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Abstract
Racism continues to reveal disastrous effects on the Black community. There exists no behavior-analytic literature with a specific
focus on ending Black psychological suffering due to continual acts of violence perpetrated against the community. I present a
behavioral model to promote Black psychological liberation, infusing preestablished frameworks of Black psychology and
cultural healing practices with acceptance and commitment therapy. The model addresses behaviors observed within systemic
and internalized racism.
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Anti-Blackness

We want our bodies back. We want them returned to
mothers; without blood, without brains exposed.
Without humiliation, without bruises, without glass,
without fire. We want our bodies back. We want our
cities back.Wewant our culture back.Wewant our land
back. We want our streets back. We want our freedom.
We want our justice.
—Jessica Care Moore, poet

Black psychology is defined as the study of Black behav-
ioral patterns (Smith, 1974). The study of Black behavioral
patterns dates back to the work of Francis C. Sumner, also

regarded as the father of Black psychology. The blueprint
continued with pioneers like Inez Prosser, Herman Canady,
Mamie Clark, Kenneth Clark, Martin B. Jenkins, Alberta
Banner Turner, and Maxie Clarence Maultsby Jr., who were
vital in promoting Black psychology and moving away from
the standard Western European model of pathology and ex-
ploitation unfairly bestowed upon them by white leaders who
perpetuated racism in academic and clinical spaces (APA,
n.d.; Jamison, 2018). To date, Black psychologists have cre-
ated theories and frameworks tailored to the Black community
using relative and culturally specific teachings that improve
their own lives (Baldwin, 1979; Chimezie, 1975; Clark et al.,
1975; Turner & Jones, 1982).

There existed, and continues to exist, a need for the Black
community to have contextually relevant frameworks and in-
terventions directly from professionals who are similar to
them (Abrams et al., 2020; Awad et al., 2020; Cabral &
Smith, 2011; Chimezie, 1975; Delgado & Stefanic, 2001).
In particular, Black Americans have a unique shared learning
history that extends to this country’s founding. The long-
running history of violence, genocide, eugenics, and other
oppressive practices that the Black community endured, and
in some areas continues to endure, will require an approach
that seeks to remediate the damage, both tangible and psycho-
logical. Critical race theory (Delgado et al., 2012) tells us that
taking a color-blind approach to human behavior reveals a
failure to include an individual’s learning history and personal
cultural context that may impact their worldview and actions.
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Although the damage from racism can never be repaired, there
needs to exist a model for Black liberation that can be objec-
tively measured and defined for the individual and the com-
munity. I aim to offer a framework and suggestions for quan-
tifying and targeting behaviors to encourage Black psycholog-
ical liberation in the service of actualizing freedom.

Defining the Problem

Although this article will outline a model of liberation, it is
essential to frame the environmental contingencies that exist
as a threat to the Black community to both achieving emanci-
pation that would include freedom from incarceration; access
to equitable housing, education, wealth, and health care; and
engaging in discrete behaviors that would help to produce
such an impact. The biggest threat to Black liberation is struc-
tural racism; in fact, it can be considered the antithesis of it.
The etiology of structural racism inAmerica begins in the 15th
century and expands in the 17th century with the first docu-
mented heinous acts inflicted upon Indigenous and Black per-
sons, which include, but are not limited to, colonization, in-
doctrination, rape, and murder (Solly, 2020). Structural racism
refers to the norming of hegemonic whiteness and hierarchical
classifications as part of a relational network that benefits
those who are phenotypically white and/or white identifying.
Structural racism describes the embodiment of inequitable
practices within institutions or systems and includes policies
that disproportionately impact individuals who fall outside of
the social categorization of whiteness (Lawrence & Kelcher,
2004).

It would be non-behavior analytic to fail to note that while a
system of oppression (hereafter referred to as “the system”)
exists, it does not run or exist without the permission and
action of living individuals. The system was created through
language and defined by a verbal community that shaped and
reinforced concrete discriminatory practices and behaviors.
Therefore it is the verbal community that maintains systemic
oppression, and it remains each individual’s responsibility to
assess their own behaviors that help to keep the system work-
ing as designed.

Also necessary to frame is anti-Black racism. Anti-Black
racism captures structural, systemic, and individual racism;
however, it directly targets individuals who are socially catego-
rized as Black. The impact of structural racism and anti-
Blackness is well researched (Greer, 2011; Helms, 2006;
Jones et al., 2013; Maxwell et al., 2014; Utsey, 1999).
Examples of the impacts of racism and race-related stress in-
clude health disparities and injustices, environmental racism,
higher incarceration rates, heightened homelessness, negative
emotional responses, internalized racism or self-stigma, anxi-
ety, depression, and lower life satisfaction (Graham et al., 2015;
Jones et al., 2007; Utsey et al., 2008). Racism is clearly a

socially significant issue for everyone, including behavior
analysts.

Defining Black Liberation

The idea of freedom is inspiring. But what does it mean?
If you are free in a political sense but have no food,
what’s that? The freedom to starve?
—Angela Davis, activist https://www.alternativeradio.
org/products/dava013

This section’s title evokes the question “Can Black libera-
tion be defined?” The short answer is yes. Black liberation, as
a defined practice, has roots in both psychology and theology.
According to Black liberation theology founder James Hal
Cone, Black liberation is “the affirmation of Black humanity
that emancipates Black people from racism and confronts is-
sues that are part of the reality of Black oppression" (Lincoln,
1974, as cited in Azibo, 1994, p. 336). Black liberation psy-
chology, to Azibo (1994), proposes a new way of living free
from white supremacy by honoring African and Indigenous
cultural practices.

Liberation also has roots in the behavior-analytic literature
and has previously been defined. Skinner (1953) discussed free-
dom, in relation to government, as the absence of aversive
controls. He regarded the temporal nature of aversive conse-
quences as either immediate or deferred. This means a person
may experience an aversive stimulus in their current environ-
ment or may experience it in their environment at a later time.
Goldiamond (1976) expanded this work, referring to freedom
in the context of the availability of choice. The availability and
number of genuine choices constitute the degree of freedom the
individual actually holds. In his work, the greater the degree of
freedom, the lower the degree of coercion or aversive conse-
quences that are present (p. 36). Though Black people are tech-
nically free in our global society, the degree to which this is true
must be considered.

For this article, I consider Black liberation as a concept,
value, and outcome that can be actualized for the group and
individual.TheCombaheeRiverCollective, aBlack feminist
organization named after Harriet Tubman’s raid that freed
750 enslaved people, imagined liberation as the destruction
of thepolitical-economicsystemsofcapitalism, imperialism,
and patriarchy. Baum (2017) referred to freedom as the re-
duction of imprisonment and enslavement. As a concept,
Black liberation may initially seem abstract and nonbehav-
ioral; however, it can be conceptualized behaviorally as both
a tact and a mand. Black liberation as a concept is helpful to
describe behaviors that are important to the group. For in-
stance, tacting or defining Black liberation may be the
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freedom to go for a run without being murdered (and also a
mand). For this to be true, others—and in this specific exam-
ple, white people—must provide consequences that rein-
force freedom in this context.

Black liberation as a value is similar to the concept; how-
ever, it can further verify the individual’s connection to the
term. Values are defined as “rules that function as verbal mo-
tivating operations that increase or decrease the effectiveness
of stimuli as reinforcers or punishers, thereby supporting overt
behaviors that produce those stimuli” (Tarbox et al., 2020, p.
3). If someone has self-identified Black liberation as a value, it
will likely promote behaviors in the service of freedom of
oneself or the community. Behavior in the service of freedom
of one’s self is regarded as self-liberation. It involves
reclaiming autonomy and rejecting oppressive systems that,
to some degree, have controlled their behaviors in the past. As
a value, self-liberation may entail an individual intentionally
setting conditions to evoke their own behavior that, as a result
of rule-governed behavior and aversive contingencies, may
have previously been punished (Duttry, 2014)—for example,
calling out racism in real time, dressing and speaking in ways
that are authentic to one’s culture, and self-advocacy, despite
being met with an aversive consequence from others. Black
liberation in service of the freedom of one’s community is
referred to as collective liberation. Collective liberation in-
cludes efforts that positively enhance the shared experience
of the group. For example, a person who values collective
Black liberationmay bemore likely to support Black-led com-
munity organizations and voices financially or through volun-
teerism (Ramone, 2014).

As an outcome, Black liberation speaks to dismantling all
barriers that specifically and disproportionately impact the
community. Though the enslavement and forced labor of
Black people technically ended in 1865, the results are still
residual (DeGruy, 2005; Wilkins et al., 2012), and the tenets
of racism and oppression are still present in today’s society.
Michelle Alexander (2010) discussed the function of new
laws and practices, such as mass incarceration, as equivalent
to the function of slavery. Other residual effects include resi-
dential segregation, workforce discrimination such as steering
Black people into limited-mobility career positions, and elec-
toral oppression such as voter suppression and racial
gerrymandering (Bonilla-Silva, 2013). All the aforementioned
examples reinforce the maintenance of white supremacy and
privilege and, in turn, further oppress Black people, similarly
to chattel slavery. Some critical outcomes of Black liberation
efforts include BlackAmericans receiving reparations, closing
the wealth gap, closing the health care gap, and ending mass
incarceration.

Black liberation regarded as a concept, value, and outcome
is intentional in this text, and these should remain intercon-
nected. Should Black liberation be considered a concept
alone, one may fail to engage in the values-directed actions

of advocating for and demanding external change in organi-
zations at local, state, and federal levels. I argue that Black
liberation is both attainable and accessible. I further contend
that behavior analysts can attend to and behave in favor of
Black liberation. Behavior analysts have an ethical obligation
to address socially significant problems (Wolf, 1978), and
therefore we have an ethical obligation to address our
American legacy of 400 years of oppression.

Role of Black Behavior Analysts in Black
Liberation

In 1979, Joseph Baldwin called for Black psychologists to
concede their role in maintaining oppressive systems and take
up their place as coconspirators for Black liberation. His essay
later served as marching orders for other Black professionals
to develop culturally relevant interventions for the
community’s advancement. We as Black behavior analysts
also have a duty to our community to ensure we are not com-
plicit in systemic oppression. Whether we are Black aca-
demics, Black clinicians, Black researchers, or Black profes-
sors, we must ensure we are vocal and working toward a
collective solution for Black freedom. The Black
community’s needs cannot be better tacted by anyone else
other than members of the Black community. It is a necessary
burden that we remain on the front lines of defining and en-
suring our emancipation. Although it is not a burden that is
ours to bear alone, we must be steadfast in crafting solutions
that embody the needs and the cultural contingencies unique
to our people. In addition to other racial groups, we will need
to engage in the work necessary to consider how we have
personally been impacted by racism and how racism reveals
itself in the way we work and show up in the world. We will
need to address the desire to rely onwhite European ideals and
standards to “save” our community and ourselves. We will
also need to confront how we choose models for our behavior.
This work will not be without its challenges, so it will be
necessary to offer a personal commitment to Black liberation.
While we stand firmly against racism, we must stand firmly
for liberation.

Internalized Racism and Anti-Blackness

Internalized racism is defined as the resignation to “attitudes,
beliefs, ideologies, and stereotypes created by the dominant
white society as being true about one’s racial group” (Molina
& James, 2016, p.2). Internalized racism is not separate from
structural racism; it is part of it and a by-product of it.
Examples of internalized racism and anti-Blackness may in-
clude, but are not limited to, beliefs that Black people are
inferior to other racial groups, naturally less attractive, less
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intelligent, or more violent. It may also include non-Black
people as inherently delicate, smart, beautiful, well spoken,
positive, and upbeat. Internalized racism may even sound like
an individual saying Black people should dress a certain way
to be deemed respectable to other people. In this regard, it
maintains that other racial group characteristics are the norm,
and Blackness, and its many presentations, is not. The belief
of Blackness only existing in comparison to another racial
group or culture, more specifically whiteness, may also speak
to the internalization of racism. This is taught through verbal
behavior—that the individual is not free to define themselves
on their own and must rate and organize their behavior to
emulate that of others. Existing as a comparative marker to
other groups denies the uniqueness and autonomy of the
Black community.

Internalized racism can be conceptualized using mul-
tiple behavior-analytic processes. For example, rule-
governed behavior applies to this concept, even when
the rules related to whiteness as normative are arbitrary
and false (e.g., “If a person is light skinned, they are
good looking”). It also can be understood using rela-
tional frame theory (Fig. 1; Dixon et al., 2003).
Racism is equivalent to a social caste system, which is
embedded in hierarchical framing. Internalized oppres-
sion then speaks to learning comparative frames regard-
ing others and oneself (e.g., “White people are better
looking than Black people”). Given the behavioral liter-
ature on derived relational networks, Black people will
not merely “unlearn” what we were taught about our-
selves, one another, and our cultural behaviors in rela-
tion to other races. Figure 2 depicts a relational network
including African American Vernacular English (AAVE)
that is likely common among Black Americans.
Relational networks, however, can be expanded, which
may evoke variability in responding, but previous

learning will not be erased. Therefore, Black liberation
is not about getting rid of relational frames but more
about changing our relationship to the content by
adding to our networks and shifting behavioral patterns
as a result.

Additionally, a four-term contingency model can be
useful for behaviorally analyzing internalized racism and
anti-Black behaviors. Figures 3, 4 and 5 depict four-
term contingencies, including conditional discrimina-
tions, which bring specific contingencies under contex-
tual control (Cooper et al., 2019). In each, one may
view a conditional sample as skin color (i.e., being in
the presence of a white or Black person). In Fig. 3, in
the presence of a white person, the Black speaker se-
lects an "incorrect" response (i.e., speaks in AAVE),
resulting in punishment or error correction. In Fig. 4,
in the presence of a white person, the Black speaker
selects the “correct response” (i.e., speaks in English
Standard Language) and receives reinforcement. In Fig.
5, in the presence of a Black person, the Black speaker
speaks in AAVE and contacts reinforcement. In each of
these examples, the conditional sample (i.e., the skin
color of the person present) then serves as a reflexive
conditioned motivating operation for the Black speaker
in the future. In addition, each of these examples serves
as a context for the Black speaker to derive a rule about
how they “should” or “shouldn’t” talk, based on who is
present.

It is important to note that these behaviors can be
evoked without direct training. Through verbal behavior
processes of arbitrarily applicable derived relational
responding (e.g., being told about the contingencies
outlined in the previous example), an individual’s be-
havior may fall under the same control. Should an in-
dividual experience this contingency directly, it will

White People

Non-Black People of 
Color

Black People

More 
than 

Less than

More than 

Less than

Less
than

More
than 

Fig. 1 Behavioral sample of internalized racism using comparative
relational framing. Note. An individual may have been taught white
people are more (any adjective can be filled in) than Black and other
people of color. Also, non-Black people are more (adjective) than

Black people. With this teaching, one derives that Black people are less
(adjective) than both non-Black people of color and white people. The
solid lines in this figure represent relations that have been directly trained,
whereas the dotted lines represent derived relations (not directly trained)
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likely strengthen (or create) the rule of shifting linguis-
tic behavioral patterns in the presence of certain stimuli.
Therefore, understanding rule generation and other com-
plex verbal processes can be helpful in understanding
overt behaviors as an outcome of internalized racism.

Once an individual has acquired relational networks
that include frames of reference to their own identity,
they may, in turn, enact behaviors that are the same as

or similar to those of the dominant group against others
in their own racial group as a response to an established
“rule.” This may lead to delivering consequences or
enacting behaviors that may be aversive to their own
group and simultaneously reinforce structural and sys-
temic racism. Black people who are victims of racism
can also become perpetrators of it through this process.
To much dismay, a person who exhibits behaviors

African 
American 

Vernacular 
English

Worse 
Than

Different 
than

Spoken By

Type of

Sounds 
Like

Similar to Uneducated

English 
Standard 
Language

Ghetto

Black 
People

Language

Foreign 
Language

Same as

Ebonics

Fig. 2 Example of a network of relational framing behavior surrounding African American Vernacular English

Fig. 3 Direct and Indirect Teaching of Culturally Acceptable Behaviors
Example of a potential four-term contingency wherein the individual
experiences direct aversive consequences for speaking in African
American Vernacular English (AAVE). VB is an acronym for verbal
behavior. Verbal behavior is defined as behavior strengthened or
weakened through consequences provided by other persons (Skinner,
1957). SP+ is an acronym for positive punishment. SP+ is a stimulus

added to the environment that decreases the likelihood of behavior occur-
ring in the future. SP- is an acronym for negative punishment. SP- is a
stimulus removed from the environment that decreases the likelihood of
behavior occuring in the future.Note. The likelihood of using this modal-
ity of speaking in the future decreases, and the individual may derive a
new rule
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representative of those who fall outside of their racial
category may experience a more positive sense of self,
as engaging in these behaviors creates a context for the
individual to relate themselves as “different from” (i.e.,
relational framing in terms of distinction) other mem-
bers in their racial classification. Members of the group
who display behaviors in alignment with their own op-
pression may also receive positive reinforcement from
those of dominant identity groups (or other racial mi-
nority groups) in the form of social praise or other
conditioned reinforcers. For example, a Black person
who verbally chastises other Black people in a public,
predominately white forum may be praised as being
“one of the good ones.” With the signaling of reinforce-
ment for Black individuals who perpetuate anti-

Blackness, this may be a strong competing reinforcer
for Black liberation. Although it may serve as
immediate reinforcement, and to the individual could
potentially be tacted as self-liberation, it hinders prog-
ress on behalf of the collective and impacts the individ-
ual’s psychological liberation.

Last, as a necessary reminder, achieving freedom does not
solely rest on the oppressed. Although this model includes a
collaborative effort for Black people to advance collective and
individual freedom, the responsibility of ensuring freedom
still rests on a collective of white individuals with social and
political power, who created the system as a means for advan-
tage and cultural preservation. Even if found to be of utility to
the Black community, a psychological model could never
replace the necessity to dismantle structural racism and white

Fig. 4 Rule derivation that may be assessed as part of the standard
contingency model. CMO-R, which stands for reflexive conditioned
motivation operation, "alters the value of its own removal (or continued
presence) as a type of reinforcement (or punishment) and alters the
probability of behaviors occurring that have previously been associated
with these consequences." (Langthorne andMcGill, 2009, pg. 26). ESL is
an acronym for English Standard Language. Sr+ is an acronym for pos-
itive reinforcement. Sr+ is a stimulus added to the environment that in-
creases the likelihood of behavior occurring in the future. Sr- is an

acronym for negative reinforcement. Sr- is a stimulus removed from the
environment that increases the likelihood of behavior occuring in the
future.Note. Rule governance involves verbal antecedents and behavior
that is not directly trained. Additionally, rule governance can be strength-
ened following the consequences of certain behaviors. In this case, the
rule that one must speak in English Standard Language when white peo-
ple are present, followed by positive or negative reinforcement, an indi-
vidual may emit confirmatory verbal behavior of the rule in the future, as
well as deriving additional new race-related rules

Fig. 5 Example of a four-term contingency surrounding the behavior of
speaking in African American Vernacular English (AAVE) around black
individuals. CMO-R, which stands for reflexive conditioned motivation
operation, "alters the value of its own removal (or continued presence) as
a type of reinforcement (or punishment) and alters the probability of
behaviors occurring that have previously been associated with these con-
sequences." (Langthorne and McGill, 2009, pg. 26).ESL is an acronym
for English Standard Language.Sr+ is an acronym for positive

reinforcement. Sr+ is a stimulus added to the environment that increases
the likelihood of behavior occurring in the future.Sr- is an acronym for
negative reinforcement. Sr- is a stimulus removed from the environment
that increases the likelihood of behavior occuring in the future.Note.
Similar to the functional relations depicted in Fig. 4, this four-term con-
tingency both establishes race-related behavior and serves as a context to
derive rules surrounding such behavior
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Table 1 Internalized racism and rule-governed behavior scale

Statement Example Scoring criteria Score

I believe some stereotypes about
Black people are true.

Black people are loud. 0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

If Black people are well dressed and
groomed, they have a better chance to
gain the respect of other races.

Black people should pull up their pants and not
expose their private parts.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

I am suspicious of a large group of
Black people in certain areas.

If I see a large group of Black people while in an
inner city, I move away.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

I emit protective behaviors when I see a
group of Black people approaching,
depending on where I am.

I start walking slower or faster to my car/destination. 0: I do not do this.
1: Sometimes I do this.
2: Generally I do this.

I generally ascribe attractiveness to
light-skinned Black people.

If I see a group of multitoned Black
women, I visually attend to the
lighter skinned woman.

0: I do not do this.
1: Sometimes I do this.
2: Generally I do this.

At work, the approval of my work from
white colleagues and supervisors is important.

I look for feedback from white peers/colleagues
to indicate that I am doing a good job.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

I struggle to trust Black people in
leadership positions.

I think Black people in leadership
positions have a hidden agenda.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

In public, I feel ashamed when Black people
talk loud or yell.

I look at other non-Black people to observe
their reactions and shake my head to
show disagreement with the actions of
the loud Black people.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

When choosing a professional service
provider, I am more likely to select
someone who is non-Black.

I will hire a non-Black accountant even when
I have found a Black accountant with
equal skills and abilities.

0: I do not do this.
1: Sometimes I do this.
2: Generally I do this.

I prefer to live in a mixed neighborhood
or non-Black neighborhood.

When looking for a new home, I will choose
a mixed or non-Black neighborhood
instead of one that is predominantly Black.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

Natural hair is not professional or upscale. Black people should wear their hair straight. 0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

Black people must code-switch
to get ahead in life.

Black people must use English Standard
Language to succeed.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

Black people need to fix their own issues
before demanding it of other races.

Black people need to regulate gun
violence before demanding the
end of police violence.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

Black people are their own worst enemy. Black people are the reason for
their own demise.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

Black people are less professional
than other races.

Black people are late and rude and do
not render adequate services.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

Black people are like crabs in a barrel. Black people do not want to see one
another succeed and will sabotage
someone who is excelling.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

Black people who cannot/do not code-
switch are ghetto or uneducated.

When Black people speak with incorrect
English Standard Language, I judge
their intelligence or correct them.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

If a group of Black men pass me
on the street, I feel nervous.

My heart rate increases when a group of
Black men are walking past me.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

Black women have attitude problems. Black women complain for no reason. 0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

Black people are not safe when
they leave the house.

Black people risk being assaulted, jailed,
or murdered when they leave their homes.

0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.
0: I do not believe this.
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supremacy to produce the outcomes of Black liberation. Non-
Black people of color also have a responsibility to dismantle
anti-Black oppression (Li, 2020). Though this topic is beyond
this article’s scope, behavior analysts may pull from previous
behavior-analytic literature for a model of recognizing power
dynamics (Mattaini, 2017).

Behavior-Analytic Considerations
for Internalized Racism and Anti-Black
Behaviors

As with working with any individual, behaviors to consider
would be based on and chosen by that person. Self-selection
of behaviors and autonomy are vital components to consider
when addressing individuals with a history of aversive so-
cially mediated consequences. Self-selection refers to the
presence of motivating operations that produce an evocative
effect for the selection of certain behavior. Behavior ana-
lysts may also pull from the literature on self-management
to assist individuals who have self-selected behaviors for
change (Cooper et al., 2019, p. 683). Self-management is
“the personal application of behavior change tactics that
produce a desired improvement in behavior” (Cooper
et al., 2019). Black individuals may monitor their own be-
havior in relation to internalized racism, both public and
private, and take action to change the manipulable stimuli
in their environment so their behavior changes in values-
consistent ways. An example may be an individual who
self-monitors a shift of linguistic behaviors in the presence
of non-Black individuals, who then may provide a prompt
and reshift back to their natural tongue.

An individual who has internalized racism or displays anti-
Black behaviors (which is likely every person who has been
part of a racist environment at some point in their learning
history) may first need to label rules or objectively define
behaviors they engage in that have been taught and reinforced
by non-Black people (and potentially other Black people).
This will require flexibility and honesty. Approaching inter-
nalized racism is likely to prove challenging, as a person may

display what psychologists call cognitive dissonance, which
refers to changing an evaluation in a direction congruent with
a preexisting frame of reference (Festinger, 1957; Osgood &
Tannenbaum, 1955). Therefore, internalized racism or anti-
Black behaviors may not be easily tacted, or they may be
denied even when new evidence is presented. Behavior ana-
lysts may assist by working to define examples of internalized
racism and anti-Black actions (Table 1).

Collective and Racial Trauma

Racism has been found to cause psychological stress and trau-
ma for Black Americans (Pieterse et al., 2012). Trauma, as it
relates to racial tension, is referred to in the literature as racial
trauma. Racial trauma is defined as reactions to dangerous
events related to real or perceived experiences of racial dis-
crimination (Comas-Díaz et al., 2019). Comas-Díaz and
Neville further outlined events such as threats of harm or
injury, slavery, humiliation and shaming, witnessing or hear-
ing about events, systemic oppression, community and police
violence. The impact of racial trauma may be observed as
anger, headaches, depression, chest pains, back pains, hyper-
vigilance/arousal, sleep disturbance, and ulcers (Truong &
Museus, 2012).

Collective trauma is defined as a shared learning history of,
or psychological reaction to, a traumatic event that affects an
entire society (Hirschberger, 2018). Events included in collec-
tive trauma are genocide, mass shootings, wars, terrorism,
forced migration, natural disasters, and slavery. The impact
of collective trauma for individuals may include sleep distur-
bance, hypervigilance, isolation/withdrawal, irritability, an-
ger, guilt, self-doubt, avoidance, negative emotions andmood,
flashbacks, and excessive activity levels (APA, 2013b). The
impact of collective trauma also may include passing down
culturally derived teachings and traditions about threats that
promote group preservation, amplifying existential concerns,
and increasing motivation to remember the trauma as a sym-
bolic system of meaning (Comas-Díaz et al., 2019). During
periods of collective trauma, community members may feel a

Table 1 (continued)

Statement Example Scoring criteria Score

Black people should avoid speaking about
topics and using colloquialism that
reinforces Black stereotypes.

Black people should not speak about
topics that reinforce Black stereotypes.

1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

Black people will never receive liberation. Black people will always suffer from racism. 0: I do not believe this.
1: Sometimes I believe this.
2: Generally I believe this.

Note. This is an example of using outlining behaviors that may reflect internalized racism and anti-Blackness. Behavior analysts may develop behavioral
scales that can help an individual determine which anti-Black behaviors to change

Behav Analysis Practice (2022) 15:1050–1065 1057



more profound sense of connection to other community
members.

For Black people, understanding the impacts of both racial
and collective trauma may serve as a useful tool to identify
when responding to environmental stimuli that may be acting
as race-related stressors. Racial trauma may be present even
when wemay not be aware of it. Often, we do not realize daily
stressors that may affect our psychological or physiological
health (APA, 2013a). Collective trauma may reveal itself
when stories or videos emerge of state-sanctioned violence
initiated by police officers. Research confirms that there is a
prolonged mental impact after viewing police killings of un-
armed Black men, even 1 or 2 months after the initial expo-
sure. This is not the case for white respondents (Bor et al.,
2018).

An Integrative Behavioral Model for Black
Psychological Liberation

Utilizing existing models of acceptance and commitment
therapy (ACT), storytelling, and a functionally appropriate
trauma-focused lens allows clinicians to use tools readily at
our disposal that honor the ancestral spirit of the Black com-
munity which can potentially promote Black liberatory behav-
iors. Although a term such as “ancestral spirit” may sound
unconventional to behavior analysts, it should be noted that
it may hold significance for the target population (A. Clark,
2013). To translate, the ancestral spirit speaks to social and
cultural validity (Solano-Flores & Nelson-Barber, 2001). The
following sections of this article will provide an overview of
modalities that may be combined to actualize Black liberation.

ACT

ACT is a functional-contextual framework that bolsters
values-driven action and fosters psychological flexibility
through six core processes: acceptance, cognitive
defusion, flexible attention to the present, self-transcen-
dence, values, and committed action (French et al.,
2017; Hayes, 2019). The contextualist framework pro-
motes explicit naming of our values and the goals nec-
essary to work toward those values—in this case, Black
liberat ion (Biglan & Embry, 2013). Functional
contextualism, both radical and conceptually systematic,
claims that measuring outcomes that improve all peo-
ple’s well-being, including being free from disease, at-
tack from others, and lack of food and shelter, is pos-
sible. This stance provides the foundation for using
ACT and functional contextualism to promote Black
liberation.

ACT, although popularized in modern mainstream
psychology, reveals components native to Black,

Indigenous, Asian, and Latinx communities prior to its
founding that are often left out of contemporary dis-
course. The purpose of presenting this model is not to
deny the long-standing solutions developed by the Black
community prior to ACT’s founding, but to bring atten-
tion to the parallels that may be further explored in the
behavior-analytic sphere. The methodology uses ancient
Eastern practices, as it embeds flexible attention to the
present moment, defusion, and acceptance practices,
which are traditionally referred to as mindfulness, into
the model. It would be disingenuous not to mention that
although ACT shows promise, there is no specific evi-
dence base that uses ACT to address internalized rac-
ism. Although ACT has not been proven to be effective
yet with the Black community in this specific context,
the incorporation of mindfulness speaks to its potential
as mindfulness-based practices have been shown effica-
cious (Spears et al., 2017; Woods-Giscombé & Gaylord,
2014). The model’s focus on self-as-context may make
room for a compassionate and strengths-based approach,
instead of relying on deficits of the individual, which is
reminiscent of preexisting racist ideas and rules. A
strengths-based approach may also allow for a release
of guilt or shame that may be present when an individ-
ual internalizes racist conditioning. In addition to mind-
fulness, the model’s heavy use of metaphors may be
culturally relevant, given their presence in Black lin-
guistic and cultural expressions (Woodson, 2017). I do
not contend that ACT, as it is already formed, will be
enough to shape Black liberation, but rather that its
basic tenets with a culturally adapted lens may show
utility.

The following provides an example of methods to use ACT
in the service of Black liberation.

Values

As a reminder, values are defined as “rules that function
as verbal motivating operations that increase or decrease
the effectiveness of stimuli as reinforcers or punishers,
thereby supporting overt behaviors that produce those
stimuli (Tarbox et al., 2020, p.3). This is a crucial com-
ponent of ACT. Values that are self-constructed can be
used for Black liberation in a variety of ways. It may
serve to ground the individual and center how they inter-
act with themselves and others.

Examples of Black liberatory values-guiding questions
include the following: Consider what about your
Blackness is essential. How do you want to show up for
your community? How would you live if there were no
conditions placed on you related to your Blackness?
“Blackness in Future” is an example values activity:
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Imagine it is the year 5060. A group of Black youths have
just found a time capsule. Inside it is information about
you and the life you lived to help your community. What
is inside this box? What story does it tell? What did you
give to sow into the lives of these young people

Acceptance

Acceptance is active, not passive; it does not mean you need
to resign, but rather engage. It refers to a willingness to
accept an immediate experience and the emotional reactions
that accompany it, and allows for an individual to be present
with stimuli without attempting to shift psychological or
private events. An example may be someone trying to
change feelings of sadness when a racist event occurs by
engaging in behaviors such as the active denial of racism.
This process of active denial speaks to the process of expe-
riential avoidance and negative reinforcement. Acceptance
as a comparison would mean sitting with the emotions, and
the private verbal behavior that arises, as opposed to deny-
ing the activating event. It is with acceptance that one may
empower themselves to evoke behaviors as a means to shift
aversive oppressive contingencies.

Examples of acceptance-guiding tenets include the fol-
lowing: Accept racism exists as opposed to experientially
avoiding the emotional reactions that accompany its tan-
gible impacts. Accept learned anti-Black rules and behav-
iors instead of denying susceptibility to them. Accept
resistance to habituating to a racist environment. Accept
Black joy as noncontingent reinforcement. Accept Black
diversity of thought and patterns of behavior.
“Black Suffering Inventory” is an example of an accep-
tance exercise adapted from “Your Suffering Inventory”
(Hayes and Smith, 2005):

Take a sheet of paper and draw a vertical line down the
middle. On the left side of the line, write down a list of all
the psychologically difficult issues for you as a result of
or in connection to racism. These items include both
external/situational events and your reactions to them.
Some may be specific situations you have experienced,
and others may not be. An example of a problematic issue
that also reflects your response may be “feeling unsafe
when I entered an all-white neighborhood.” A
nonexample may be “white neighborhoods.” You may
include thoughts, feelings, bodily sensations, habits, or
urges that distress you. There is no right or wrong answer;
just write what you react to. You can include the things
that you believe bring you pain.
Once complete, on the right side column, write how long
each item has been a problem or thought for you.

Once this is complete, rank the items based on the impact
they have on your life (from most impactful to least
impactful).
Last, draw arrows between the items on the list that are
connected. For example, suppose that one of your items is
being told that there is no place for your culture in a specific
industry, and another is being tokenized. If you feel the two
are related (i.e., because there is no place for your culture,
you can only be a token at work), draw an arrow between
them. You may find many connections in your list (or not).
There is no set amount of links you must draw. It is useful
information for yourself, no matter the number of relations
formed. If you find items highly ranked on your list and
connected to many other things, it may show their
importance.
When you are finished, reviewyour list. This is your racism-
suffering inventory. It may change over time, but for now, it
shocws you how you feel racism has impacted and is
impacting you.

Present Moment Awarenes

This process is otherwise known as “mindfulness.” It means
to maintain attention toward stimuli currently present in the
environment. It also means noticing one’s own attending
behavior (Tarbox et al., 2020).

Examples of present-moment awareness tenets for Black
liberation include the following: Notice and get curious
about how racism impacts your life, on both the smaller
and larger scale. Notice bodily sensations when
microaggressions are enacted against you. Note when
you code-switch. Notice the desire to shift your wardrobe
depending on whether non-Black people will be present.
Notice when you expect other Black people to conform to
the rules regulated by whiteness.
“Noticing Anti-Blackness” is an example of a present-
moment awareness exercise:

Read the following paragraph. Actively attempt to
place yourself in this scenario. As you are reading, no-
tice your gut reactions. Notice your bodily sensations.
Notice your thoughts. Anytime you find yourself
attempting to shift or shut down your thoughts, instead
of arguing with it, just notice it:

“Imagine you are getting ready for a job interview.
You work at a Fortune 500 company in a managerial
position. You worked hard to get where you are, and
being one of two Black people in your office is a tough
role. Into your office walks a young Black woman who
is applying for your open corporate, client-interfacing
position. You orient initially to her face and then notice
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her hair. It is braided, multicolored with a handful of
blue and purple streaks. You glance at her wardrobe.
She is dressed in business-appropriate clothing, slacks,
a button-up top, and hoop earrings. She takes her seat,
and you begin asking her standard interview questions.
You segue to a question about efficiency and complet-
ing projects in a timely manner: ‘In this position, you
may be given many tasks at one time. How do you best
manage your time to meet all of your deadlines?’ She
responds, ‘Nobody got time to waste, so I make a to-do
list immediately, ya know? And once I got everything
organized, I check everything off as I go along. I didn’t
always do that, but I quickly learned, ya know?’ She
proceeds to continue her outline of rendering the most
efficient outcomes in her work. It is time to decide if
this candidate will make it to the next part of the inter-
view. The answer can only be yes or no. You decide
______.”
Take a moment to sit with this scenario. What came up
for you? How did this scenario end? It is important to
note that this exercise is not designed to help you
change your thoughts or feelings surrounding internal-
ized racism, but rather to notice them and notice your
own likely overt behaviors. This kind of flexible, self-
directed attention can then create a context to choose
specific overt behaviors that you feel move you toward
what you value: perhaps in this case, supporting Black
liberation—perhaps, accepting her responses as suffi-
cient and moving toward hiring her

Defusion

Defusion means observing private behavior, such as
thinking, without being governed by it (Moran & Ming,
2020). In other words, defusion de-literalizes or weakens
the functional dominance of certain thoughts as discrim-
inative stimuli or rules. This can involve addressing rigid
rule following and resignation to previous stories that an
individual has been taught. With defusion, one may be
able to dispel self-blame and create distance between the
rules and one’s own behaviors.

Examples of defusion tenets for Black liberation include
the following: Consider a rule you have been taught. For
example, “Black people cannot jog in their own neigh-
borhoods.” Perhaps “Black people must present them-
selves respectably to the world to gain respect from
others.” Or “Avoid Black women; they have attitudes or
are angry.” “All Black people do is complain.” “Black
people can’t have justice until they fix their own issues.”
“Black people are like crabs in a barrel, pulling each other
down as a means to block their success.” “Black people

who speak with AAVE are ghetto and unintelligent.”
Look at the rule—observe it. Now that the rule is in front
of you, how may you respond?
“The Freedom Train” is an example of a defusion exer-
cise (adapted from Stoddard & Afari, 2014):

Imagine you are standing in a field of tall grass. Right in
front of you is a fence. Beyond the metal barrier, you see
train tracks. In the near distance, a train is approaching.
This train is a symbolic representation of your mind. As
the train starts to pass, you notice writing on the first train
car. Each car is a stereotype or rule created about Black
people. Imagine what this stereotype/rule is. It could say
something like “Being Black is exhausting,” “Black peo-
ple are uneducated,” “Black people have to work twice as
hard,” or “Black people are like second-class citizens.”
Maybe what is written on the cars are stereotypes/rules
that evoke emotions from you. Perhaps they are ones that
you work tirelessly to prove false to others. Continue
looking at the train. If you begin pulling your attention
away from the car, attempting to focus somewhere else,
or arguing with the content, stay there for a moment.
Notice what thought hooked you. Notice the speed of
the train car. It has slowed down. And then, when you
are ready, allow the train car to keep moving, picking up
speed, and take notice of the next car. What does this
stereotype say? Notice your response to it. Notice your
desire to act or argue or become hooked. Notice as it too
drives past you and disappears into the distance.

Self-as-Context

Self-as-context refers to flexible self-perspective taking.
It allows the individual to analyze their behavior in rela-
tion to current environmental stimuli instead of rigidly
resorting to previously encountered stimuli or thoughts.
For example, someone may say, “I am Black; therefore, I
must work twice as hard and forgo rest and wellness
care.” This would reflect being fused to rules. An indi-
vidual may consider times in which they “deserved” to
rest and consider questions like “Is it possible for me to be
a powerful advocate for my community and also be a
person who takes care of themselves? What might that
look like?”

Examples of self-as-context guiding tenets include the
following: Whom were you told that you are? Were you
taught this through the media? Consider the stereotypes
to which you have held firm. Consider the ones you have
worked hard to dispel.
“A Heavy Load” is an example of a self-as-context
exercise:
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Take a moment to think back to some of the negative
messaging you learned about yourself and Black people.
If it is helpful, maybe you can write them down. Think of
as many as you can. As you think of one/read one mes-
sage, pretend the message is a long-sleeved shirt. Put it
on. Now think of the next and put it on, on top of the last
layer. As you are putting on the layers, notice what hap-
pens to the shirts. Does it become harder to wear them
over time? Does it feel heavy? Imagine how it may be to
wear these shirts around every day. What might wearing
this number of shirts around help you accomplish? What
might wearing the shirts prevent you from doing? Now,
think about taking off each shirt. Think about how it feels
to get rid of each one until you reach your bare skin. A
person’s self-directed verbal behaviors (i.e., thoughts
about self) are a result of our conditioning, and they can-
not be eliminated, made “correct,” controlled, or “taken
off,” but what we can do is develop flexible and values-
directed ways to respond to the many thoughts we have
about ourselves, particularly those of internalized racism.

Committed Action

This is another essential tenet of ACT and speaks to tan-
gible outcomes to be observed as a result of the model. To
engage in committed action describes discrete behaviors
enacted in connection to one’s values. For example,
someone who may tact Black liberation as a value may
enact behaviors such as voting for or advocating for a bill
that would grant economic reparations to the Black
community.

Examples of tenets that guide committed action include
the following: Think back to your value of Black libera-
tion. How can you move toward it—today?
“The Committed Action Liberation Plan” is an example
of a committed action exercise:

If Black liberation is my value, my goal is ______.
The actions I will take to achieve my goal are ______.
The discomfort (thoughts, emotions, and negative conse-
quences) I amwilling to experience to achieve this goal is
______.

Storytelling/Self-Narration

Language as culture is the collective memory bank of a peo-
ple’s experience in history. - Ngugi Wa Thiong'o

Storytelling is an African tradition that extends back further
than the time when Black ancestors were being sold and stolen
from their lands. African people are rooted in oral tradition

and folklore. There is kinship and familiarity in the way Black
people communicate with one another. Typically, in Africa,
storytelling took place in the evening after returning from
work (Tuwe, 2016). During that time, children and elders sat
around and told their own stories. Children were also asked to
retell the elders’ accounts as if it were a test to ensure the story
was appropriately recalled (Gikandi, 2009).

It is vital to frame the storytelling of African American
ancestors because of the core role it played in our oppression
and the potential it has to contribute to Black liberation.
During slavery, it was illegal to read and write. Verbal
behavior—in this case, storytelling—functioned as a way to
preserve the experiences of enslaved people in some fashion
(Tuwe, 2016). This behavior’s function was to transmit infor-
mation beyond the immediate environment and relay knowl-
edge to forthcoming generations. According to Ngugi wa
Thiong’o (1986), language brings about culture. And culture
brings, with verbal behavior and written works, values of how
we perceive ourselves and our place in the larger world.

Narrative therapy, sometimes called race narrative therapy
(Mbilishaka, 2018), is a treatment modality that addresses
private events and verbal behavior emitted in the context of
social oppression. The central premise rests on the notion that
an individual is the expert on their own life. A narrative can be
a useful tool to promote psychological healing, as it places the
ownership of stories back into the hands of the oppressed.
Narrative, or ownership of narrative, allows for the replace-
ment of previous anti-Black verbal behavior with new verbal
behavior dictated by the individual, thus establishing new re-
lations (Taliaferro et al., 2013). Given the long-standing his-
tory of racism, there have been fictitious and harmful stories
told about Black people for centuries. Nobles (2013)
underscored the importance of remembering the fractured
identities of African people as a result of the Maafa (great
disaster of enslavement/oppression) and colonization.

Using narratives and storytelling is a method for Black
people to reclaim agency and tell our own stories that may
be new or in alignment with elders’ stories before coloniza-
tion. It also allows a space to process the narratives told by
others that are fallacies and encourages the externalization of
the narrative so that the person can dispel the notion that the
stories related to racism are their own (Mbilishaka, 2018).
Additionally, it may include the use of archiving their own
stories. For Black Americans who have had their history
erased, there is power in the real-time documentation of
events. This also allows space for the individual to narrate
their own happiness and joy. The benefits of narrative therapy
may include increased self-compassion and reduced guilt and
shame (Mbilishaka, 2018).

Behavior analysts may incorporate narrative into the ACT
modality when considering self-as-context and defusion pro-
cesses. The individual may consider the rules they have been
taught about themselves and their community. Using defusion
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may promote Black liberation by getting individuals
untangled from the narrative established by white individuals
in history. An example includes the narrative that Black peo-
ple are prone to committing crimes (Griffith, 1915). A Black
person who is entangled with the rule that Black people com-
mit crimes, otherwise stated, has internalized anti-Blackness,
may also be likely to question their safety in a Black neigh-
borhood, may consider waiting before leaving their vehicle so
that a group passes, or has other private events related to the
motivation of a group of Black people congregating on a city
street. Using narratives not only may create distance from
these thoughts but also will enable the individual to recon-
struct stereotypes in addition to creating a context in which
to choose different overt behaviors that may help them be
more actively supportive of Black liberation.

Trauma-Informed Intervention

The role of trauma in the Black community is too
prominent not to include in this effort. There can be
no Black liberation without considering racial trauma.
Considering racial trauma should not be an afterthought
but a setting event acknowledged in every context.
Racial trauma for Black people is conceptualized and
approached by community groups and psychologists
(Anderson & Stevenson, 2019; Grills et al., 2016;
Williams et al., 2018). Behavior analysts can approach
Black liberation and relevant interventions with a
trauma-sensitive and functional-analytic lens (Kolu,
2020; Lincoln et al., 2017). This requires the behavior
analyst to consider the history of racial events in con-
text with the behavior of the individual. As previously
outlined in this article, an individual is not required to
experience direct contingencies in order to shape their
behaviors. Through verbal behavior, an individual may
still experience trauma and therefore evoke behaviors
within this context. The assessment or consideration of
past trauma, extending 400 years, will allow a behavior
analyst to initially withhold contraindicated behavioral
procedures (Kolu, 2020) that may harm the individual.
A contraindicated procedure for a group of individuals
who have undergone physical and emotional abuse
would be using error-correction procedures that may
be considered aversive to the individual. From
behavior-analytic literature, individuals who are placed
in aversive conditions, such as the presentation of sham-
ing, may select countercontrol behaviors (Skinner,
1953). Shame and the evocation of countercontrol be-
haviors are not the aims of the model, but rather self-
selection of personal values and associated behaviors.
This means we cannot shame Black people into liberat-
ing themselves from anti-Black racism; however, we can

make use of culturally appropriate behavioral processes
to aid this outcome.

When preparing intervention, behavior analysts who rec-
ognize racial trauma may focus on a transparent consent pro-
cess, provide clear instructions, and create a safe environment
that does not perpetuate past racial abuses. Following an as-
sessment incorporating shared and individual learning history,
the behavior analyst can consider targets for programming
(i.e., decreasing behaviors that impact the individual’s own
racial liberation) and the methods for behavior change. The
behavior analyst can then take data and teach the individual
how to take their own data. Last, a behavior analyst can pro-
gram antecedent strategies that would assist the individual in
emitting behaviors further in alignment with Black liberation.
With the intervention, the behavior analyst should assess cur-
rent aversive race-based contingencies that may further harm
the individual. For example, an individual may determine that
speaking up against workplace racism (when being terminated
is a potential consequence) may not be the best behavior to
target if the person is also undergoing food or housing inse-
curity. Recognizing and discriminating competing contingen-
cies that impede an individual from evoking behavior in cer-
tain environments is necessary to shield the individual from
experiencing further harm. A behavior analyst may then work
with the individual to create an intervention that is both in
alignment with their values and less self-injurious.

Conclusion

This article aims to serve as a starting point for Black behavior
analysts and non-Black and culturally attuned behavior analysts
to conceptualize Black liberation and consider its place in the
literature. Black psychological liberation is a socially valid top-
ic; therefore, considering a framework such as this one may
help the larger world. This framework may also be useful when
working with clients who struggle to accept their physical fea-
tures (skin color, hair, etc.) or generally display rule-governed
behavior related to their racial categorization. The use of
preestablished frameworks may allow behavior analysts to
use existing training to tailor individual interventions. Black
liberation will not be actualized through an “unlearning pro-
cess” but will require specific targeted actions toward that
value.

It should also be noted that although this model discusses
Blackness in the context of social oppression, Blackness is not
restricted to this experience. Blackness can exist without and
outside of the context of hegemonic whiteness. However, it
would be disingenuous not to address a component that has
revealed harmful effects on the community: internalized racism
and anti-Blackness. Just as Azibo’s (2015) nosology outlines
the social and political implications of psychological distress,
the impacts of private events that have been weaponized by
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white supremacy should be addressed as well. It is past due for
the field of behavior analysis to produce models intentionally
designed to center the liberation of historically marginalized
groups. I believe Black behavior analysts and non-Black col-
leagues can use the tools described in this article—Black psy-
chology, trauma-informed care, ACT, and narrative therapy—
to ignite the next phase of evolution in the culture of applied
behavior analysis and beyond that leads to positive, measurable
outcomes for the Black community.
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