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such as the Explanatory Model Interview Cata-
logue (Weiss, 1997), which seek to validate
cultural experience and psychopathology on its
own terms, provide just that. They tease out the
relationship between experience near (racism)
and experience distant (psychiatric diagnoses)
vocabularies, and help establish causal links
between the two. This is the subject matter of
medical anthropology and indeed a major re-
search agenda for cultural psychiatry in the
twenty-first century (Bibeau, 1997).
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On racism and mental illness

Racism is an attractive explanation for the
increased rates of psychotic illness in African-
Caribbeans in the UK. It has effects on physical,
social and psychological environment (Williams,
1998). Its effects cross generations (Laviest,
1993; David & Collins, 1997). It compounds the
effects of gender and social class (Lillie-Blanton
& Laviest, 1996).

The experience of racism has been shown to
produce pathophysiological changes acutely and
is linked to a number of chronic physical
illnesses (Laviest, 1996). Its influence on the
perception of self and the perception of com-
munity may affect an individual’s self-esteem,
their ability to live a healthy lifestyle and to
support others in a health promoting life-style. It
may have a deleterious effect on the structures of
minority communities and society as a whole
(Wallace et al, 1996; Kennedy et al, 1998).

The US literature on the effects of racism on
mental health is more robust than that of the UK.
Studies there have not linked racism aetiologic-
ally to psychotic illness. Parker & Kleiner (1996)
have demonstrated a relationship between
thwarted aspirations and psychological stress
in African-Americans. More recently, the persist-
ent, prolonged struggle and failure to overcome
difficulties of blocked opportunities (John Henry-
ism), has been linked to a decrease in psycho-
logical well-being — though not as yet to
operationally defined mental ill-health (James,
1994). A discrepancy between occupational
status and an ability to maintain the appear-
ances of a successful lifestyle has been linked to
depression in young African-Americans and a
link between internalised racial stereotypes and
depression and alcohol misuse has been
described (Neighbors et al, 1996; Williams-
Morris, 1996).

Racism has community and societal meanings
and correlates. Frustration and disillusionment
of individuals could lead to alternative economies
and lifestyles which undermine the family and
are associated with low social cohesion (Wallace
et al, 1996). Reduced social buffers and social
disorganisation are linked to poorer mental
health (Taylor et al, 1991).

The links between racism, identity and psycho-
logical development in children is a current area
of interest but associations between these factors
and physical and mental illness have yet to be
assessed (Williams-Morris, 1996).

So what of roast breadfruit psychosis (Hickling
& Hutchinson, 1999)? There is little doubt that
racism is an important stress producing factor in
the UK. However, that the identity problems it
fosters could not only produce psychosis but
would be reflected in psychotic symptomatology
remains to be proved. Why identity problems
would be linked to affective disorders and
substance misuse in victims of racism in the
US (Neighbors, 1996) but psychosis in only one
ethnic minority group in the UK would need to be
explained.

Detailed study and documentation is needed if
such an illness category is to be entertained, and
a proper evaluation of any treatment modality
would need to be undertaken before it is made
widely available.
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I have little doubt that racism, in its broadest
sense, is one of a number of social risk factors for
mental illness. The problem that researchers
have had to date is unravelling its myriad effects.
But, in the era of evidence-based medicine, that
is the challenge we have to face if we are to move
towards therapeutic and policy interventions
which will improve the lives of minority commu-
nities in the UK.
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Colluding with the illusion of race

The central case which Hickling & Hutchinson
(1999) are making, namely the idea that Black
people from the Caribbean are vulnerable to
racial identity confusion, was discussed in detail
in Frantz Fanon's (1952) Black Faces, White
Masks. Fanon's point was that the Black
Caribbean historical experience of slavery and
colonialism produced a particular kind of psy-
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chopathology. He argued that in the historical
confrontation of the Black person and the White
person a dialectic was inaugurated in which the
Black person perceived himself as less worthy,
less human, as essentially inferior. This self-
experience already existed in the Black person
growing up in the Caribbean but was exacer-
bated when the Black person travelled to Europe.

The problem with Fanon's analysis, as with
Hickling & Hutchinson’s acceptance of his
general conclusions, is his collusion with the
illusion of race. There was a definite, if tacit,
endorsement of the classification of human
beings solely on the basis of skin colour into
distinct categories as if this feature spoke to
something more fundamental or essential about
human beings. As Kwame Appiah (1992) put it:
“In a sense, trying to classify people into a few
races is like trying to classify books in a library:
you may use a single property - size, say - but
you will get a useless classification, or you may
use a more complex system of interconnected
criteria, and then you will get a good deal of
arbitrariness. No one - not even the most com-
pulsive librarian! - thinks that book classifica-
tion reflects deep facts about books”. The error is
to argue from the gross difference in skin colour
to subtle differences in temperament and
attitude, and to assume that this reflects a deep
fact about how we are made.

In putting forward the idea of a ‘roast bread-
fruit syndrome’ in which Hickling & Hutchinson
claim Black-skinned people see and identify
themselves from a White and eurocentric per-
spective, that is, in which Black people think
themselves White and in characterising this
syndrome as being made up of an overwhelming
desire for acceptance accompanied by feelings of
shame of one’s indigenous culture, rejection of
one’s indigenous language and manners and
attempting to alter one’s skin colour, Hickling &
Hutchinson have yet to describe in clear and
unambiguous terms what this would mean in
practice. What does it mean to think oneself as
White? Is this a matter of actually believing
oneself White when one’s skin is demonstrably
Black? Or is this a shorthand for saying that a
Black person who happens to value highly the art
of Shakespeare or Beethoven is thinking himself
as White? What does the reference to indigenous
culture mean in this context? Is the indigenous
culture of a second generation African-Carib-
bean person who normally resides in Birming-
ham and who has never visited the Caribbean,
English or Caribbean? In any case is any culture
purely indigenous? Hickling & Hutchinson want
to argue that altering one's skin colour is a
marker of pathology. Is this also the case for
White people who fastidiously tan themselves or
is it only a marker of pathology in Black people
and if so, why should it be so regarded? In setting
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