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Abstract

Sociopolitical development is the processtdych individuals become aware of social
inequality;recognizethe status of their socialentities, and engage in activism. For racially
marginalized youth, race is an important aspect of their sociopolitical devatbpyietfew
studieshave considered the connectidmstween racialactors and youth’s sociopolitical
development. In thiarticle we introduce an integrative mddstuating racial sociocultural
processes (i.e.,racial identity, racial socialization, and experiences of racial discrimination)
within current sociopolitical delopment theory. In particulamne look atAfrican American
youth as a.case study to dischssvsociocultural factors can contributeytouth’sawareness of
structuresofrsacial inequality (i.e., critical social analysis) and engagement in action against

social inequality (i.e., sociopolitical action). We conclude with suggestomesearch.

Globally, Black people (i.e people ofAfrican ancestryexperience raciddias rooted in
systems of racial oppression (e.g., slavery, apartheid, coloniza}idslack youth in nations
with racial stratificatiorhaveresistecoppression by engaging in political movements (e.g.,
South African Students’ Movemerjack Lives Matter2, 3). Howeverfew studies have
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examined théactors that promotgouth’s understandingf oppression and engagement in
activism.Sociopolitical developmen(tSPD)theorydescribes thprocess by which individuals
develop arawareness andactagainstsociopolitical factorsi(e., culture, politics, economics)
that contribute tanequitablesocialsystemg4, 5. Scholarsidentify racismasinfluential in the
SPD d racially.oppressed groufis.g, 5, 6), yefew studiesgdentify the underlying racial
processethat shapgouth’sSPD.In this article, wepropose dramework for contextualizing
socioculturafactors inthe SPD oBlack youth. Athough the sociocultural factors we consider
(e.g., racial'socialization, racial identitgcial discrimination) are likely relevant to t8®Dof
youth from other backgrounds (e.gatinx, Asian, Native Americgnmuch of the literaturero
the sociocultural influences on development is rooted in the experieng&gah Americans
Thus, we focus on African American youth as a case study thaappéyto other marginalized
groups.

We beginwith anoverview of SPD theory arsbciocutural factorsthatinfluence
African Americanyouth’s developmenihenwe describe&onnections between these
socioculturalfactors and aspects of African Ameriganth’s SPD, and propose a conceptual

model. Werconclude with suggestidos research

Sociopolitical Development

Paulo Freire’sonceptualization aonscientizacao (Portuguese for conscientization)
includes thgrocessy whichthe oppressed and the oppresstangelop a critical awareness of
social inequitysand methods for liberation (3R Dtheoryshares theoretical roots with critical
consciousnes@l), empowerment (8), and social justice youth development (9), which
incorporate aspects of Freire’s notiorncohscientizacao. Each of these theorieescriles how
and why individualslevelop an awareness of sfiwral oppression amdisrupt marginalization
BecauseSPD. theorists haviecused on the expences of African American(e.g., 56), we
build on thisliterature toidentify the process by which sociocultural factors shape SPD for
African Americanyouth.

SPDineludescritical social analysis—the ability toanalyze thesystems that produce
inequality—as well associopolitical action—behaviordo overturn structural anddividual
oppression0). Socid analysis is theorizetb preede youth’s engagement in change, meaning
that youth must be conscious about social inequity to engageiopoliticalaction However,
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relations between actiaand analysis might be bidirectionghgagement imctionmay also
contributeto socialanalysis.

SPD has implications for psychological development. Although experiences of
discrimination carmarmdevelopment, sociopolitical action can alleviate the impact of racism
increase satisfactionith life, andraiseeducational attainment among African American youth
and young,adults (11, L2¥outh’s sociopolitical action also has a collective benefit because it
can resultircommunity and social change (Bence,understanding the factors that facilitate
African Americanyouth’sSPDis importantfor facilitating theirwell-being and addressing the
social structures thalisrupttheir development.

Oursmedelof the socioculturainfluences on youth’SPD reflects the notion that SPD is
rooted in adolescents’ environmefite., home, school, communit$) and is transactional, with
interplaybetween adolescentsharacteristicsg.g, features, ideologies) and their sociopolitical
engagementn thisway, African Americanyouth’sracialized experiencesnd beliefontribute

to theirunderstanding of social inequality and engagement in action.

Sociocultural Factors

Wesargue that African American youth’s sociocultural factors,(exgperiences with
racial diserimination, racial socialization, and racial identity) are integral to theirISR®I2s of
race, culture, racial identity, and racial discrimination are likely to be particularly salient during
adolescence because youth atevaly building identities (18 Adolescents’ gains in
metacognitionpabstract thinking, and social cognition inftiveir exploration ofracial identity
and strengthen their ability to identify discrimination on an individual and structural 1e\el (
16). Indeed, African American youth have regatexperiencing more pes of racial
discriminationas theygrow older (7). These increases are likely a result of their cognitive gains
as well agains.inindependence that caaisetheir susceptibity to ragal bias (4). During
adolescence, parentwore oftendiscuss racial discrimination with their childranwell ashow
to cope withit14). Thus, adolescents’ perceptions of and responses to racial discrimination can
be facilitated bytheir parents’ racilessocializationmessage€l5). Taken together, internal and
external changes during adolescence can infee type of racialized experiences African

American youth have and how they process them (14
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Racial Discrimination

A key attributeof SPDis awareness &ocialinequality(i.e., social analysjsl0). Youth
might develop this awareness throutjtect and vicariousxperiences with racial
discrimination In one studyf African American Asian, and Latinx youth (18)dolescents’
perceptios of racialdiscriminationwereassociatedvith theirconsciousness about how rdcia
groups aretreated in socieBurthemore African American college youth’s experiences of
racial discrimination areslated taheir beliefsabout sociopolitical actio(e.g., Black people
should fight'against injustice and racism) dmeir engagement iaction (9). Beyond direct
experiences with racial discrimination, African American youth are also likely to develop skills
in social analysigis they witness discrimination experienced by otl#)s For example,
Trayvon Martin, a African Americanteenager shot and killed by a neighborhood watchman,
became the catalyst for the Black Lives Matter mov#mehich hasncreasedliscussions
arourd race and police brutalitR{). Public discourse on the killing of unarmattican
Americanshas promoted awareness of and activism against rat)sm (

Experiencing discrimination does not automatickddyouth toreflect on racial
inequality erbecome egaged inaction.Youth might experience discrimination but beware
of it, or they,may interpret discrimination as an individual slight and not a largemsystsue.
Howeversacial socialization andacial identitymay influence youth’s understanding of and
actionagainstdiscrimination.Scholarg14) argue thatacial identity, racial socializatiomand
discrimination ‘are interdependent, @mcurring and, indeed, mutually definiaements of a
system of racial knowledge that youth configure, reconfigure, and act upon’ feriee, we
argue thatthesinterplaamongsociocultural factorsi.g., racialdiscrimination, identity, and
socialization) shapes African Americgauth’sahblity to analyze inequalityspcial analysisand

engage in.social justideehaviorgsociopoliticalaction).

Racial Socialization

Racial'socialization i&t mechanism by which youth shape their bebisut their racial
group andunderstandhe history and values ofahgroup @4). The two most common forms of
racial socialization reported by parents and childrerataral socialization (emphasizing
racial/ethnic pride, cultural historgnd traditions) ashpreparation for bias (educating about the

reality of racial inequality andreparing youth to respond to discriminatieae2?2 for a review).
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Racial socializatioman diredy promoteyouth’s positive development anflext the impacof
racial discrimination on their developmental outcon®3%.(Accordingly, ve argue thathe
impactof racial discriminatioron African Americanyouth’s SPD idikely informed by the
messages about race they receive from people they know (e.g., parents) as well as from people
distant from.them (e.qg., public figures).

Culturalssocializatn that focueson history and pridenaylead tosocialanalysisand
sociopaliticalaction. Parents and schools that convegsageaboutAfrican Americanculture
canstimulate"youtts social analysi¢24). Culturally relevant pedagogy, a form of cultural
socialization that highlights African Americarexperiences with social inequalitg theorized
to facilitatesstudents’ SP25). Commorcultural socializatiorpracticesncludeparens
discussing'Black historyith their childrenandaccompanying their childreto Black cultural
events.These practicesight sensitize Black youth to race or raise their awareness of social
movements. Indeed, inracent studyAfrican Americanyouth whowereculturaly socializd
more than'their peefrsad greater social analysiad, in turnweremore engageth their
communitiesx(ize., through sociopoliticadtion;26).

Messages that prepare youth for biasmake themaware of systemic and individual
racial disemmination and guid themon how to respond.hese messages may include
discussions“about youth experigmgeracial discriminatioror society devalimg Black people.
African American youth may use these messages to develop a social analysis revealing that
structural determinants cause social inequality. Furtbex youth may receive messages that
encouragesthem to cope witlicismthrough sociopolitical actiofor example, African
American aetivists describe how adult caregivers’ modalfrgpmmunity ativism whenthe
activistswerechildren promoted their SPD [5Parents may alssommunicate the importance of
voting or being knowledgeable abauirrent eventgi.e., traditional political attitudes and

behaviors).to.changaequitable social system27).

Racial Identity

Racial identitymight also inform African American youthsocial analysis and
sociopolitical actionEarly scholars on Blactacial identity conceptualizdt asrooted in unique
attributes ofAfrican Americanculture andexperiences of racial oppression (28¢. The ways
thatAfrican Americanadolescentsiterpretcultural and institutional factorg@.,racial
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oppression) can shape théevelopment oidentity, & well as theipsychological and
behavioral respons€29). Although having a strong cultural connection to one’s racial group i
a vital component ohAfrican Americans’'SPD (e.g.5), the process by whichcial identity
contributes to aspects of SPD has neitheen identifieclearlynor included in models of SPD.
Onepossibilityis that African American youth who beliexace is centraio their self-definition
(i.e., have higlmacial centrality) might be more likely to interpret thexperienceshrough a
racial lens."Forinstancen one study (30)African American college students wigneater racial
centrality were'more likely to report experiencing racial discritiona

Racial discrimination and raciabcialization caiserve agncountersor aracial
awakening that-triggerAfrican Americanyouth to explore the historicegacy of their racial
group,as well as the meaning and significance of their racial idgidfityror example, in a
longitudinal studyof African Americanadolescents (31), youth who hexperiencd
discriminationbelievedmore strongha year latethat African Americans angerceived
negatively by society. Black adultsxperiences diirect or vicariougxperences of racial
discriminationras well agormal and informal education about Black history, have been
identified as racial awakenings). These racial awakeningsay serve as the foundation of
social analysisind actionRacial identity can also influes how youth understarehd are
affectedby-discrimination For example, African American youth whelieved that others
viewed African Americansegativelyreported experiencing moracial discriminationbutwere
alsoaffected less negativelyy those experiencgg.g., 32) These studiesuggest thabecoming
awareof society’'s views of African Americamaight allow youth to identify and cope with
experiences.afacial discriminatiormore effectively

Aspects of acial identifymay predict individuals socigolitical attitudeq33) and
behaviors 26). For instanceAfrican Americanundergraduates whmmnsidered race central to
their selfconceptand believedifrican Americars should remain a stinct cultural/political
groupwere_less likely to believihatthe United Statesvasfair and just 83). In another study
(19), dimensions oAfrican Americancollege youth’sacial identity predicted their
sociopolitical beliefsParticipantdor whom race was centrt their selfconcept and who felt
positively about beingfrican Americanwere more likely to engage in sociopolitical action and

believe that ther African Americanpeople should do so.
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In summary, we arguehat in the context afystematicdacism, an interplagmong
experiences of racial discrimination, racial socializgtaond racial identity shapédrican
Americanyouth’s SPD. Kperiences of racial discrimination can prorAfrican American
youth to critically analyze social inequality and engage in sociopolitical action. Hovlesie
racial identity.and exposure teessages ahcial socializationomay influence how they
understand racial discrimination and respond to it. African American youth mayodréneir
racial identity'and their experiences of racial socialization to develop a critical sodyasiswoé

oppressionand engage in sociopolitical actiondddressemdividual and structural inequality.

Considerationsfor Black Youth Globally

We have contextualized our findings in African American youth’s experiebcgs,
sociocultural experiences are likely to inflgemarginalized youth of other backgrounds and
from other nations where racial stratification pstsi Black adults in nations suchAasstralia,
Bermuda, an&douth Africa describe racial awakenirgisiilar toBlack adultsin the United
Stateq1). Fheseawakenings prompted identity development, social analysis, and engagement in
activism.In"addition,manyfactorsmightinfluence the types of racialized experiences Black
youth experience and how they understinasde experiencellext, we discusseveral

examples

Social Identitiesand Cultural Variation

While'we havdocused on race, it is but one social identity that youth often acquire with
other sociakidentities such as gender and sexual orien{@84prSPD is developed when “the
individual(is ableto integrate experience in different power relationships into a multileveled
understanding of oppression” {&,259. The extent to whicBlack youth are privileged and
oppressed.in.dimensions of their iden{gyg., gender, sexual orientatiaan shap how they
understandacial experienceandothersystems of oppression (e.gexism, homophobid, 6).

Cultural context might also introde variation in youth’s SPDn the Uhited States the
sociocultural experiences of Black immigrant youth fibw@Caribbean and African nations
differ from those ofAfrican Americanswith a generational legacy in the United Stags).(For
Black immigrant youth, developing a connection tmlectiveBlackidentity and becoming
acculturated to Black American culture may be important to their 8P@her nationsBlack

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved



youth with differentsocioculturabackgrounds (e.gethnicity, country of origin) may differ in
SPD.

Cross-Racial Camaraderie and Globalization

Blackyouths ability to recognize similaritiesh the oppression aither racially
marginalized groups may enhance their understanding of systematic racisih{2@)vareness
might allowthem to engage in more sociopolitical action that disrupts racial dppréssall
racially marginalizeayroups (26)Similarly, gobalization can contribute to international
socioculturakexperiences. For exampklack Lives Matter proteshave emergeth African
and European=nation8q). Black youth may be able examine the sociopolitical forces that
affectracially marginalizedyouth domestically anhternationally and develogamaraderie

with other youth.

Looking Ahead

Investigations oSPDand similarprocesses (e.geritical consciousney&xplicate the
nature of consciousness buildiagdits implicationsfor youth’s broader development (e.g., 4).
But for raeially marginalizegouth, scholarshouldconsider thesignificance ofaceto their
SPD.Our.eonceptuainodel sta to identifysociocultural influences (e,gacial discrimination,
racial identity, raciasocialization) on African Americanyouth’sSPD. However,previous work
has found differences in tls@ciocultural experiencés.g., racial socializatiorgf otherracially
marginalizedyouth (37). Thusiesearchershould examine the unique attributes of the SPD of
different racially marginalizegiouth (e.g.Latinx, Asian, Native American)

We discussdsociocultural factors as predictors of social analysis and sociopolitical
action However,developing a critical awareness about rg& and engaging in activism can
inform the development aécial identity(1). Given thaSPDis a transactional process, social
analysisand.actiormay inform how youth interpretheir experiences of racism and racial
socializationResearchershould examine the interconneetsbetween sociocultural factoasd
SPD.Scholars,can investigate homuthuse theiracial identity as well as theiexperiencesf
discrimination andacial socializationto inform their analysis of racial inequality and
engagement in activism. Scholars should also exatheneelations etween the proposed model
crosssectionally andongitudinally to elucidate the directionality between factors.
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Ourarticle has implications for scholars and practitisnehoinvestigatethe resiliency
and healthy psychologicdevelopmenbf marginalizedyouth. Awell-established literature has
addressethe socioculturabrocessethat shapenarginalized youth’s developmersieg22, 23),
but this work has not contextualized thpsecesses iSPD.Racial identity and racial
socializationshavéeenidentified agprotective factors that allow youth to be resitiamid racial
discrimination(23). Examiningnarginalizedyouth’s SPD givescholarsan opportunity to
consider not'only how youtlre resilient in the psence of structural inequaljtiput also how
theyare empoweretb actively resisand dismantlsystemof oppression that impede their

development.
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