Fall semester. Information
about the study was distributed in three ways. First, information of the survey was distributed in
group chats of Black student organizations and in on-campus group chats that were primarily
composed of students of color (the author was a member). Secondly, the author sent SMS text
messages to friends and peers he knew identified as Black. Lastly, the author approached peers
and classmates in person to informed them of the survey and inquired about their interest in
participation. It is worth noting that the author is a descendant of West-African Immigrants.
Information about the online survey study and its purpose and voluntary nature was
provided as part of these contacts. Specifically, participants were told that this was a study trying
to explore intra-racial differences among Black populations. All participants were unpaid
volunteers. The method of recruitment was not designed to identify a random sample of
individuals identifying as Black. The only inclusionary criterion for this study was that
individuals self-identified as Black in any capacity on a categorical choice question regarding
race and ethnicity in the demographics section of the survey.
The resulting sample of individuals identifying as Black (N=58) consisted of 19 Black
Americans Non-Immigrants (32.8% of participants) and 39 Black Immigrants/Descendants
(67.2%). Fourteen participants identified with more than one ethnic category. Participants who
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reported having at least one parent who was a first-generation immigrant were classified in the
Immigrant/Descendant group.
Among the Black Immigrant/Descendants, eight (20.5%) were first-generation
immigrants and the majority (n=31; 79.5%) were second-generation immigrants. Among firstgeneration immigrants, the length of time living in the U.S. varied. Half of the first-generation
immigrants reported having spent more than 15 years in the U.S (n=4; 50%); the remainder
reported spending 11 to 15 years (n=2; 25%), 6 to 10 years (n=1; 12.5%), and less than 5 years
(n=1; 12.5%) in the U.S. The Black-identifying immigrants were also asked to report their own
and/or their parents nation of origin. Black Immigrants/Descendants from African nations
comprised of 25.8% of the sample and Black Immigrants/Descendants from Caribbean nations
comprised 37.9% of the sample; 3.5% of Black immigrants reported both African and Caribbean
background.
In addition to reporting how they identified in terms of race and ethnicity, all Blackidentifying individuals were asked to report their age, college classification, and gender. Age was
recorded as a categorical variable and the majority were between the ages of 18 to 25 years
(n=54; 93.1%) with the minority between the ages of 26 to 35 years (n=4; 6.9%). All classes
were represented in this study: 4 first-year students, 3 sophomores, 7 juniors, 17 seniors, 10 fifthyear seniors, and 17 college graduates. In terms of gender, 53.4% of participants identified as a
Woman and 46.6% as a Man.
Procedure
The first page of the survey provided a statement of the study’s purpose and an informed
passive consent statement. Specifically, consent was assumed if the participant continued to the
next pages to complete the survey. The survey did not ask for any personally identifiable
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information. However, participants had the option to provide contact information at the end of
the survey if they were interested in any follow-up research on this topic. If a participant
provided personally identifiable information in an open-ended section of the survey, that
information was deleted after the conclusion of the study.
After deciding to continue with the study past the first page—hence providing passive
consent—participants were presented with the survey questions. There were 37 items: 12
demographic items, 7 strength of ethnic self-identification, and 15 development of racial identity
items. A final set of 3 optional open-ended responses invited participants to offer their general
thoughts on the subject of within race differences among Black ethnic groups.
Demographics Section
Twelve items addressed demographic characteristics of the participant. Specifically,
participants were asked about to report their age, gender, racial identity, ethnic identity, college
classification, university they are attending or graduated from, college major, and cumulative
GPA. For participants who identified as Black Immigrants/Descendants, additional questions
asked them to report their country of origin for themselves and/or their parents, whether they
were born in the U.S, time in U.S (if not born in U.S), and whether their parents were born in the
U.S (if born in the U.S).
Ethnic Identity Section
Seven items addressed ethnic identity. These items were either taken directly or derived
from the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) (Phinney, 1992). These items were
intended to assess the progression of ethnic identity of participants. Specifically, six items
assessed: involvement and exploration of ethnic identity (2 items) and confidence and
commitment in ethnic identity (4 items). These items were rated on a 6-point Likert scale: (1)
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Strongly disagree, (2) Disagree, (3) Weakly disagree (4) Weakly agree, (5) Agree, and (6)
Strongly agree. One of the items asked if participants felt more connected to another culture
rather than their own. As a result, there was one additional open-ended item which asked
participants to indicate culture in question. At the beginning of this section, the participants were
instructed to think about their specific ethnicity and not general Black or diasporic culture.
Racial Identity Section
The racial identity items were largely derived from the Cross (1979, 1991) Racial Identity
Scale. The items had to be adjusted to contain contemporary language. These items assessed both
participants’ stage of racial identity development. There were 15 items which assessed Cross’
three dominant stages of racial identity: the pre-encounter stage (4 items), the immersionemersion stage (6 items), and the internalization stage (5 items). Participants rated these items on
the 6-point Likert scale from (1) Strongly disagree to (6) Strongly agree.
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Chapter 3
Results
The purpose of this thesis was to determine whether Non-Immigrant Black Americans
and Black Immigrants/Descendants differed in two aspects of self-identity: ethnic identity and
racial identity. Because there is a dearth of theory and empirical evidence on intra-racial group
differences, no hypotheses were generated. Rather the aim was to take the first step into a
scientific investigation by describing how these two groups of individuals rated items assessing
ethnic and racial identity. The data analytic plan then was to conduct an item-by-item
independent sample t-tests to determine which items differentiated the groups. The statistics
were conducted using the Statistical Package of the Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 25.
The first objective was to explore if Black American Non-Immigrant and Black
Immigrants/Descendants differed in terms of the strength of their ethnic identity. The second
objective sought to explore differences in racial identity development.
Ethnic Identity
Six independent sample t-tests were conducted using a confidence interval of 95% to
determine significant differences. A significant difference emerged for three of the six ethnic
identity items. Specifically, there was a significant difference in participants' ratings of the extent
to which they agreed that they participate in cultural practices of their own ethnic group. Black
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American Non-Immigrants agreed with this item (M = 4.32, SD = 1.60) less than Black
Immigrants/Descendants (M = 5.18, SD = 1.12) groups, t(56) = -2.39, p = .021
Next, there was a significant difference in participants' ratings of the extent to which they
agreed that they have a clear sense of their ethnic background. Black American Non-Immigrants
(M = 3.84, SD = 1.83) agreed with this statement less than Black Immigrants/Descendants did
(M = 4.90, SD = 1.14), t(56) = -2.69, p = .009.
Finally, there was a significant difference in the extent to which participants agreed with
the statement that they felt more connected to another culture than the culture of the ethnic group
they identified with. Black American Non-Immigrants agreed less with feeling more connected
to another culture other than their own (M = 1.63, SD = 0.90) compared to Black
Immigrants/Descendants (M = 2.38, SD= 1.52), t(54) = -2.37, p = .021. The degrees of freedom
in this last result was corrected for not assuming equal variances.
In contrast, there were no significant differences on the other three ethnic identity items.
That is, there was no significant difference in the extent to which participants agreed with the
statement that they felt lost in their ethnic identity. Black American Non-Immigrants (M = 2.74,
SD = 1.49) and Black Immigrants/Descendants (M = 2.69, SD = 1.63) both reported low levels
of agreement with feeling lost, t(56) = .101, p = .920. Next, there was no significant difference in
the extent to which participants agreed that they spent time trying to learn more about their
ethnic background. Both Black American Non-Immigrants (M = 4.26, SD = 1.59) and Black
Immigrants/Descendants (M = 4.77, SD = 1.36) indicated agreeing modestly with efforts to learn
more about their own ethnic group, t(56) = -1.25, p = .215. Third and finally, there was no
significant difference between the groups for the level of positive regard for their own ethnic
group; Black American Non-Immigrants (M = 5.42, SD = 1.17) and Black
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Immigrants/Descendants (M = 5.64, SD= .74) groups both reported, on average, a high level of
positive regard for their own ethnic group, t(56) = -.87, p = .387.
Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations for Each Group’s Level of Agreement on Ethnic Identity
Items
Group
Items

Black American
Non-Immigrant
(n=19)
M

SD

Black
Immigrants/Descend
ants
(n=39)
M
SD

Participation in
4.32
1.600
5.18
1.121
cultural practices
Clear sense of ethnic
3.84
1.834
4.90
1.142
background
Feeling more
connected to another
1.63
.895
2.38
1.515
culture
Feeling lost in
ethnicity or in2.74
1.485
2.69
1.625
between cultures
Spent time trying to
learn more about
4.26
1.593
4.77
1.366
ethnic group
Happy to be a part of
5.64
.743
5.64
.743
my ethnic group
* p < .05.
**degrees of freedom adjusted to not assume equal variance

95% CI for
Mean
Difference
Lower

Upper

t

df

-1.589

-.138

-2.385*

56

-1.841

-.269

-2.690*

56

-1.390

-.116

-2.369*

54**

-.842

.931

.101

56

-1.315

.303

-1.254

56

-.726

.286

-.871

56

Racial Identity
Fifteen independent sample t-tests were conducted using a confidence interval of 95% to
determine significant differences. There were no significant differences found on any of the
items for any of the stages.
Pre-Encounter Stage. There were no significant differences in any of the items aimed at
capturing the pre-encounter stage of racial identity development. Black American NonImmigrants (M = 1.84, SD = 1.34) and Black Immigrants/Descendants (M = 2.36, SD = 1.51)
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both reported high levels of disagreement with the statement that race was not a big part of their
life, t(56) = -1.08, p = .284. There was no significant difference in the extent to which
participants reported having negative feelings being a member of their racial group. Black
American Non-Immigrants (M = 2.47, SD = 1.78) and Black Immigrants/Descendants (M =
2.08, SD = 1.24) both disagreed with this item, indicating low levels of negative feelings of
being Black, t(56) = .987, p = .328. Furthermore, there was no significant difference in the extent
to which participants reported feeling pressured to make Blackness a larger part of their identity
than they desire. Black American Non-Immigrants (M = 2.47, SD = 1.65) and Black
Immigrants/Descendants (M = 2.85, SD = 1.57) both reported disagreement with the statement
that they felt pressure to make Blackness a larger part of their identity than they desire, t(56) = .837, p = .406.
Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations for Each Group’s Level of Agreement on Pre-Encounter
Stage of Racial Identity Items
Group
Items

Race is not a big part
of my life
The way Blacks
behave will never
result in acceptance
Privately have
negative feelings
about my racial group
Social pressure to
make Blackness a
larger part of my
identity when it
doesn’t need to be
* p < .05.

Black American
Non-Immigrant
(n=19)

Black
Immigrants/Descend
ants
(n=39)
M
SD

M

SD

1.84

1.344

2.36

3.42

1.835

2.47

2.47

95% CI for
Mean
Difference
Lower

Upper

t

df

1.513

-1.336

.302

-1.265

56

2.95

1.413

-.403

1.347

1.081

56

1.775

2.08

1.244

.987

-.408

1.202

56

1.645

2.85

1.565

-.837

-1.264

.519

56
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Immersion-Emersion Stage. Similarly, there were no significant differences on any of the
items aimed at assessing the immersion-emersion stage of racial identity development. That is,
there was no significant difference in the extent to which participants reported agreement with
the importance of symbols of Black pride to them. Black American Non-Immigrants (M = 4.16,
SD = 1.95) and Black Immigrants/Descendants (M = 4.05, SD = 1.49) both reported modest
levels of agreement with importance of symbols of Blackness in their life, t(56) = .231, p = .818.
Secondly, there was no significant difference in the extent to which participants reported
disagreement with feelings of hatred or disdain for the majority culture and/or people. Black
American Non-Immigrants (M = 3.32, SD = 1.64) and Black Immigrants/Descendants (M = 2.67,
SD = 1.42) both reported low-level disagreement with the statement of feeling disdain toward the
majority culture and/or people, t(56) = 1.55, p = .126. In addition, there was no significant
difference in the extent to which participants agreed with feeling that racial liberation could not
occur unless they were guided by principles and values of their racial heritage. Black American
Non-Immigrants (M = 3.89, SD = 1.82) and Black Immigrants/Descendants (M = 3.67, SD =
1.63) both reported low level of agreement with this item, t(56) = .482, p = .632.
Moreover, there was no significant difference in the extent to which participants endorsed
a complete separation of the races as a solution to the race problem. Black American NonImmigrants (M = 1.84, SD = 1.12) and Black Immigrants/Descendants (M = 1.49, SD = .854)
both reported high-levels of disagreement with this item, t(56) = 1.34, p = .186. Similarly, there
was no significant difference in the extent to which participants disagreed with the statement that
it is more important to be connected to their own race more than other races and ethnic groups.
Black American Non-Immigrants (M = 3.42, SD = 1.58) and Black Immigrants/Descendants (M
= 3.10, SD = 1.55) both reported disagreement with feeling pressure to make Blackness a larger
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part of their identity than they desire, t(56) = .730, p = .468. Finally, for the Immersion-Emersion
stage, there was no significant difference in the extent to which participants expressed agreement
with being critical and impatient with most White people as well as Black people who are not
aware of injustice. Black American Non-Immigrants (M = 3.47, SD = 1.47) and Black
Immigrants/Descendants (M = 4.23, SD = 1.51) both reported low levels of agreement with this
item, t(56) = -1.83, p = .076.
Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations for Each Group’s Level of Agreement on ImmersionEmersion Stage of Racial Identity Items
Group
Items

Symbols of Black
Pride are extremely
important to me
Feelings of
animosity toward
majority culture
and/or people
Racial liberation can
only occur if guided
by principles
grounded in our
racial heritage
Solution to race
problem is the
complete separation
of the races
More important to
be connected to my
own race rather than
other backgrounds
Critical/impatient w/
Whites and Blacks
unaware of injustice
* p < .05.

Black American
Non-Immigrant
(n=19)

Black
Immigrants/Descend
ants
(n=39)
M
SD

M

SD

4.16

1.951

4.05

3.32

1.635

3.67

95% CI for
Mean
Difference
Lower

Upper

t

df

1.486

-.818

1.031

.231

56

2.67

1.420

-.187

1.486

1.554

56

1.628

3.67

1.628

-.721

1.177

.482

56

1.84

1.119

1.49

.854

-.176

.886

1.339

56

3.42

1.575

3.10

1.553

.436

-.556

.730

56

3.47

1.467

4.23

1.512

-1.597

.082

-1.806

56
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Internalization stage. As with the other stages, there were no significant differences on
any items aimed at measuring the internalization stage of racial identity development. That is,
there was no significant difference in the extent to which participants reported agreement with
the importance of maintaining both solid racial identity as well as a multicultural perspective.
Black American Non-Immigrants (M = 5.42, SD = .769) and Black Immigrants/Descendants (M
= 5.44, SD = .821) both reported high levels of agreement with importance of a racial identity
and a multicultural perspective, t(56) = -.066, p = .948. In addition, there was no significant
difference in the extent to which participants reported with feeling comfortable with their level of
Blackness and Black Awareness. Black American Non-Immigrants (M = 4.63, SD = 1.17) and
Black Immigrants/Descendants (M = 4.62, SD = 1.04) both indicated agreeing modestly with
comfort with their level of Blackness and Black awareness, t(56) = .053, p = .958.
Furthermore, there was no significant difference in the extent to which participants
agreed that it is easy to think about criticism about socio-political Black ideas and movements
without feeling like a traitor. Black American Non-Immigrants (M = 4.53, SD = 1.31) and Black
Immigrants/Descendants (M = 4.62, SD = 1.41) both reported moderate levels of agreement with
this item, t(56) = -.231, p = .818. There was no significant difference in the extent to which
participants agreed that it is easy for them to openly criticize socio-political Black ideas and
movements without feeling like a traitor. Black American Non-Immigrants (M = 3.53, SD =
1.64) and Black Immigrants/Descendants (M = 4.10, SD = 1.47) both reported a low level of
agreement with this item, t(56) = -1.35, p = .182. Moreover, there was no significant difference
in the extent to which participants expressed agreement in being patient and understanding to
people who do not have their level of racial awareness. Black American Non-Immigrants (M =
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4.42, SD = 1.17) and Black Immigrants/Descendants (M =4.38, SD = 1.21) both reported
moderate agreement with this item, t(56) = .109, p = .914.
Table 4. Means and Standard Deviations for Each Group’s Level of Agreement on Internalization
Stage of Racial Identity Items
Group
Items

Black American
Non-Immigrant
(n=19)

Black
Immigrants/Descend
ants
(n=39)

95% CI for
Mean
Difference

M

SD

M

SD

Lower

Upper

t

df

Importance of solid
racial identity and
multicultural
perspective

5.42

.769

5.44

.821

.225

-.466

-.066

56

Comfortable with
level of Blackness

4.63

1.165

4.62

1.042

-.591

.623

.053

56

Easy to THINK of
criticism of
Blackness w/o
feeling like “traitor”

3.53

1.645

4.10

1.465

-.860

.682

-.231

56

Easy to OPENLY
criticize Blackness
w/o feeling like a
“traitor”

4.53

1.307

4.62

1.407

-1.431

.279

-1.350

56

4.42

1.170

4.38

1.206

-.633

.706

.109

56

Patient with those
who do not have my
level of racial
awareness
* p < .05.

Self-Concept Within the Black Race

31

Chapter 4
Discussion
This purpose of this study was to investigate possible differences in the ethnic and racial
self-concepts of Black American Non-Immigrants and Black Immigrants/Descendants
Historically, studies of race and ethnicity compared racial groups in a homogeneous manner,
overlooking the ethnic variations among individuals who identify as being members of the same
race. Although there has been increasing appreciation of the importance of conceptualizing and
studying variations in the experience and perceptions within groups (Alvarez, 2002; Chun, 1980;
Flores & Huo, 2012; Huo et al., 2005; Jones-Correa & Leal, 1996; Suzuki, 2002), much of this
work focused on individuals who identify as Latinx or Asian and not on individuals who identify
as Black. Two separate literatures—one focused on Black immigrant groups and another on
Black racial identity—provided guidance on ways to begin to explore whether Black American
Non-Immigrants and Black Immigrant/Descendants differ in their ethnic and racial identity. In
general, the findings, based on this convenience sample, suggested some interesting group
differences in ethnic identity but not for racial identity. The implication for these general
findings will be discussed first. Then the implication of the findings for ethnic identity followed
by the implications of the racial identity findings will be discussed.
Overview of Within Race Differences
The most significant finding of this study was that the groups differed on aspects of
ethnic identity, but not in their racial identity. This result suggested that Black American NonImmigrant and Black Immigrant/Descendants manage their racial identity similarly while still
maintaining a distinct process of managing their ethnic identity at the same time. Put differently,
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members of these groups identify with the larger socio-political Black racial category and
manage intrapsychic and interpersonal reactions to racism in a similar fashion, but at the same
time, manage affiliation to their defined ethnic community differently—in accordance with
definitions of Alvarez (2002) derived from Helms and Cook (1999). Although this finding is
preliminary, it is supported by the two-factor theory of Black identity in which Black individuals
are recognized as having multiple social identities that can have different strengths of
identification with each identity (Cross, 1991). This challenged the monolith conception of the
Black race in suggesting that Blacks do not have a homogenous shared ethnicity—which is
implied by the Black Monolith. Furthermore, this preliminary finding—which suggested
different processes of constructing ethnic identity and racial identity—lent support to the existing
within race scholarship which acknowledged the importance of studying both ethnic sub-group
identity and shared pan-ethnic/racial identities (Flores & Huo, 2012; Huo et al., 2005; JonesCorrea & Leal, 1996).
It is interesting to note, however, that this preliminary finding is somewhat inconsistent
with an empirical finding of contained in a within-race group study. Jones-Correa and Leal
(1996) found different levels of identification with pan-ethnic/racial labels among Latinx subgroups. While they did not evaluate pan-ethnic/racial identity using a developmental model, the
strength of identification with a pan-ethnic/racial identity is a common factor between their study
and this present study. In contrast, the Blacks in this preliminary study demonstrate a similar
level of racial identity between ethnic sub-groups. Perhaps, this conflict in findings can be
explained by the high-representation of first-generation immigrants in their sample. When JonesCorrea and Leal (1996) stratified participants responses by generation, they found that panethnicity was more likely to be endorsed similarly among second-generation Latinx sub-groups.
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Second-generation immigrants are likely to assimilate to the marginalized identities that they
racial groups as (Portes et al., 2005).
Ethnic Identity Findings
The results suggested that Black American Non-Immigrant respondents and Black
Immigrant/Descendant respondents differed in some but not all aspects of their ethnic selfconcept in terms of how it was assessed that were queried in the online survey. While the results
were a little ambiguous, they suggested that Black American Non-Immigrants had a somewhat
less achieved ethnic identity than their Black Immigrant/Descendant counterparts. Recall that an
achieved ethnic identity consists of exploration accompanied by an acceptance and clear and
secure understanding of one's ethnic group (Phinney, 1989).
Black American Non-Immigrants endorsed a lower level of participation in their own
cultural group's practices—such as ethnic foods, music, and customs— and less of a clear
understanding of their ethnic background. However, Black American Non-Immigrants reported a
lower level of feeling more connected to another culture other than the one of their ethnic group
compared to their immigrant counterparts. This finding conflicted with the first two findings and
suggests that Black American Non-Immigrant have more commitment to their ethnic identity in
some aspect. Nonetheless, the feeling of being more connected to another culture more than the
one of their ethnic group was moderately disagreed with in Black Immigrants/Descendants
which means a generally moderate level of commitment on this item. Overall, these three
findings then suggest that Black American Non-Immigrants may have a less achieved ethnic
identity due to having a lesser degree of ethnic group exploration and clarity than Black
immigrants/ descendants, despite a conflicting finding.
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In a way, these findings suggested a Black American Non-Immigrants may be more
likely to have a foreclosed ethnic identity; where they have accepted Black culture as their own,
but yet they do not endorse a particularly strong sense of involvement and/or clarity of what their
culture means for them. However, this view must be qualified by their responses to other aspects
of ethnic identity that did not differentiate them from Black Immigrants/Descendants. Both
groups reported high positive regard for their ethnic group and spending time exploring their
own cultural group. Furthermore, both groups rejected the statement, albeit weakly, that they felt
lost regarding in regard to their ethnic identity. Thus, taken together, the pattern of results for
ethnic identity may indicate that both groups have an achieved ethnic identity. However, there
are specific, perhaps nuanced ways that Black American Non-Immigrants feel less fully
embedded in an ethnicity than do Black Immigrants/Descendants and vice versa. However, the
nuanced feeling of not being fully embedded into an ethnicity was stronger for Black American
non-immigrants in this study compared to their immigrant counterparts. Being an immigrant may
highlight certain kinds of differences with members of one’s own ethnicity in the new country
and this may contribute to a somewhat stronger ethnic identity for Black
Immigrants/Descendants relative to Black American Non-Immigrants.
Perhaps this pattern of results should not be surprising. Black Americans have been
disconnected from their original African roots for over 400 years and may still struggle with
what it means to be a distant African descendant in America (Owino, 2014; X & Haley, 1965).
Alongside having developed their own culture within the U.S., socio-cultural movements—such
as the Pan-African movement or more recently the natural hair movement—encourage many
Black Americans Non-Immigrants to embrace their African ancestry. However, many Black
Americans Non-Immigrants do not know their exact exactly where their African bloodline hails
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from. Perhaps the difference in the strength of ethnic clarity may result from Black Americans
Non-Immigrants feeling disconnected from their ancestral culture. In other words, they may
understand that they have a different culture from those who inhabit their ancestral homelands
and yet at the same time their culture (and sub-cultures) are neither positively regarded or
authentically embraced in America. In regards, to the conflicting finding that suggests that Black
Immigrants/Descendants may feel more connected to another culture other than the one of their
own ethnic group, this may stem from living in-between cultures.
However, just as there should not be a focus on a Black Monolith that overestimates
important psychological differences in experience and identity among Blacks, one should not
treat all Black American Non-Immigrants as alike. Indeed, the complexity of these preliminary
findings only underscores the need for a more nuanced understanding of individuals and their
intersectionality of identities (Crenshaw, 1989; Strayhorn, 2013).
Racial Identity Findings
In contrast to the pattern of findings regarding ethnic identity, the two groups did not
differ on any stage of racial identity development based on the Cross (1971) Nigrescence Model.
The survey polled respondents on three of the five racial identity stages Cross proposed—preencounter, immersion-emersion, and internalization. The results suggested a high degree of
similarity between Black American Non-Immigrants and Black Immigrants/Descendants in
terms of Black racial identity development. Specifically, the findings suggested that Black
American Non-Immigrants and Black Immigrants/Descendants both had disagreed with being in
pre-encounter and immersion-emersion stages marked by low-racial salience or extreme and
superficial Black pride and anti-white attitudes. Rather, these findings suggested that members of
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both groups were in the internalization stage which implies a salient Black identity and
multicultural perspectives.
It was possible that Black American Non-Immigrants might have had higher scores than
Black Immigrants/Descendants for both the immersion-emersion and internalization. Black
Americans whose forbearers did not choose to immigrate to the United States were anticipated to
have a higher score on those measures due to the assumption that they have a longer relationship
with the U.S racial stratification system and thus should have a stronger embrace of a racial
identity (Rong & Brown, 2002). Also based on the possibility that immigrants and their
descendants may interpret the racial hierarchy and perceive racism differently (Waters, 1994).
Additionally, intra-generational trauma from slavery and other histories of oppression affects
reactions and the impacts of racism (DeGruy, 2005). Since these groups have had different
histories of slavery and oppression, it is possible that their reactions to racism may be varied
based on these facts.
However, the results from this preliminary finding did not evidence those possibilities.
Rather these preliminary findings suggested having dark skin, regardless of ethnic origin, may
make one's race salient to others and to self especially if non-Blacks do not differentiate among
Black people and if the society generally treats Black individuals poorly (Greer, 2013; Rong &
Brown, 2002). This finding is supported by segmented assimilation theory which asserts that
immigrants will assimilate to specific segments of society based on how they are viewed and
treated—i.e., racialized (Portes et al., 2005). This finding suggests Black
Immigrants/Descendants are racialized in a similar manner as their non-immigrant counterparts.
It was notable, however, that the responses of the two groups appeared to place them in
the internalization stage. Members of both groups agreed that racial identity and multicultural
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perspectives are important, expressed a moderate sense of comfort with Blackness and Black
awareness, endorsed feelings of patience and understanding and generally felt a sense of
solidarity among Blacks. This finding may be explained by the composition of the study's
sample—college-educated Blacks—who volunteered to participate in this study. College can be
an environment that can trigger development in racial identities due to exposure of different
peoples and cultures and to discrimination and racism (Alvarez, 2002; Nsangou & Dundes,
2018). This finding is also supported by the research of Cross (1979) which found the
internalization stage to have the highest scores among Black college students. Additionally, the
high number of second-generation immigrants may have played a role, as aforementioned, since
they are likely to assimilate to marginalize identities (Portes et al., 2005).
Moreover, many of the participants, who were known to the author, tended to be involved
in multicultural affairs on campus which can enhance the development of a racial identity.
Professionals involved in multicultural affairs can support students’ racial identity development
by validating feelings of confusion and anxiety in the encounter stage and providing resources to
express emotions of anger and passion in the immersion-emersion state. Additionally, these
professionals can assist students in defining what their racial identity could mean for them and
push students to have an intersectional awareness which will allow for a more internalized
identity (Alvarez, 2002).
Study Limitations and Future Directions
As a first step in understanding intra-racial group identity differences among Blacks
living in the United States, this study drew attention to a few possibly meaningful differences
between Black ethnic groups. The findings underscored the need for and value in conceptually
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driven, nuanced analysis of what these groups shared and how they differed. However, the
limitations of this study must be acknowledged.
First, the sample was a convenience sample of volunteers whose identity with their race
may have contributed to their willingness to volunteer. Furthermore, the study consisted of a
well-educated sample which may also bear influences on the development of racial and ethnic
identities. In addition, there was perhaps important variations in the characteristics of the Black
Immigrant/Descendants group. For example, there may be important differences in their
experiences, or the experiences of their forebearers, as a function of the nation from which they
or their parents immigrated. Black individuals in the Caribbean nations may share with Black
American Non-Immigrants a family history of being brought to the Americas as slaves. These
group histories may be more shared than Black Africans who may have had forms of slavery
and/or colonial oppression that was different. Of course, racism is worldwide, and the study did
not investigate the specific background experiences of its participants, backgrounds that may
bear on ethnic and racial identity. Future studies should carefully consider how best to
differentiate among groups in order to study their experiences and perceptions. The present study
provided preliminary evidence that such research efforts could be fruitful.
The items used in the survey were selected based on the judgment and interest of the
author. There are many other questions that could have been posed. It was encouraging that
three ethnic identity items did provide some evidence of differentiation among the two groups.
The item selections were guided by conceptual models—Cross (1971) and Phinney (1989)–and a
longer item battery (and larger sample size) would permit psychometric assessment of an ethnic
and/or racial identity questionnaire's construct validity, internal consistency, and test-retest
reliability. By virtue of its preliminary nature, the data analysis focused on item-by-item
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comparisons, which could yield differences that were not actually true differences. Yet, these
preliminary findings suggested that certain features of ethnic identity may be important in
understanding these two groups of Black individuals and provided a basis for future item
development. With longer batteries, it would be possible to test whether sets of items cluster on
factors such as racial identity development, for instance.
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Chapter 5
Conclusion
The color line that DuBois (1900) prophesied remained salient in the 21 st century as race
relations were continually escalated by contemporary issues such as institutionalized racism,
racialized police brutality, and other racial disparities. Many scientific investigations and
conversations about race have been prompted in attempt to unpack the system of the U.S racial
hierarchy and understand its effects on the lived experience of members of different racial
groups. Although it is important to investigate and understand inequalities among racial groups,
it is equally important that scientific endeavors not reduce race relations and the racial dialogue
to pan-ethnic race monoliths. A focus primarily among racial groups masks potentially important
nuances within racial groups and results in this monolithic conception, particularly for the Black
race. As argued in the introduction, the dominant discourse of race relations results in Black
people being viewed in a monolithic manner. The thesis attempted to dissect the Black Monolith
by exploring possible identity differences between ethnicities within the Black race and made
initial steps to differentiate between Black Americans and their counterparts who were first- or
second-generation immigrants. The findings begin to erode the value of the Black Monolith by
uncovering differences in ethnic identity that may capture differences in other aspects of the
lived experience including the social cost of ethnic identities, experiences of racialization and
intra-racial interactions.
In closing, I seek to let the curious reader know that the motivation for this research
stemmed from the laboratory of my life. Being born in the United States and being a descendant
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of Sierra Leonean immigrants, I struggled in negotiating both my ethnic and racial identity. This
research sought to draw attention to the identity struggle I face which may be common in other
second-generation immigrants as our identities become racialized and we live in-between
cultures. I attempted to highlight new ways to think of racial identity and ethnic identity as
distinct, but complementary constructs that can be shaped independently and simultaneously. In
witnessing my own Nigrescence, I have come to better understand how my Black identity exists
alongside my Sierra Leonean identity. It is my hope that the findings from this research may help
make sense of internal conflicts that may be present in other Black sub-populations negotiating
both their ethnicity and their race.
I believe the tensions that exists among Black ethnic groups is, in part, to an implicit
belief in a Black Monolith. As Black people, we may oversimplify our own experiences in the
spirit of racial solidarity. While this has good intentions, it can often lead to frustration when
there is a lack of cooperation and resistance, especially among Black immigrants, to converge
toward a singular Black identity which may implicitly overlook important cultural and historical
differences inherent to these ethnic identities. This research hopes to inspire better solidarity
among Black ethnic groups by helping us to see, understand, and honor the ethnic differences
that exist among us. In having a better understanding of how Black ethnic groups can see and
experience their Blackness differently, we can reduce miscommunication between us which
results from neglecting these nuances in our identities and thus allow for better collaboration. It
is my humble hope that this thesis could offer this more nuanced understanding which may have
profound implications for racial solidarity.
As a young scholar, I am aware, however, that I had neither the tools nor the knowledge
to fully uncover the potential ground-breaking implications for this topic. Nonetheless, let this
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thesis demonstrate that I was willing to essay a shot in the dark in pursuit of new findings. This
research attempted to pave a way into examining intra-racial differences by exploring the ethnic
and racial complexities that exist within Black race as a microcosm. My humblest hope is that
this thesis may add to the larger race scholarship and may instigate new conversations that will
allow us to glance within the color lines of the 21 st century.
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Appendix A
Demographics Questionnaire
General Demographic Information
*Indicates Required Question
1. What is your age? (select one) *
a) Under 18
b) 18 to 25
c) 26 to 34
d) 35 to 50
e) over 50
2. To which gender identity do you most identify with? (select one) *
a) Man
b) Woman
c) Gender Variant/ Nonconforming
d) Prefer not to specify
e) Prefer to self-describe (please indicate in space below in "other")
f) Other:_____
3. What racial/ethnic identity do you identify with? (check all that apply) *
Description: "Black American" your family history traces back to U.S Slavery. "Afro
Caribbean" you are an immigrant from a Caribbean country and you are classified as Black
in the U.S or you were born here, but your parents and/or grand parents have immigrated
from any Caribbean Country. "African" you are an immigrant from any African country and
you are classified as Black in the U.S or you were born here, but your parents and/or grand
parents have immigrated from any African country.
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)
h)
i)
j)

Black American/ African-American
Black Caribbean/ Afro-Caribbean
Black African
Latinx / Hispanic
Asian/Pacific Islander
Middle Eastern
Native American/
American Indian
White/ Caucasian
I prefer to self-describe (please indicate below in "other"):
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4. What is your classification in college? (select one) *
a) Freshman/ First Year
b) Student
c) Sophomore
d) Junior
e) Senior
f) Fifth Year
g) Senior
h) Graduated
i) Did not attend
j) Other:
5. Are you currently enrolled or have you graduated from Penn State? (select one) *
a) Yes
b) No
6. If no, please list institution that you are
attending/graduated from: _________
7. What is/are or was/were your major(s)? *
(If not applicable, put N/A):__________
8. What range does/did your cumulative GPA fall into? (select one) *
a) 4.00 to 3.80
b) 3.79 to 3.50
c) 3.49 to 3.00
d) 2.99to 2.50
e) 2.49 to 2.00
f) Below 2.00
g) Prefer not to answer
h) Nonapplicable
Caribbean/African Demographic Information
Description: If you indicated Black American and not Afro-Caribbean, African, or Latinx, skip
this section and continue to the next one. If you indicated Afro Caribbean, African, or Latinx,
please answer the following:
9. Which country or countries are you and/or
your relatives from?_____________
10. Were you born in the U.S? (select one)
a) Yes
b) No
c) Other:_______
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11. If you were not born in the U.S, how long have you lived in the U.S? (select one)
(If you were born in the U.S please skip this question)
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

0 to 5 years
6 to 10 years
11 to 15 years
15 years and over
Other:_______

12. Were your parents born in the U.S? (select one)
a) Yes
b) No
c) I don't know
d) Other:_______
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Appendix B
Ethnic Identity Items
Description: These statements are geared towards understanding how much you identify with
your specific ethnicity within the African Diaspora given your family background and history.
These questions are NOT referring to engaging with a "General Black or Diaspora Culture".
Please Indicate whether or not you: Strongly disagree (1), Disagree (2), Weakly disagree (3),
Weakly agree (4), Agree (5), Strongly agree (6) to the following statement
*Indicates Required Question
13. I participate in cultural practices of my own group, such as special food, music, or customs. *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

14. I have spent time trying to find out more about my ethnic group, such as its history,
traditions, and customs. *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

15. I have a clear sense of my ethnic background and what it means for me. *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

16. I am happy to be a part of my ethnic group. *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

17. I feel like I'm either lost, in "limbo", or in-between cultures without a strong sense of a
specific cultural pride. *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

18. I feel more connected to another culture than my own ethnic group. *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

19. If you agreed on any level to the above question please indicate the culture:________
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Appendix C
Racial Identity Items
Description: Please Indicate whether or not you: strongly disagree (1), Disagree (2), Weakly
disagree (3), Weakly agree (4), Agree (5), Strongly agree (6) to the following statements:
*Indicates Required Question
20. I acknowledge race, but it is not a big part of my life.
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

21. The way some of Black people are behaving we will never be accepted *
("Black People" refers to the Black race in general in this case)
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

22. Privately, I sometimes have negative feelings about being a member of my ethnic/racial
group.*
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

23. I feel social pressure to make Blackness a much larger part of my identity when I don't feel
like it has to be *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

24. The way I dress, my hair style, and other symbols of Black Pride are extremely important to
me.
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

25. I find myself feeling a hatred and disdain for the majority culture and/or people more times
than not *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

26. We cannot truly be free as a people until our daily lives are guided by values and principles
grounded in our ethnic/racial heritage *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree
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27. The solution to the race problem is a complete separation of the races *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

28. I believe it is important to have both an ethnic identity and a multicultural perspective,
because this connects me to other groups (Blacks, Hispanics, Asian Americans, Whites, Jews,
LGBTQ, American Indians, etc.) *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

29. I believe it is more important to be connected to with individuals of my own ethnic/racial
group rather than all cultural backgrounds*
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

30. I tend to be rather critical and impatient with most White people as well as Black people who
are not aware of injustice *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

31. I feel at ease and comfortable with my level of Blackness and Black Awareness *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

32. It is easy for me to OPENLY criticize issues, movements, dominant ideas of Blackness
without feeling like a "traitor"*
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

33. It is easy for me to THINK of some criticisms of issues, movements, dominant ideas of
Blackness without feeling like a "traitor" *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree

34. I am patient and understanding toward people who do not have my level of awareness *
Strongly Disagree

1

2

3

4

5

6

Strongly Agree
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