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Editorial Article 
The Psychobiology of Racial Violence

Louis Jolyon West, M D, Oklahoma City

O n e  MAN is very much like another. To 
a remarkable degree our brains and other or
gans look and work alike. Our blood can 
safely be transfused between “races.” Type
O blood from a Negro donor can save the life 
of a white man who would be killed by a 
transfusion of type A blood from his own 
brother. Matched for type, all men are blood 
brothers. Yet Dr. Charles Drew, the brilliant 
Negro physician who developed the blood 
bank, bled to death after a North Carolina 
highway accident when he was refused ad
mission and transfusion at a segregated 
white hospital.

This was no less an act of racial violence 
than the assassination of Medgar Evers, or 
the murder of Mrs. Viola Liuzzo, or the 
group slaughter of three civil rights workers 
in Mississippi, or the bombing of a Birming
ham church full of Negro Sunday-school 
children, or thousands of other acts of sense
less savagery based on race alone.

Where does racial violence come from, 
and what does it mean? Biological differ
ences— including surface features, bones, 
teeth, muscular attachments, and certain 
chemistries—are employed by anthropolo
gists', to classify racial types and subtypes. 
However, the range of individual differences 
within so-called major racial groups is far 
greater than mean differences between them 
in many respects, even with regard to such 
basic criteria for differentiation as skin color. 
Personality differences range even more wide
ly. Blocs of standard whites and standard 
Negroes do not humanly exist. In this paper 
the terms “Negro” and “white” are therefore 
used as generalizations which are so far re
moved from human specificity as to be only
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marginally meaningful; but in the shadow of 
that margin lie the most violently destructive 
human passions.

Relatively few inquiries into the psycho
dynamics of racial prejudice in the United 
States have been undertaken since the origi
nal appearance in 1944 of Myrdal’s classic 
monograph, An American Dilemma. Some 
have pointed out, as he did, the prominent 
relationship between violence toward Ne
groes by whites, and fear of sexual contact 
between Negro men and white women. How
ever, most of these studies have raised the 
sexual issue only to dismiss it without ex
ploring it in depth. Myrdal himself declared 
the white Southerner’s preoccupation with 
intermarriage to be merely a rationalization 
for a more basic concern with social casts. 
“What white people really want is to keep 
the Negroes in a lower status.’’1 Allport’s 
treatise, The Nature of Prejudice, also touch
es rather lightly on this issue. He postulates 
that the white woman’s prejudice against 
Negroes is a defense against the projection 
of her own secret fascination. Allport relates 
the white man’s prejudice to fear of retalia
tion because of his own crossracial sexual 
adventures, or to "anxiety concerning his 
own sexual adequacy.”2

Psychiatry has addressed itself surprising
ly little to the psychopathology of racial 
prejudice and violence, although there are a 
few case studies and commentaries by such 
on-the-spot students of the problem as Bro
dy, Lief, Coles, Fishman, Solomon, Pierce 
and West.39 Kubie has postulated that 
prejudice relates, among other things, to the 
child’s hidden profound aversion to his own 

body (an aversion which oscillates with a se
cret guilty pride). The concept of “dirt” be
comes deeply connected to this aversion so 
that the member of the rejected group is re

ferred to as the clirty foreigner. But since 

dirt in our everyday mythology has a magic



our f i 0X -S d,rty- ,h0 dir,y stranger of 
our fantasies ,s also bigger, stronger, and

fe ir ’ " SUPCr potency which weIcar and envy. 10

My own observations on race and sex have 

jn CO"ducU'd over the past 15 years in a 
wide variety of situations, with primary con

cern for exploration of the irrational ele- 
cnts involved in generating violent emo

tions and violent behavior. Instinctual ter-

re Z Z d  bLVn CarCfU‘Iy considered and 
ejected as a major source of human conflict:

I believe man is more like the elephant and

is like tl |C>’ nontorritorial) than heis Jike the wasp or the wolf.

Sexual and racial feelings and attitudes 
vo cen explored among more than 800 in

dividuals racially mixed couples, men and

' ,  hr  srau"1P tners of two or more races, civil rights

S n s IT ’and a rariety of normai ̂jects as well as psychiatric patients. Riots 
involving two or more ethnic groups, and re-

ghe tos 2 ,upnsinfRSby Nagroes in 
g "os, while instructive, are considered
secondary manifestations and have not fi~
ured significantly in my formulations of basic
dynamics. Unjustified violent feelings and
actions by whites against NegroeT on seSm

jJUJ racial grounds alone) are here t a k a s '
the major criteria. Although this work is
naturalistic rather than experimental and

far from complete, some preliminary formu-

and°furthpy ‘°  Stimulate discussionand further inquiry by others.

ranging from apathetic disclaimers of am
bition to frenetic rebelliousness. The white

d e r r /h ^  fccIinSs of "uiIt '^ g e n 
dered by empathy with the oppressed) in
various ways, ranging down bitter denial of 

white culpability— and correspondingly vio
lent antagonism toward the Negro-to the 
selWece.vmg protestations of being wholly 
without prejudice that characterize Clark’s 
Delusions o[ the White Liberal.™

Social, economic, cultural, educational, 
and political inequities persist in the wake of 
slavery. Such inequities are rapidly institu
tionalized by human society. The need to 
justify the inequity creates the shibboleths 
of prejudice, and the self-sustaining tenden
cy of all social structures perpetuates both 

the discriminatory circumstance Ceg, the 
ghetto) and the prejudicial attitude (eg ra
cial supremacy).

Under these conditions there develops a 
characteristic mythology, from which deriva
tive secondary attitudes emerge. Thus the 

master group comes to view the “sla%'e” 
group as being actually better off than they 

would be otherwise, really preferring their 
subjugated state, living like animals from 
choice, and not being truly human.

The Mythology of Blackness

The Aftermath of Slavery

n T1!® t jnited States continues to pay a 
Penalty or its history 0f human

Abolished more than a century ago the

curse of slavery seems destined to p o S

en >ond the seventh generation. Ne-

Z rT  T r  approhcnsive of continued white 
xploitahon; whites guiltily anticipate Ne

gro revenge. As Clark points out both

fromTvhicVll PPL'd Jn “ hUman I)rcdlcament 
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The Negro may react to feelings of in- 
criontv (engendered by cultural influences 

m d>e day of his birth) in various ways!

The special mythology of the Negro in

s tm T n  highly co!or-bound- He is
St.ll cal ed black” no matter how light a
shade of tan he may be, and the prejudice 
that goes with his color is peculiarly linked 

with his descent from slaves, since other 
dark-skmned people are not rejected in ex- 
ac ly the same way. The economic, social, 
Political, and cultural aspects of the Ameri

can Negros persecution have been discussed 
extensively elsewhere. For the moment, how
ever, m pursuit of the irrational, let us con- 
s.der one point: blackness. Why should it 
make such a difference?

1 ^ T ;!n ljein"s ,1VC l)y their eyesight. The 
global rhythm of light and dark, day and 

night has a profound influence upon us. 
This diurnal cycle affects our most basic bio
logical and psychological processes. For man 
daytime is the good time, the safe time, the 
healthy time when he can see what’s going 
n and make his way in the world. The day

dream is happy aspiration; but the nightmare
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The Myth of Negro Sexuality 

racial mythology lias to do with die^xuality
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intimidation have been shown to cause fre
quent passivity and impotence in Negro 
men, among whom homosexuality is also a 
growing problem. The Negro boy, racked 
with frustration and ravaged by poverty 
and deprivation, may turn against society 
through the losing game of crime, or turn 
away through the futile escape of drugs, or 
drop out of school (twice as many Negro 
girls as boys are in college), or succumb to 

tuberculosis or malignant hypertension or 
just plain malnutrition to die, on the average 
seven years younger than his white counter
parts The extent to which caste sanctions 
and the threat of violence adversely affect 
the entire personality development of the 

, Negro has been precisely documented by 
Karon,15 who shows with chilling objectivity 
how (especially in the South) deprivation of 
hope can be the most crushing consequence 
of the Negro’s struggle with an overwhelming 
negative identity. °

What, then, makes the Negro man such a 
special sexual threat? No anthropometric 
data show that mean racial differences in 
adult erect genital size approach the great 
range of individual differences catalogued 
centuries ago in the Kama Sutra. But sup
pose the average Negro phallus were larger 
than that of the white. What would this 
mean? The clinical experience of psychi
atrists and marriage counselors clearly re
veals that a large penis does not correlate at 
all with virility or the ability to give special 
satisfaction in coitus, and it is now evident 
from studies of sexual physiology, such as 
those of Masters and Johnson IG that a 
small penis is a most unlikely basis for sex
ual incompatibility. In fact, “too large” rath
er than “too small” is the much more com

mon complaint of the allegedly maladjusted 
woman. We know these things, but I hear no 
sighs of, “Alas, the poor Negro, his penis is 
too large!”

Like the while man’s other “compliments” 
to the Negro ffor his childish good nature, 

primitive rhythmicity, toiler’s songfulness,’ 
etc) there is an ancient insult in being cari
catured as gcnitally oversized. This might be 

called the myth of “Good-Natured Dick,” 
after the feebleminded fellow (in Fanny 

Ih ll)  on whose prodigious penis “you might 
have trolled dice securely.” For in him (he 
folklore held true, that "Nature . . . had

done so much for him in those parts, that she 
. . . held herself acquitted in doing so little 
for his head.17

1 he concern with penis size is a well- 
known masculine foible experienced by every 
boy who looks at his father and then at him
self. Hie aspiration to manhood and the as
sociation of man’s estate with the phallus 
has caused the small boy in every culture to 
brood over the seemingly insurpassable dif
ference between his own tiny nozzle and his 
father's mighty hose. In  point of fact, the 
Negro has many of the same sexual concerns 
that the white man has, and tends to fear 
the white man as a sexual competitor for 
colored women with much greater basis in 
historical reality than the reverse obsession.
. Since the fear of the Negro as an automat
ic sexual threat is irrational, it is to be un
derstood only through consideration of psy

chodynamic mechanisms that can be found 
to play a role in studies involving interviews 
of both patients and normal subjects. These 
studies also help us to understand how such 
myths can become self-fulfilling prophecies.

Many whites apparently deny their own 
black * sexual and associated violent in- 

stinctual strivings, and project them onto the 
Negro. Would the Southern white boy wish 
to overthrow paternal authority, grow a pen
is larger than his father’s, possess his moth
er, and even have her prefer him? Such 

unacceptable wishes and powers, denied in 
one’s self, are easily attributed to the nearby 
numerous black men.

However, with the projection of these feel
ings and attributes, there also tends to devel

op an unconscious identification with the 
Negro. Put into him these parts of vourself 
and you become a part of him as you now 

imagine him to be. Thus arises the secret 
erotic wish that Negro men will actually 
transgress successfully against white women 

(a well-known jwrnographie “best seller” is 
a thousand guises), and from this derives the 
necessity for a most violent conscious denial. 
The greater a man’s insecurity regarding his 

own masculinity (ie, unconscious passive 
strivings or latent homosexuality), the more 

strenuously these mechanisms must be 
called into play.

When ego defenses break down in psychi
atric illness the repressed wish may be acted 
out, with the psychotic or pathologically in-



toxicated white husband dragging home a 
Negro to set upon his wife. Within emanci
pated circles ill the North more subtle exam
ples are not infrequent, wherein the Negro 
friend is literally maneuvered and uncon
sciously invited to cuckold him by the white 
man—who might be truly termed a liberal 
under these circumstances.

It is not hard to see how this mythology 
can dovetail with the fantasies of underprivi

leged, frustrated Negro boys who enjoy an 
endless variety of tales of being invited to 
bed by white “Miz Ann,” perhaps while 
“Mister Charlie" peeks around the corner, 
so that the myth becomes biracially perpetu
ated. It may be complicated by the competi

tion between white and Negro children for 
the attention and affection of the Negro 
woman serving as a domestic helper or 
“mammy.” It is further complicated by the 
endless variety of genuine sexual experience. 
The realities of interracial sexual transac
tions—self-fulfilling prophecies and all— 
are in themselves a fascinating and instruc
tive study and will be reported elsew'here.18 
Nevertheless, racial violence is not related 
to genital sex in reality, but to the fantasy 
of the forbidden.

The Universal Stranger

Imjjortant as the complex symbolization 
of black and white in America may be, how
ever, and comprehensible as the sexual-ra
cial matrix becomes under psychodynami- 
cally sophisticated scrutiny, in the end we 
find that none of the foregoing suffices to ac
count for the whole of racial violence as it 
has l̂ eon known here and elsewhere through
out history. A deeper understanding can 
only come from the study of the Universal 
Stranger.

Men have always identified certain Stran
gers as being significantly different from 
themselves, labeling them as a different race 
even if they wore the same color. Once the 
Stranger is defined, all of the familiar myth- 

engendered taboos and warnings are heard: 
forbid intermarriage; avoid close contact; 
suspect their motives; beware of their de
graded practices and mysterious treacheries; 
remember that they are beneath us, they are 

sexually dangerous, they want to displace 
us, overcome us, drag us down. Tribes, city- 
states, nations, and entire cultures have

designated particular groups, domestic and 
foreign, as the Strangers to be feared and 
hated. Today, in Ruanda-Urundi, the tall 
Watusi are threatened with extermination by 
their erstwhile serfs among the short Bahutu 
in a racial massacre, while nearby in Kenya 
and Tanzania the Masai are similarly threat
ened by the Kikuyu. On Cyprus recently we 
have seen Turks and Greeks slaughter each 
other, still Strangers after living together for 
generations. The same suspicions can be 
found between Moslem and Hindu in India, 
between “colored” and Negro in Guyana, 
between Malay and Chinese in Indonesia 
and throughout the Orient; the examples are 
endless. Even the interminable Arab-Israeli 
conflict—presumably nationalistic and re
ligious— has been sometimes couched in ra
cial terms, while both groups continue to 
acknowledge their descent from the same 
man, Abraham, father of all.

The definition of the Stranger may change 
with time and treaty, but attitudes, feelings, 
and prejudices shift with peculiar ease from 
the old Stranger to the new. Man appears to 
need some outsider that he can identify as a 
source of great and continuing danger to his 
country, community, womenfolk, home, and 
way of life. Herein lies a substantial facet of 
organized human violence.’®

To understand this tendency and its near 
universality, we must examine man as he 
grows and develops. In almost every society 
a high degree of frustration is a universal ex
perience during the growing up of children. 
It is a peculiarly human attribute that the 
brain matures much more rapidly than the 
body as a whole, so that for many years as 
children we are helpless and dependent for 
survival on the adult world, while mental ca
pacity, imagination, learning, and emotions 
are relatively well-developed functions. Dur
ing these years the myriad impulses, wishes, 
and desires of the child are frustrated again 
and again. Frustration leads to aggression; 
but aggression is not tolerated—the child 
must learn to control and repress it. He must 
accept and even love the adult institutions, 
activities, and individuals who frustrate him, 
bu.t upon whom his survival depends.

In childish fantasies or dreams he may 
wreak his vengeance: a Iwmb drops on the 
town and kills everybody but himself (and 
maybe a friend); or a tidal wave swamps the



village niui everyone else drowns, while he is 
washed u|> on a now and lovelier island, un
inhabited except for a beautiful maiden. But 
wifli age and responsibility come iden
tification with, and pride in, his family, city, 
state, country, and race. Aggressive and ta
boo feelings toward his own kind arc denied 
and—to insure that they do not reapix:ar to 
plague him—they are attributed instead to 
the Stranger.

Thus it is not I who would slay my father, 
ra|)c the family womenfolk, devastate the 
community, and destroy my own society, 
whose taboos and frustrating restrictions so 
infuriated me when I was a child. It is not I, 
it is the Stranger! He is of another race or 
nation or religion or political persuasion. 
The important thing is that he is different 
from me, and I  must be sure that he remains 
a Stranger so that I cannot find out the 
truth: that lie is as much like me as I am like 
myself. So deep-seated is this inner conflict 
that it permeates the unconscious mind; in a 
recent -study of thousands of dream narra
tives (of both Negroes and whites) the 
Stranger was found to stalk with great fre
quency as a threatening, attacking figure 
(Calvin Hall: personal communi-'ation to 
the author).

Above all. the Stranger must contain ele
ments of our secret self. Levin reminds us of 
the insights provided by some of America’s 
classical literary greats in this conncction. In 
one novel, Henry James’ abandoned house 
conccals the missing man, who finally turns 
out to be “the self that might have been: ‘A 
black stranger’!13 Inevitably, when we un
consciously invest our hidden sexual and 
violent feelings in the Stranger, an impor
tant part of ourselves becomes ensconced 
within his skin; insofar as we hale, fear, and 
secretly relish that part of ourselves, we 
shall hate, fear, and secretly relish it in him.

Thus, most people, when they would iso
late or destroy the Stranger, are feeling or 
acting the very sense of righteousness that 
motivates the struggle against their own un
acceptable sexual and violent impulses, 
against that “negative identity” so vividly 
described by Erikson.-0 The Stranger threat
ens us. so we must crush him (or segregate 
him) for the safety of ourselves and the group 
with which we identify ourselves. Thus we 
construct defenses to deal with our uncon

scious hostile feelings toward our own kind. 
We labor to maintain repression of the unac
ceptable, and thus prevent self-betrayal; and 
so in our conflict witli the Stranger we detest 
most of all someone who is like ourselves, but 
who becomes a traitor. For those who are 
moved to hate and fear the Negro (because 
lie has been selected as their Stranger), the 
white “nigger-lover” who w'ould aid the Ne
gro is a renegade and therefore becomes the 
object of supreme hostility and contempt.

In some severe character disorders the 
identification with the Stranger is conscious, 
and the individual may act out the Stranger’s 
role, say, by killing a universal father figure 
such as a president, or otherwise pursuing a 
strenuously antisocial life directed against 
the society from which he feels profoundly 
alienated. In  certain psychotic episodes, with 
sweeping disruption of ego defenses, the 
Stranger bursts out, as it were, and slaughters 
without apparent motive a group of kindly 
nurses, or shoots randomly at strangers hap
pening to pass within gunshot range, even 
though their only relationship to the frus
trating parents is that they belong to the 
same society onto which the entire burden of 
hatred has become displaced and generalized.

It is true that most normal individuals are 
unlikely to act directly in response to the 
violent impulses deriving from the forces de
scribed above. But these same forces in dis
guised forms are responsible for perpetuating 
injustices, inequities, ghettoes, and other so
cial violences that lead to the secondary elab
oration of violent interpersonal consequences. 
This is particularly true in cities, where the 
emotional forces are more intensified by 
overcrowding and enforced proximity. Last 
year in the United States, Negroes, who 
comprise slightly over 10% of the popula
tion and who accounted for only 10% of all 
arrests in rural areas, were arrested for more 
than half of all murders, rapes, robberies, 
and aggravated assaults in the cities. In  spite 
of the fact that the large majority of victims 
were also Negroes, this nonspecific violence 
cannot be separated from precursive racial 
violence, which is more clearly related to 
prejudice and antagonism toward Negroes 
by whites. Forcing the minority group to live 
under jungle conditions thus breeds other 
violence from which the whole society suf
fers; and the Negro, as usual, sutlers most.



Summary and Conclusions

Beneath inculcated projiulice, socioeco
nomic nnxioCK organized hostility r a 
tionalized justification for past and present 
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11 fears of contact between Negro men 
and white women. The elaborate mythology 
grounding this subject can be found "to 

have origins in such well-known psychody-
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With penis size, and unconscious passive striv-
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questions regarding the unavoidability of m 
ca conflict, or the universality o v io l i n  

n human affairs. With Erikson, I  believe 
t mt such social pathology should not be ic

copied as inevitable. Whatever else Amer--
• ns do to solve the racial problem ( Z

a tromcndol,s amount that can he 
done), we must also work toward a health 
■or resolution lhcso n .v .h - ^ ^ V .S o d
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racial integration—with negative reinforce

mUon°rToni eSired behavior racial discrimi
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References

York: Harper & B nrthen f ° lIem m a- N̂ 'W

h ru l,e n^art GAd l' of Prejudice. Cam-
1954^ pp 375-3^0. ° "  y W is h in g  CX, Inc.

w VA,S,hnflict *Sons m Urban Baltimore /> M others and
1903. more, 1 sychiatry 26:188-201,

Kroes' Soc ia l W o d d s . ^ m ^ T ^  ^ terootvP ° ° f  the No- 19(52. ,y Orl,‘opsychiat 32:86-88,
P rob )em Co f P s v M a t Z ^ Z "  ° r P a rtic !P a tion : The
'  jy ™  a/cb*

cial Action: I.’ Perspective's ™n'StF’/  Y °Ufh and So~ 

m 7n So!oTCr 7 33:872-882'‘

S oc ia l Action:’ 11 .'A c t ,o n ^ n d T i” ’ ,> R "  Y ° Uth and  
F irs t S tu d e n t S it- In  D e m o  [d e n ,,t>' F o rm a tio n  in 20:30-45. 1904. D c n >onstrat.on, J  Soc Issues

8. P ierce, C.M., and  W e s t  T t . o- v

Ins: Psychodynamic CausTs ° f SH'
chiat 12:29-3-1, 19GG. Effects, In t J  Psy-

9. So lom on , F  ot -* 1 - r\. i i->- i

R e d u c tio n  in  C r im e  A m o n ?  n L ^ lts, A r t iv 'tv  and  
chiat 12:227-230. “ ° n*  NeSrOCS' Arch Gen Psv-

& K ow  Pub lishers , 1905 N t'W York: H n ,l,cr
New  U S K -  n - .m . i3 7h i‘iV ^ hcral'

4̂. Yonncf W  \T Ti- • t ’
Met;I.nv-inn n;M)I: c<;; f cv£?"nl- ^'cw York:

!•>- K a ro n , B .P .: T h r  ,v  ’

York : Sp r inge r P ub lishers T n s  rrso na l“ y. N ew

v , „ uman

17. Clolnnd. Fannv “  fin  y  S° '
&  S o n s .  1 9 0 3 . p p  '  , 8 3 .1 8 0  V o r i t :  f "

lis lird . f’ T J  ' 7 Co/" r  ° f  Tears, to bo pub-

azine 30:2-5, ° f VioIoil<1’, Sooner

-’0. I’.rikson, K I-f ■ t i , „  r'

n : u o  K i - la l io n s :  ° f  I d t ' " , i t v  1,194:155-150, 1905. n<l Quines. Daedal,s



Historical Papers, Wits University

http://www.historicalpapers.wits.ac.za/admin/cms_header.php?pid=98[2013/03/12 07:52:17 AM]

Collection Number: AK2216 
 
AGGETT, Dr Neil, Inquest, 1982 
 
PUBLISHER:
Publisher:- Historical Papers Research Archive
Location:- Johannesburg
©2013

LEGAL NOTICES:

Copyright Notice: All materials on the Historical Papers website are protected by South African copyright law and
may not be reproduced, distributed, transmitted, displayed, or otherwise published in any format, without the prior
written permission of the copyright owner.

Disclaimer and Terms of Use: Provided that you maintain all copyright and other notices contained therein, you
may download material (one machine readable copy and one print copy per page) for your personal and/or
educational non-commercial use only.

People using these records relating to the archives of Historical Papers, The Library, University of the Witwatersrand,
Johannesburg, are reminded that such records sometimes contain material which is uncorroborated, inaccurate,
distorted or untrue. While these digital records are true facsimiles of paper documents and the information contained
herein is obtained from sources believed to be accurate and reliable, Historical Papers, University of the Witwatersrand
has not independently verified their content. Consequently, the University is not responsible for any errors or
omissions and excludes any and all liability for any errors in or omissions from the information on the website or any related
information on third party websites accessible from this website.

This document is part of a collection deposited at the Historical Papers Research Archive at The University of the Witwatersrand.


	AK2216 Agget Notice.pdf
	www.historicalpapers.wits.ac.za
	Historical Papers, Wits University



