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Abstract

There is a need for nursing research that applies ideas gained from critical nursing scholarship, yet attends to the historical, cultural, and social context of clients analyzed through those frameworks. The revision of critical nursing scholarship to address multicultural perspectives on critical thought will significantly transform nursing knowledge development. This article first provides overviews about critical nursing scholarship and critical social theory. It then explores the union of critical social theory and African American studies. Ideas gained from the combination of critical social theory and African American studies are incorporated subsequently in discussions about the role of theory in representations of social identity, in the development of knowledge, and in the development of nursing research.

For Black women as well as Black men, it is axiomatic that if we do not define ourselves for ourselves, we will be defined by others-for their use and to our detriment. - - Audre Lorde 1(p45)

… the modern Black diaspora problematic of invisibility and namelessness can be understood as the condition of relative lack of Black power to represent themselves to themselves and others as complex human beings, and thereby to contest the bombardment of negative, degrading stereotypes put forward by White supremacist ideologies [italics in the original]. - - Cornell West 2(p585)

Lorde 1 and West 2 challenge insights developed about African Americans without the input of African Americans, and without the recognition that there exists a multitude of perspectives among African Americans. They also echo the contemporary need for theory development that attends to the diverse life, history, and cultural experiences of African Americans as a social group in America. 3 Moreover, they affirm the significance of social and individual power in representing African Americans as complex humans. These quotes-when further interpreted-challenge scholars developing or using theories to address two focal questions. What theories allow for multiple representations of social identity? Among these, which theories allow for knowledge generation that contests negative, degrading stereotypes of African Americans? Critical nursing scholarship provides an avenue through which to interrogate these two questions.

Yet critical scholarship in nursing, as currently articulated, offers few ideas about how to develop nursing research about the complexity of African Americans and their health issues. 4 Although once evocative and timely, the theoretical insights developed by nurses advocating critical scholarship-particularly using critical social theory (CST)-appears to have reached a standstill. There are few articles, for example, about how CST can be used as an applicable framework for research specifically with African Americans. 5 But there remains a need for empirical research that applies ideas from critical nursing scholarship while attending to the historical, cultural, and social context of clients analyzed through those frameworks.

The purpose of this article is to explore historic and contemporary ideas from CST and African American studies. These two perspectives can offer insights into how to generate nursing research about the complexity of African Americans and their health concerns. The brevity used by the author in addressing CST and African American studies will not do justice to the variety, profundity, or quantity of scholarship that resides in each. Therefore, the author chooses to situate this article primarily in nursing literature. The article first presents the author's understandings about the rise of critical nursing scholarship and CST. Insights gained from the union of CST and African American studies are then incorporated in discussions about the role of theory in representations of social identity, in the development of knowledge, and in the development of research about health.
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THE RISE OF CRITICAL NURSING SCHOLARSHIP

Critical nursing scholarship emerged as nurses advocated for study of the environment as a place that not only promotes but also impedes human health and fulfillment. Chopoorian, 6 Stevens, 7 and Kleffel 8 often are referenced for their insights about the need for nursing scholarship focused on the social environment. These and other nurses championed for nurses to develop "an archeology of the social, political, and economic worlds that influence both client states and nursing roles." 6(p41)

Critical nursing scholarship-focused, in part, on developing this archeology-arose in many forms. Critical nursing scholarship has been influenced by critical social, 5,7,9-10 Black feminist, 11-12 feminist, 13-15 and womanist 16,17 and theories. These four theoretical orientations are not mutually exclusive and all can guide critical nursing scholarship. Yet feminism and CST are discussed most often in nursing articles, with little attention to, or integration of, knowledge from Black feminist and womanist scholars. 17

"Critical nursing scholarship" describes the emerging work in nursing that endeavors to understand how oppression operates within society and shapes human perceptions of the social world. Oppression can be defined as "unequal power relations embedded in basic structures and functions of society." 7(p59) A main assumption of critical nurse scholars is that scholarship is needed to offer better ways to address the health of society at large, and members in society specifically. The idea that there are, in fact, better ways indicates that critical nurse scholars are committed to a non-relativist stance. A relativist stance assumes that all knowledge is equally acceptable. Critical nurse scholars prefer scholarship dedicated to addressing oppressive structures in society. 7,15 CST is one of the many theoretical frameworks used in nursing that is consistent with this non-relativist stance. With the dual focus on critique and revision, CST currently is subsumed within many forms of action-oriented research approaches to knowledge development. 15
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CRITICAL SOCIAL THEORY: ITS USES IN CRITICAL NURSING SCHOLARSHIP AND AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES

Theories about society or social theories, as conceived today, arose during the Western Enlightenment. 18 During the Western Enlightenment, also called the age of modernity, scientific insights replaced the authority of the church. 19,20 Science came to be seen as more suitable than faith, myths, and superstition in its explanatory power. 18-20 Logical positivism or empirical analytic (or some name variation thereof) arose as the dominant scientific perspective through which to develop knowledge. 18,19 In this framework, scientists viewed knowledge as divorced from social values and norms. 18,19 A main focus of the Western Enlightenment period was uncovering universal rules of social rationality that could lead to truth. 19,20

In the early 20th century, scholars from a variety of disciplines disputed post-Enlightenment claims that there is a foundation of knowledge existing outside of human consciousness. 21-23 They critiqued established assumptions about knowledge development, and can be considered part of the tradition of critical social theory. 23

CST is an often-used and misunderstood term. 21,22 It often refers to "a substantive, neo-Marxist theory of advanced capitalism" 22(p4) or "a metatheory of (a certain type of) social science." 22(p4) "In the former sense, 'critical theory' means a theory of society; in its latter sense, a theory of science." 22(p4) Critical theory, in both instances, is greatly (though not exclusively) influenced by the work of Frankfurt School theorists. 18-20 This was a group of writers associated with the Institute of Social Research at the University of Frankfurt, Germany, in the 1920s and 1930s. 21 CST is used in this article as a framework for science, over which the Frankfurt theorists had great influence.

None of the Frankfurt theorists aimed, however, to produce a unified CST. Early CST developed in response to social changes and promoted new ways of thinking about social relationships in a changing environment. 18 CST development, for example, was influenced by World War I and postwar Germany. 21 "Only a decade after the Frankfurt school was established, the Nazis controlled Germany." 21(p138) Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse-noted members of the Frankfurt school-left Germany and fled to America. 18,21 Incidentally, these theorists produced their major works during their residency in America, spurred on by the "contradictions between progressive American rhetoric of egalitarianism and the reality of racial and class discrimination." 21(p139) Horkheimer and Adorno left America in 1953, while Marcuse stayed in the U.S., where he received great fame during the student movements of the 1960s. 20,21 Marcuse's work also influenced the second surge of critical theorists in the 1960s that was led by the second generation of German theorists, the most prominent being Habermas. 18,20-22

Historic and contemporary ideas from CST that influence critical nursing inquiry include:

 * There are no ahistorical, value-neutral, or foundational knowledge that can be known outside of human consciousness. 7,15,20

 * Research is a political activity because social and economic relationships shape its development and dissemination. 7,20

 * Power relationships inform knowledge development. 5,7,20

 * Language is paramount to how people comprehend meaning and create knowledge. 20

 * Social oppressions are not natural or fixed because historical and social conditions contributed to their production and maintenance. 1,5,7
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Nursing Scholarship

Critical nursing scholarship, using CST, is dedicated to work that exposes oppressive features of society that hinder human health and potential. Racism, classism, sexism, and heterosexism are a few common concerns of nurses advocating CST. 5,7,15 These oppressions are believed to affect the health of, and delivery of health care to, individuals, families, communities, and populations in American society. Underlying connections between oppression and health are made when ideologies are exposed by way of critique. Ideologies generally can be thought of as systematic distortions and misrepresentations that rarely are examined or challenged because of their dominance in society. 7 The common-sense appeal of those beliefs make them easier to be embraced and adopted fully. Through the critique of oppressive ideologies and conditions, new insights can be gleaned about how to promote a more just society. CST maintains that theory and practice are interwoven and that knowledge is a value-laden creation. 20 Critique is done to promote social change and foster creative knowledge development. Yet there remains little research in nursing that empirically addresses how social oppressions, such as racism, are associated with health and health care-not even with social group that historically have been affected by them. 4,5,11-12,16-17

As a philosophical tradition, CST is most familiar to people working in philosophy, aesthetic theory, literary criticism, cultural studies, and women' studies. 24 With the insurgence of nurse scholars writing and presenting about CST in the 1980s, 7,8-10 it became viewed as a relevant framework for nursing research inquiry, 25 education, 26,27 and practice. 9,28,29 These articles attest to the relevance of CST for the nursing profession in America, 9,27,29 England, 28 and Australia. 25 Nonetheless, CST-which was historically absent as a philosophical tradition in nursing 23 -continues to be used infrequently in nursing research in America today.
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African-American Studies

Conversations about African American studies 30-34 and CST occurred, at times, simultaneously during and after the late 1960s. 34 Nevertheless, there is no clear association between how scholars in African American studies incorporated ideas about CST or vice versa. However, Lemert 18 and Gates 31,32 both, describe patterns of critical thought among noted African American men and women. Lemert 18 notes that some time after 1979, the inclusion of multiracial, multicultural, and multinational perspectives on social thought critiqued and revised prior insights about CST. "New social theories" 18(p4) developed, perhaps owing to the increased college enrollment by people of color and women, the Civil Rights movements, reactions to the Vietnam War, and the Black Power Movements. 18,20 These and other events shaped the development of Western feminist and multicultural perspectives on issues of capitalism, racism, classism, sexism, and heterosexism. 18

Knowledge is involving about how CST influenced African American studies, how African American studies influenced CST, and the analysis of the critical trends in African American studies itself. However, through continued study of the literature, music, and art of African Americans, African American studies is developing insights into the critical traditions of historic and contemporary African American pioneers. 30-32,35 Scholarship from African American studies can enable nurse scholars to address specific social and political issues influencing contemporary African Americans. Exploring the cultural position of another group can foster the development of more culturally responsive and sensitive scholarship. This would promote nursing scholarship that attends to the complexity of social identity and the nexus of power relationships that shapes the social and individual experiences of people claiming those identities. An example of this follows in discussion of the role of theory in attending to multiple representations of social identity, in the development of knowledge, and in the development of health research.
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UNITING CRITICAL SOCIAL THEORY AND AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES IN CRITICAL NURSING SCHOLARSHIP ABOUT AFRICAN AMERICANS

Although CST is used by scholars in nursing 7-10 and African American studies, 1-3,30-35 Davis 5 is one of few nurses specifically using CST as a framework with African Americans. Her article explores "the historical oppression of African American women." 5(p125) Throughout her article, Davis referenced leading scholars in African American studies: bell hooks, Angela Davis, and Alex Haley. Several other nurses in critical nursing scholarship also incorporate insights by scholars in African American studies in the development of theory 11,17,36 and empirical research. 12,16 To focus on the relevance of CST and African American studies in research about African Americans, this article concentrates on how these combined perspectives can resist oppressive representations of African Americans by attending to multiple portrayals of social identity and the use of theory in knowledge development.
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Attending to Multiple Representations of Identity

The general interest of CST on oppressive ideologies are focused when the context-specific interests of African American studies are joined. Generality can be understood as the tendency for theorists to make broad claims about the condition of most people with little attention to the ways those claims vary. Specificity, however, focuses explicitly on the cultural, political, and social contexts to make claims about the condition of specific people. A prime example of generality and specificity is observed when exploring how theories from scholars in CST and African American studies address multiple representations of social identity (or the development and evolution of self-consciousness as shaped within the social, cultural, and historical context).

Some modern social theorists, like Habermas, have an underlying assumption that people have similar social identities. 20 This idea is partially due to their tacit assumption that people "naturally inhabit only a single social world or culture at a time." 20(p44) Social identity, therefore, is viewed as singular. This view of a static identity in CST-implicitly understood as White and perhaps middle class-is a frequent critique advanced by African American women against early, feminist theory developed by White American women as well. 30,35

Yet theories developed with the assumption of a singular social identity obscure the multiple agendas different people have-and the specific factors that contribute to and may reshape the i dea of-oppression. Outlaw, for example, notes that the involvement of African Americans with CST in the early and mid-1900s was shaped, in part, because of their needed and wanted alliance for "revolutionary social transformation." 34(p74) In the quest for this, Outlaw observed:

… class was the central-indeed, the only-vehicle for fully and properly understanding social organization and struggle. Problems of 'race' are to be understood, then, as secondary to the 'primary contradiction' of class conflict … [italics in the original]. 34(p74)

Critical theorists' deterministic focus on class as a primary oppression was associated with the dominant model of thought that did not consider "the concrete histories of different groups, their agendas, their locations, the personal histories of different members, and so forth." 34(p75) Subtly, it also is associated with their underlying notion that people have a singular social identity.

However, historic and current insights from African American studies challenge the belief that African Americans can be represented as having one social identity. An example illustrating this can be found in the work of WEB DuBois (1868-1963), who is known as the founder of African American studies. 37 DuBois was influenced by early social theory, particularly the work of Max Weber. 37 Du Bois, in his often-quoted metaphor about the "double-consciousness" of African Americans, addressed the "twoness" of social identity developed by many African Americans as a result of oppressive conditions. In The Souls of Black Folk, a book first published in 1903, DuBois wrote:

It is a particular sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others, of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness,-An American, a Negro; two souls, … 38(p3)

DuBois' insights about the "twoness" of African Americans' social identity resonated with many African Americans during the early and late 20th century. 37

With the recovery of buried texts about the lives of African American women of various social and class backgrounds, DuBois' ideas about double consciousness are transformed. Scholarship in African American literature affirm, for example, that race, class, gender, region, and religion influenced the lives and works of many African American women, thereby expanding ideas about the complexity of social identity. 30,35,39,40 Famous African American women, like, Sojourner Truth (1797-1883), Maria Stewart (1803-1879), Anna Julia Cooper (1858?-1964), and Ida B. Wells (1862-1931)-and less famous countless other African American women-presented the multiple facets of their lives, often within racist, classist, and sexist contexts, to resist oppressive representations of their social identity. 30,35,39,40 Several authors in African American studies promote the generation of knowledge that attends to the multiplicity of social identity and the specificity of context in the development of that identity. 30,39 This focus is important to not just show African Americans as complex human beings but also to resist oppressive stereotypes generated within the context of, as West notes in the opening quote, "White supremacist ideologies." 2(p585)

The traditional tendency for critical theorists to focus on general insights at the cost of the specific understandings, and dualisms over multiplicity, is of contemporary concern. 20 This issue is not addressed in critical nursing scholarship that advocates CST as a framework for studying oppression. However, the exploration and incorporation of scholarship from African American studies can support nurses in analyzing and revising notions in CST for population specificity. The use of African American studies also can transform the idea that CST is only practiced by White male elites. 30 The benefits of uniting African American studies and CST also are apparent when discussing issues of knowledge development about African Americans.
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Exploring the Significance of Theory in Knowledge Development

As with CST, the development of African American studies is associated with changes in society. 28 After the inclusion of works by and about African Americans in American universities and colleges, Gates 31-32,41 notes that few Caucasian-American professors were willing to mentor students in the development of culturally-specific theories about those works. Therefore, many of the beginning scholars in African American studies worked in isolation to modify theories developed about the concerns of Caucasian Americans, either wholly or partially, to generate knowledge about African Americans. This background, in part, spurs the "long history of resistance to (White) theory in the (Black) tradition." 32(p75) Given the underlying assumption of CST that theory makes "knowledge-as warranted belief-possible," 23(p34) focusing on theory itself in the generation of knowledge is imperative.

Though there are many ways to think about theory, there are two distinct perspectives on the use of theory in the contemporary development of knowledge about African Americans. 31,32,41 Some scholars protest the use of theories-derived about White American culture-in the development of knowledge about African Americans. 42,43 Their healthy suspicion and noteworthy reluctance is due partially to the historical precedence that the knowledge generated may lead to erroneous, culturally incongruent, and potentially harmful conclusions about African Americans. Thus, that knowledge may unintentionally and indirectly perpetuate the generation of oppressive representations. This belief spurs the promotion of theories developed about African Americans in the development of knowledge. 31,32,41 Therefore, there is the call for Afrocentric and womanist theories to study African Americans. 42

The other perspective on the use of theory is connected to the question of what differences between African Americans and White Americans really do matter. This query is linked to the idea that "African American" as a social identity category is not static. Identity is complex and fluid, given that many African Americans are aware of, participate within, and/or adopt White American culture. African American studies scholars, with this view, consider how work primarily about Caucasian Americans is informed intricately by the presence of African American life and culture (and vice versa). Toni Morrison, as an example, is acclaimed for her work in uncovering "the black presence in white fiction as offering both threat and reassurance." 44 Scholars using the second view tend to critique and revise Eurocentric ideas within theories as an enlightening transformation. 31,32

Gates, 31,32,41 current chair of the Afro-American Studies Department at Harvard University, offers a compromise between these artificial dichotomies on theory use. Clearly, the generation of knowledge about African Americans using theories that are not tailored to or suitable for their concerns is unacceptable. 31,32,41 In the effort to generate knowledge about African Americans, it is important to be cognizant about the origins and assumptions of theories, but it is not necessary to avoid them. To elaborate on this point, Gates notes:

We [Black critics] must redefine theory itself from within our own black cultures, refusing to grant the racist premise that theory is something that white people do, … We are all heirs to critical theory, but [we] critics are also heir to the black vernacular critical tradition as well. 32(p83)

Gates 31,32,41 inspires contemporary scholars to interrogate ideas in CST using the diverse experiences of African Americans. This requires uncovering the assumptions within key concepts and developing new concepts where appropriate. The goal of this transformative act is to develop a tradition of recognizing key concepts in how contemporary African Americans "define ourselves for ourselves." 1(p45) This is also done to recognize the "linkage between theory and knowledge" 23(p34) and the power of theory to contest "negative, degrading stereotypes" 2(p585) -two pivotal concepts in CST and African American studies.
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IMPLICATIONS OF COMBINING CRITICAL SOCIAL THEORY AND AFRICAN-AMERICAN STUDIES

Blending CST and African American studies helps nursing theory and research address social justice issues in a context-sensitive way. Theories and theory-driven research that is created not only about but also with African Americans can act to critique some of the taken-for-granted assumptions within the academic discourse of nursing, CST, and African American studies. The inclusion of diverse perspectives from African Americans about health, for example, can aid nurses in developing critical theories and research about their social realities. Instead of incorporating CST ideas that may not be relevant to contemporary and diverse groups of people, nurses can labor to consistently move toward integrating issues of social justice present in the lives of individuals with whom they wish to utilize a critical theory framework.

The union of CST and African American studies encourages an exploration of how power relationships inform the perspectives of African Americans and operate to account for their social realities in American society. Critical attention to power dynamics highlights how culture is not a fixed, objective reality. 45 It is variable concept that is negotiated constantly in interactions between social individuals and groups. 45

People develop ways to assess cues about how-and to what degree-their cultural narratives will be presented and valued in certain situations. Based upon this, they devise action strategies. For example, when encountering what Essed 46 calls "everyday racism" or the use of social power by White Americans to covertly or implicitly discriminate regularly against African Americans, many African Americans negotiate their verbal (word choices, verbal tone, and so forth) and physical (personal dress, style, and so forth) cultural narratives in varying contexts. The physical body and language both become cultural artifacts that may signal difference or likeness. 45,46 African Americans, as an example, may act to minimize or diminish their cues of cultural difference in an effort to decrease the likelihood of racist encounters. 46 Or they may increase the representation of their cultural identity to show solidarity with others, resist oppressive representations, or assert group membership. 45,46 Thus, the negotiation of cultural identity is constantly in flux, context dependent, and many times goal oriented.

The everyday knowledge about racism and other forms of discrimination, whether foreground or background in the negotiation of cultural identity, has significant implications for the develop of knowledge about African American health. Particularly, among African American women, the negotiation of cultural identity is challenging when neither their femaleness nor African American-ness may be valued in encounters with others. Yet, nurses rarely explore these experiences among diverse groups of African Americans. There is little known about how African Americans develop knowledge about health in light of everyday discrimination or how nurses unintentionally may perpetuate race, class, or gender discrimination in health research about African American women and men. 4

Therefore, it is important to resist interpretations of CST that would reify ideas embedded in the theory without considering how those ideas are informed culturally by the perspective of the author. Analyzing the perspectives of African Americans using CST frameworks without regard for the intersectionality of race, class, and gender may act to reproduce the belief that knowledge-even critical knowledge-is not produced in a context of hierarchical power relationships.
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SUMMARY

Because CST promotes nursing scholarship about conditions that impede human health and fulfillment, using knowledge from African American studies is significant for developing research tailored to the concerns of African Americans. Exploring diverse perspectives on critical thought will advance significantly nurses toward the generation of relevant, multicultural research. Research participants would then be looked upon not as objects of critical inquiry but as sources of knowledge on critical thought.
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