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ABSTRACT

Despite the historical and perpetual trauma, racism, discrimination, socio-
economical, and socio-political disparities they have experienced in the United
States, Black men have consistently forged ways to demonstrate resilience and assert
their own sense of autonomy and masculinity. Nevertheless, their ecological context
of living in a country that has historically sought to dehumanize them and eradicate
their manhood is cumbersome to their mental wellbeing. Furthermore, the tendency
by researchers to pathologize Black males obfuscates the reality of their situation in
the United States, minimizing their mental needs. Understanding both the complexity
of their ecological context as well as their adaptability and resilience will give
behavioral health providers better insight into the realities of Black men’s sense of
masculinity and implications for their mental health. This chapter elucidates on the
complexities of the Black male experience, Black masculinity, and implications for
their mental health. The chapter concludes with recommendations for treatment.
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IAm a Man

Black males comprise roughly 12% of the U.S. male population (Korhonen, 2023)
and 48% (19.5 million) of the total Black population in the United States (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2022). Black male identity in the United States is a complex and
multifaceted concept that is shaped by a number of historical, social, and cultural
factors and systems. These systems, including slavery, racism, discrimination, and
aggressive policing, combined with deplorable socioeconomic and sociopolitical
dynamics have created an extremely deleterious ecological context in the United
States for Black men. However, despite the pathologization of Black males dominating
medical and behavioral science research, which primarily focuses on Black men’s
deficits (Adkinson-Johnson, 2023; Hunter, 2016), their existence has a complexity
that behavioral health professionals (BHPs) have yet to adequately understand.

While Black men have experienced significant trauma and disparity in the
United States, it is very important for BHPs to also recognize that, despite these
challenges, Black men have forged ways to demonstrate resilience and assert their
own sense of masculinity in a country that has historically sought to dehumanize
them and eradicate their manhood. Understanding both the complexity of their
ecological context as well as their adaptability and resilience will help give BHPs
better insight into the realities of Black men’s senses of masculinity and implications
for their mental health.

BLACK MALE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

As stated by High (2022), “It is quite challenging, if not impossible, to understand
the life trajectories and experiences of Black men without considering the impact
of the systems ... [they] live within” (p. 48). Although the present-day Black male
experience in the United States is shaped by the enslavement of their ancestors,
segregation, and a plethora of systematic discriminatory laws and practices, it is
important that BHPs recognize that the Black male presence in the United States
not only precedes slavery, Jim Crow, and segregation; it began with Black male
explorers and settlers in the colonial United States.

For instance, the first known Black male presence in the United States was Nifio
Pedro Alonso, an explorer who piloted the Santa Marfa during Columbus’s first
voyage in 1492 (Knight & Gates, 2016; Morrison, 1978). The Black male presence
in the colonial United States continued to flourish through exploration to indentured
servitude, with the first recorded Black birth being that of William Tucker, the son
of indentured servants, in Jamestown, Virginia, in 1623 (Wade, 2014). Two years
later, in 1625, a census of Virginia counted 11 Black men among a population of
1,227 (Smith, 2005). Meanwhile, in the nearby Maryland colony, a Black man named
Mathias De Sousa was elected to the Maryland General Assembly in 1641 (Berlin,
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