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The Question of Identity or Authenticity - Some Preliminary
Thoughts:

by
Wade W. Nobles, Ph.D.2

ABSTRACT

African people

“Where theory is founded on analogy between puzzling
observations and familiar phenomena, it is generally only a limited
aspect of such phenomena that is incorporated into the resulting
model”’3

Hilliard
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1 Accepted for publication in Jones, Reginald (Ed), Affican American Identity Development: Theory, Research and Intervention.

1997

2 Wade W. Nobles, Ph.D. is a full tenured professor in the Black Studies Department, the College of Ethnic Studies at San
Francisco State University, San Francisco California

3 Horton, Robin, Affican Traditional Thought and Western Science, Aftica, Vol 37(1) Jan, 1967, p. 65
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anti- African reality
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White Supremacy
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4 “Ofo Ase” is a Yoruba term meaning the power of the word or the power ofthe word to evoke that which it represents. It is
therefore implied that when the theories of Affican psychologists are guided by an African discourse, then new and more
appropriate ideas, concepts, notions, etc. will become part of the scientific enterprise.
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“The quest for explanatory ‘theory’ is basically the quest for unity
underlying apparent diversity; for implicity underlying apparent
complexity; for order underlying apparent disorder and for regularity
underlying apparent anomaly”

If we, as African Psychologists, are to be obedient to the imperative of respecting and
reflecting the human essence of our people, then our work must be guided by a
discourse that is radically different from those whose mtent is to verify the mvalidation
of our humanity (Ani, 1994). Discourse is simply a formal, honest, and intelligent
discussion relative to an idea or subject. The discourse is “formal” because it 1s
systematic and rule governed via its alignment with a particular episteme and
paradigm. It is “honest” in that it is an accurate representation of the “truth” as defined
and experienced by the people who are “subject” and have “agency” with the lived
experience of that truth. Finally, discourse is mtelligent when there is a discernible
connection between thoughts, ideas and domains of functioning (i.e., it is rational).

The criteria for discourse is further clarified when it is placed n the context of the idea
of “intimacy.” To be “intimate” is to have “a close relationship (experience) with,
detailed knowledge and deep understanding of the innermost and essential nature of a
thing or another being.” In terms of human bengs, I would further suggest that there
are at least three important realms of intimacy. First there is sexual intimacy, which at
its most fundamental basis is procreation wheremn humans “re-invent” themselves. One
could suggest that the coming together of the egg and sperm in fertilization can only
occur when they have a detailed knowledge and deep understanding of each other’s
mnermost and essential nature. Secondly, there is eating, which at its most primitive
utility is nurturance whereby humans “sustain” and “replenish” themselves. The
processes of ingestion, digestion and transformation equally require knowledge and
understanding. Finally, there is talking, which at its best expression, is “discourse”
wherein humans define, perfect, educate, explamn and give meaning to themselves. Not
only is discourse important as a human intimacy;, it is important as Karenga notes
(1996) because through discourse humans are able to attain authenticity, obtain
historical place, and establish engagement as human subject and agent.

What should be called for in this book, is a formal, honest and intelligent discussion
(discourse) of “African American Identity Development”. Parenthetically, it should be
noted that the historical shift in conceptual classification from the so-called “Negro
self-concept” ( i.e., Kardiner and Ovessey, 1951; Clark and Clark, 1952; Caplan,
1970; Cross, 1971) to “Black Identity” ((i.e., Thomas, 1971; Banks & Grambs,
1972; Jackson, 1975; Cross,  next page

6 Ibid., p. 51
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7 “Atunwa” is a Yoruba term representing the idea of rebirth of character or integrity. Ifin psychology we are concerned with the
essential and deeper meaning, then the rebirth ofthe essential character of Afiican people should be the intent and the consequent
of these theoretical formulations
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8 The reader is directed to Afficanisms in American Culture edited by Joseph E. Holloway (1991) for an excellent discussion
and defense of the heritage of new world Africans.
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Igbos, etc.) and Central Africa (Bakongo, Malimbo, Bambo, Ndungo, Balimbe,
Badongo, Luba, Loango, Ovimbundu, etc.) and, of course, the ancient Nile valley.
The question of identity must, therefore, explore the psychological residuals,
retentions, and resonances of our pan African legacy across time, space and place.

Our ancestral rights and spiritual connections were not severed or destroyed by the
circumstance of enslavement just, as the ancestral rights and spiritual connections of
our brothers and sisters in Africa were not destroyed or severed by colonialism. We
are all African people. Those ofus living in the United States remain an African people
and should, therefore, be rightfully referred to as the BUSA Tribe or Busa People
(Blacks in the United States of America).

Hence, it is correct, I believe, to seek an appreciation of the implications ancient
African thought and conceptualizations have for contemporary African conduct. Can
the African discourse be informed by knowing that the scene of the "Psychostasia
(Myer, 1900) " from the ancient African Hu-Nefer Papyrus depicts the Ka (human
spirit) reciting from the PER-EM-HRU (Massey, 1970) (The Book of Coming Forth
from Darkness to Light, misnamed the Book of the Dead) and that the Psychostasia
symbolically represented the first conceptualization of human Psychology (circa 1370-
1333 BCE) as the "lllumination" and "Judgment" of the Human Spirit? Through its
symbolism, the "Psychostasia" perceived the central and mutual interdependent roles
of intellect, emotion, spirit, conduct and judgment in the process of human functioning.

In our contemporary theorizing and discourse, what is the role of illumination and
judgment? Should the illummation and judgment be criteria for guaranteeing epistemic
and paradigmatic alignment? Does the absence of them call into question the accuracy
ofthe construct’s or theory’s ability to represent our truth as human subject and agent.
Finally, will the inclusion of illumination and judgment reveal the discernible connection
between thoughts, ideas, and functioning?

In classical African (Kemetic) philosophy, the significance of the Human Being is
found in the fact of “Being, Becoming and Belonging”. The human being as well as
human reality were all governed by divine law and the basic divine law was simply “To
Be” and n being, one was the “creative cause” which made humans divine. This divine
law was, n turn, translated into an enduring moral mandate which stated that “To Be”
was permanently guaranteed by the human instinct “To Become”. The moral mandate
of African Humanity was, thusly, “to become and in becoming”, humans revealed their
“belongingness” to God(liness) ( i.e., capacity to be the creative cause).  next page
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9 “Ori Ire” is a Yoruba concept representing the state when one’s consciousness is properly aligned with one’s destiny. In this
regard it clarifies and gives decper meaning for the quest for authenticity. It is human destiny for a people to be conscious (to find
and establish) of their own sense of authenticity.
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symbolizes the rising of a living sun in the upper world, the Spiritness or “wayne bibi”
(black sun) of our being represents the unlimited radiance, luminosity, and dazzle, and
total expression of being human.

I believe that when the person and/or community experience congruity between the
“supra,” “inter,” and “inner” realms of the “wayne bibi” (Spiritness), then the sense
of human integrity is achieved. This is a critical formulation because, 1 believe, that for
African people, particularly those who were colonized and enslaved, it is only when
one has a sense of the “Black Sun,” the “wayne bibi” that one has the “instinct” to
resist dehumanization or oppression as well as the capability to even contemplate
human liberation and potential. It is also the awakening of the “wayne bibi” that

allows us to contemplate and believe in the certainty of victory and human possibility.

At the metaphysical level, the “wayne bibi,” therefore, is the unlimited and total
expression of energy and power that represents human possibility, probability and
potential. At the physical level, the “wayne bibi” is experienced as a drive or human
condition. Wayne bibi (black sun) is experienced as an urge and desire for what is
excellent, good and right. As the fullest expression of goodness, it eventuates in the
ever-expanding love and feeling of "good will" for all life. It is the “wayne bibi” that
makes for ethical character and proper conduct. Being the “Black Sun”, the “wayne
bibi”. the person has an ever-present urge to kindness, goodwill and fellowship. This
is often experienced as the "felt need" to love and be loved for no particular reason at
all. The “wayne bibi” gives the person the desire for order and the beautiful; i.e., that
which is essential, pure, clean, clear, radiant. It is the “wayne bibi” that serves as the
"impetus" for concern beyond self to other and the emotional "sense ofthe Divine
agency" and relationship in human affairs (i.e., the compelling need to understand the
nature of the Divine) and thereby life itself and our meaning and purpose i life. The
human being as a living sun expresses one’s humanity as the magnetic pull away from
mere animal/physical existence and toward that which is higher, nobler, better and
more excellent (The Godness/Goodness). It is the “wayne bibi, " the Black Sun, the
unlimited luminosity, the radiance, the totality or fullest expression of Divine energy
that gives one the sense of inner "power" and dignity and makes one human.

The notion of being a “power” (“wayne bibi”’) of perpetual veneration suggests
precise meanings for the concepts of “being,” “becoming,” and “belonging” found in
the African centered discourse. “Being” is the state of “wayne bibi”; i.e., having the
quality of a living sun. It is to have an essence or substance that is an attribute of the
Divine and is absolutely mvariant and indestructible. “Becoming” is to fulfill one’s
destiny. It is the continuous and constant (movement toward) achievement or
realization of potential(s) to reach higher levels of actuality. “Belonging” is the
condition wherein one is conscious of the state of being one with that which is whole.
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“I am he who evolved himself under the form of the God Khepera. I, the
evolver of the evolutions evolved myself, after many evolutions and
developments which came forth from my mouth. No heavens existed,
and no earth, and no terrestrial animals or reptiles had come into being. |
formed them out of the inert mass of watery matter, I found no place
whereupon to stand. I was alone. There existed none other who worked
with me. I laid the foundations of all things by my will, and all things
evolved themselves therefrom. I sent forth Shu and Tefhut out from
myself. Shu and Tefhut gave birth to Nut and Seb, and Nut gave birth to
Osiris, Horus-Khent-an-maa, Sut, Isis and Nephtys. At one birth, one
after the other, and theirr many children multiply upon this earthio”
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10 Allen, George Thomas, translator: The Book of the Dead, prepared for publication by Elizabeth Blaisdell Hauser; Chicago
University Press, Chicago, 1974 Spells 63 and 64,p. 56, 59
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11 Dr. Ani introduced this notion to W. Nobles’ graduate seminar on “ Theories and Concepts in Ethnic Studies” (Fall, 1994)
at San Francisco State University. According to Dr. Ani, the significance ofthe Affican notion of'the “person” is its equivalence
to being a “human being” and that to be a “person” or “human being” requires both spiritual evolution and cultural maturation.
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Africa. What, i fact, is recognized as African culture and civilization is the combmed
social conventions and inventions emerging from a common African meaning of the
person.

Like the Kemites, the Zulu believed that all phenomena (“Uluthu ) had their origins
i a “living consciousness (1976)”, which they called “UQOBU ”. The person evolved
fromthe “UQOBU " in response to “Umthetho weMvelo” (the law of appearing); the
demands of “Isimu” (One’s nature) and “Ukuma Njalu” (perpetual evolution).
According to Ngubane(1976 77) the central teachings of the Buntu is that all things
originated from “UQOBU ” and evolve in response to the challenge of their nature.
The person, according to the Zuly, is a self-defining value and that life’s purpose for
the person is perpetual evolution.

The Zulu ideal emphasized the primacy of the person and the creation of a society
which equipped, enabled and ensured that the person would realize the promise of
being or becoming human(1976 77) ( “Ukuba Ngumuntu ). As a person, the
components of realizing the promise of being human are a) the person by law is human
(Umuntu Ngumuntu) ; (b) the person has to evolve over the distance of being human
(Amabanga Okuba Ngumuntu); and ¢) human compassion dictates that the person
can not be “thrown” away (1976 93) (Ukuba Ngumuntu).

The Akan conception of the nature of being human also informs the concept of the
person. The Akan people consider a human being to be comprised of three elements.
The first element 1s the Okra which constitutes the innermost self, the essence of the
person (Gyekye, 1987 9). The Okra is considered the living soul of the person and is
sometimes referred to as the “Okrateasafo.” As the living soul, the Okra is identical
with life. It is also the embodiment and transmitter of the individual’s Nkrabea
(destny). As the life force, the Okra is lnked to “Honhom” (breath) (1987 95). The
“Honam, ” however, is the tangible and recognizable manifestation of the presence of
the Okra.

The second element of the person is the “Sunsum.” The term “Sunsum " is used to
refer to all unperceivable, mystical beings and forces. It is the activating principle in the
person (1987 88). The “Sunsum ” is what molds the child’s personality and
disposition. It is that which determines the character. The Okra, in turn, manifests itself

in the world of experience through the “Sunsum.”  next page
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or subject, a sense of order where disorder seems to reign, while simultaneously
preventing the person, as well as the research, from experiencing the sense of
alienation and anomaly.

While preliminary, my thoughts on this matter should not in any way be construed to
mean that | believe that racial identity, for people living in a racist and oppressive
society, is irrelevant. In fact, it is just the opposite. African American identity
development is a critical concern for defining self and determining one’s meaning and
value. This ability is, in fact, essential to African American well-being, especially for
those Africans (a.k.a. all of us) living in a society characterized by racism and other
forms of human alienation and exploitation.

Sakhu Sheti.: Deep Thought and Theory --Some
Closing Suggestions

The ideas offered here are simply thoughts designed to suggest that our “theoretical”
understanding of what it means to be African (Black) in a non- African (White
supremacist) society requires “deep thought” about the psychology of African people
(Carruthers, 1995 2). We can not, as Carruthers points out, spend a lifetime of
scholarship and realize what E. Franklin Frazier (1973 60) identified as the “failure of
the Negro mtellectual”. Frazier, after a lifetime career as the premier Black scholar,
recognized that the Black Intellectual had “failed to study the problems of ‘Negro’ life
m America in a manner which would place the fate of the ‘Negro’ in the broad
framework of man’s experience i this world (1973 60) The ‘Negro Scholar (sic) he
concludes was virtually “useless,” in terms of providing “theoretical” guidance in
overcoming white supremacy. Frazier (circa 1960’s) believed that the sterility and
rrelevance of Black intellectual activity was due to the fact that the work of the Black
Intellectual demonstrated that Black Intellectuals  next page

12 Sakhu Sheti are two terms from the Medu Netcher (Egyptian Hieroglyphs). The word “Sahku” means “understanding, the
illuminator, the eye and the soul of the being, that which inspires.” “ Sheti” means “to go deeply into a subject; to study
profoundly; to search magical books; to penetrate deeply.” Accordingly, I have suggested that the term, “Sahku Sheti” be used
to represent the deep, profound and penetrating search, study, understanding and mastery of'the process of illuminating the
human spirit. Hence, in closing I am suggesting that the Thought and theory of Afiican Psychologists should be governed by
deep, profound and penetrating search, study, understanding and mastery ofthe process of “illuminating” the human spirit in its
full and complete authenticity.
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