
“The Black/African 
American community 
has reached  thier 
breaking point with the 
narrative that Black 
lives are disposable.”

Racial tension is once again 
at an all-time high in the U.S. 
Many people have asked, 
“Why now? Why was the 
death of George Floyd the 
catalyst to this modern-day 
Civil Rights Movement?” 
The truth is: this move-
ment is over 500 years in 
the making. Only now, so-
cial media has made us all 
acutely aware of injustices 
outside of those within  
our neighborhood. 

While this has allowed for a 
collective response and an 
awareness that these are 
not isolated events, it has 
also served to chronically 
re-traumatize the masses 
by witnessing the deaths 
of Black/African American 
people at the hands of the 
police. This serves to fuel the    

hypervigilance and mistrust of a system that vows to  
protect and serve. Therefore, a movement began be-
cause ignoring the chronic injustices experienced in the 
Black/African American community is no longer an option.  
Realistically, if it were not George Floyd, it would have been 
someone else. The Black/African American community has 
reached their breaking point with the narrative that Black 
lives are disposable.

The number of instances of overt disenfranchisement are 
countless. Living through the Middle Passage, being pathol-
ogized with Drapetomania for fleeing from enslavement, 
being denied the promised 40 acres and a mule (repara-
tions), being counted as only 3/5 of a man, being purposely 
infected with Syphilis — among many other atrocities — is 
enough to break even the strongest willed individuals. 

The Effects of Racial Trauma on 
Mental Health in the Context of 
Multiple Harrowing Deaths  
Captured on TV and Media

What is Racial and Historical Trauma?



“ Despite being  
currently five to six 
generations removed 
from slavery, the 
trauma was so se-
vere that it implanted 
a psychological and 
social shock in the 
minds of African 
Americans.”

1Williams-Washington, K.N. (2010). Historical trauma among African Americans: The 
impact of racism on mental health. In R. Hampton, R.L. Crowel, & T.P. Gullotta (eds.), 
Handbook of African American health. New York: Guilford Press.

But knowing this is the history of your people and continuing 
to be treated as second-class citizens while simultaneously 
enduring constant prejudice, discrimination and bias takes its 
toll on one’s mental health.

Despite being currently five to six generations removed from 
slavery, the trauma was so severe that it implanted a psy-
chological and social shock in the minds of African Ameri-
cans. Current generations still carry the scars mentally and  
socially1. The theory of epigenetics and the intergeneration-
al transmission of trauma discusses how serious incidents 
of trauma (i.e., slavery,) can be passed down through gen-
erations in shared family genes. This notion affords a deeply 
rooted, genetic understanding of the suffering of our ances-
tors and makes a way for Historical Trauma to be experi-
enced today. 

Historical Trauma has been defined as “cumulative emotion-
al and psychological wounding over the life span and across 
generations, emanating from massive group trauma experi-
ences2.”  The use of the term Historical Trauma has been typ-
ically limited to the experiences of American Indians and the 
trauma endured by Holocaust survivors. Increased aware-
ness to the trauma endured by Blacks/African Americans 
in terms of bondage, Middle Passage, slavery, persecution, 
lynching, barriers to freedom, and physical and character as-
sassination in political and social situations expands the un-
derstanding and ensures that Historical Trauma also applies 
to the experiences of Blacks/African Americans.

2Yellow Horse Brave Heart, M. (2003). The historical trauma response among natives and 
its relationship to substance abuse: A Lakota illustration. Journal of Psychoactive Drugs, 
35(1), 7-14.



These psychologically damaging experiences are fur-
ther exacerbated through the reoccurring videos and 
images of Blacks/African Americans dying at the hands 
of police officers. There is a collective experience that is 
felt. It is not just Michael Brown (age 18), Freddie Gray 
(age 25), Tamir Rice (age 12), Eric Garner (age 27), Ah-
maud Arbery (age 25), Atatiana Jefferson (age 28), Bre-
onna Taylor (age 26), Elijah McClain (age 23) or George 
Floyd (age 46). It is every Black/African American re-
alizing that at any point in time, the stories that have 
become all too familiar could be their story. These are 
not seen as being seen as isolated events, but rather, as 
a willful attack and display that Black/African American 
lives have no value.
 
To foster a deeper understanding of these experiences, 
put yourself or your child into the shoes of one of these 
individuals whose life was cut short. These are not just 
stories; these were people with families and dreams. 
Dreams that can never come to fruition. And sometimes 
when a dream is deferred, it explodes as poet Langston 
Hughes once said.

The complexities associated with the retraumatization 
of African Americans, and the broadened awareness of 
social and racial injustices, have ballooned to create a 
societal awakening. However, becoming mentally over-
whelmed and susceptible to extended trauma or other 
mental health issues related to this continued exposure 
is prevalent as well.
 
As the struggle for equality continues, be mindful to 
consider your own mental health. Some ideas include 
taking respite from news and media, participating in a 
social-media-free day, or watching a comedy to clear 
your head. If at any time your mental health struggles 
are becoming too much, or if you are unsure how to 
feel, refer to NAMI for resources to help Blacks/African 
Americans such as Black Mental Health Alliance, Black 
Mental Wellness, Brother You’re on My Mind, and Henry 
Health.

“These are not just stories; 
these were people with 
families and dreams and 
those dreams will never 

come to fruition.”

Impacts of Retraumazitation




