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Our lives begin to end the day we become silent 

about things that matter. 

Martin Luther King, Jr.

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/m/martinluth103526.html


What is culture?

 Customs

 Language

 Traditions

 Food

 Values

 Norms

 Beliefs

 Dress

 Dance/Music



What is Trauma?

 The psychiatric definition of "trauma" is "an event outside 

normal human experience." Trauma generally leaves you 

feeling powerless, helpless, paralyzed. It tends to be 

sudden and overwhelming; it "owns" you. 

 You cannot think clearly during and after a severe 

trauma; at the same time, you are forced to focus your 

consciousness in an attempt to deal. One author defines 

trauma as "any sudden and potentially life-threatening 

event." This refers to one-time traumatic events, but most 

of it applies to prolonged, repeated trauma as well. 



 Some instances of one-time trauma.

 natural disasters earthquake, flood, hurricane, etc) 

 rape 

 assault 

 muggings 

 robbery 

 accidents (automobile, airplane, train, etc) 

 fires



 Some instances of prolonged trauma. physical or 

sexual abuse as a child or spouse 

 war 

 life in a prison camp 

 life as a refugee 

 hostage situations 

 life in a concentration camp 

 life in some religious cults



PTSD

 What is PTSD?

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is the name 

given to a cluster of symptoms often seen in trauma 

survivors. The more severe the trauma, the longer 

these symptoms will persist. In cases of major 

and/or repeated trauma, strong reactions may 

continue for years.



Symptoms of PTSD can include:

 Hyper vigilance and scanning 

 Elevated startle response 

 Blunted affect, psychic numbing 

 Aggressive, controlling behavior (a high degree of 

insistence on getting your way) 

 Interruption of memory and concentration 

 Depression 

 Generalized anxiety 

 Violent eruptions of rage 



 Substance abuse 

 Intrusive recall -- different from normal memory in 

that it brings with it stress and anxiety 

 Dissociative experiences, including dissociative 

flashbacks 

 Insomnia 

 Suicidal ideation 

 Survivor guilt



Complex Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder

 CPTSD-Recommended by Judith Herman for the 

DSM

 is a psychological injury that results from protracted 

exposure to prolonged social and/or interpersonal 

trauma with lack or loss of control, disempowerment, 

and in the context of either captivity or entrapment, i.e. 

the lack of a viable escape route for the victim. C-PTSD 

is distinct from, but similar to posttraumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD).

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychological_trauma
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Posttraumatic_stress_disorder


 A history of subjection to totalitarian control over a 

prolonged period (months to years). Examples 

include hostages, prisoners of war, concentration-

camp survivors, and survivors of some religious cults. 

Examples also include those subjected to totalitarian 

systems in sexual and domestic life, including 

survivors of domestic battering, childhood physical 

or sexual abuse, and organized sexual exploitation. 



Alterations in Affect Regulation:

 persistent dysphoria 

 chronic suicidal preoccupation 

 self-injury 

 explosive or extremely inhibited anger (may alternate) 

 compulsive or extremely inhibited sexuality (may 

alternate) 



Alterations in consciousness, 

including:

 amnesia or hypermnesia for traumatic events 

 transient dissociative episodes 

 depersonalization/derealization 

 reliving experiences, either in the form of intrusive post-

traumatic stress disorder symptoms or in the form of 

ruminative preoccupation



Alterations in self-perception, 

including: 

 sense of helplessness or paralysis of initiative 

 shame, guilt, and self-blame 

 sense of defilement or stigma 

 sense of complete difference from others (may include 

sense of specialness, utter aloneness, belief no other 

person can understand, or nonhuman identity) 



Alterations in perception of 

perpetrator, including:

 preoccupation with relationship with perpetrator 

(includes preoccupation with revenge) 

 unrealistic attribution of total power to perpetrator 

(caution: victim's assessment of power realities may be 

more realistic than clinician's) 

 idealization or paradoxical gratitude 

 sense of special or supernatural relationship 

 acceptance of belief system or rationalizations of 

perpetrator 



Alterations in relations with others

 isolation and withdrawal 

 disruption in intimate relationships 

 repeated search for rescuer (may alternate with 

isolation and withdrawal) 

 persistent distrust 

 repeated failures of self-protection 



Alterations in systems of meaning

 loss of sustaining faith 

 sense of hopelessness and despair



Cultural Trauma/Historical Trauma

 Historical trauma is cumulative emotional and psychological wounding 
over the lifespan and across generations, emanating from massive 
group trauma. Historical unresolved grief is the grief that accompanies 
the trauma.  (Brave Heart, 1995,1998, 1999, 2000)

 When members of a collectivity-share same skin color, sex, gender, 
orientation feel they have been subjected to a horrendous event that 
leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking their 
memories forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and 
irrevocable ways. A collective memory, a form or remembrance that 
grounds a person in identity formation

 Loss of identity-tear in the social fabric among a group that has 
achieved some cohesion



Cultural/Historical Trauma

 Trauma is a process, a dynamic sequence of typical stages, 

having it’s beginning and potentially a resolution

 Trauma-sudden, comprehensive, deep, and unexpected change

 Disorganization happens in the cultural and accompanying 

disorientation of actors-dominant culture and oppressed group

 Trauma effects the world

 Traumatic condition is expressed by set of traumatic symptoms-

behavioral or mental

 Posttraumatic adaptations employ various coping strategies in 

response to the trauma

 To overcome the trauma the culture needs to change so a whole 

new cultural complex or way of being is developed.



Cultural/Historical Trauma

 The trauma is held personally and transmitted over generations.  

Thus, even family members who have not directly experienced the 

trauma can feel the effects of the event generations later

 Intergenerational transmission of trauma is a relatively recent focus 
of mental health.  First observed in 1966 by clinicians alarmed by 
the number of children of survivors of the Nazi Holocaust seeking 
treatment

 The multigenerational aspects of trauma continue to be treated as 
secondary and, consequently, the behavior of many children of 
survivors of massive trauma is misunderstood and not treated 
appropriately

Brave Heart (1995); Yellow Horse



 I was theirs and they were mine. I sang the race 

memory, and we were untied in centuries of 

belonging.

-Maya Angelou-
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 A people is not defeated until the hearts of its 

women are on the ground.
-Traditional Cheyenne Proverb-



Disenfranchised Grief

 Grief that a person or persons experience when a 

loss cannot by openly acknowledged or publicly 

mourned.  

 Results in an intensification of normative emotional 

reactions such as anger, guilt, sadness, and 

helplessness. 

 Result from unresolved grief, a historical legacy 



 The death of an individual is usually followed by 

grieving, a ritual to honor the person who passed, 

social support, and a way to publicly acknowledge 

the loss. 

 What is the implication when a group of people has 

experienced a death or loss and there is no way to 

name it, or describe it or express the pain they feel 

as a result of it?



Cultural Genocide

 Are actions that are threatening to the integrity and 

continuing viability of peoples and social groups 

underpinnings of the subject society, preemption or 

destruction of resources necessary to native 

survival...



Cultural Oppression

 Domination or oppression of one culture by another 

in a way that prohibits or restricts the first culture 

from practicing its customs or traditions.



Process of Oppression

 When one looks at the history of oppression of 

People of Color in this country, we find that 

oppression uses recurring methods. Though we are 

talking historically, all of these methods are still 

being used in the continuing process of oppression.

 Violence and the Threat of Violence 

 Change in Behavior 

 Destruction of Culture Division

 Separation, Isolation



Internalized White Supremacy

 My world view is the universal world view; our standards and norms are 
universal 

 My achievements have to do with me, not with my membership in the white 
group  

 I have a right to be comfortable and if I am not, then someone else is to 
blame 

 I can feel that I personally earned, through work and merit, any/all of my 
success 

 Equate acts of unfairness experienced by white people with systemic 
racism experienced by people of color 

 I have many choices, as I should; everyone else has those same choices 

 I am not responsible for what happened before, nor do I have to know 
anything about it; I have a right to be ignorant 

 I see work on racism as the responsibility of POC and only in interests of 
POC



Internalized Oppression

 Internalized Racist Oppression (IRO) is the 
internalization by People of Color (POC) of the images, 
stereotypes, prejudices, and myths promoted by the 
racist system about POC in this country. Our thoughts 
and feelings about ourselves, people of our own racial 
group, or other POC are based on the racist messages 
we receive from the broader system. For many People 
of Color in our communities, internalized racist 
oppression manifests itself as:

 Self-Doubt 

 Inferiority Complex 

 Self-Hate



Relationship to Trauma-Role

 If race and culture has been based on whose 
constructing it trauma and the relationship to change 
your conditions is dependent on your place in the 
trauma.

 Are you the oppressor or oppressed?

 If you are the victim of the oppression and think this is 
what you will always have and deserve then you not 
feel like you can change the conditions.

 If you are the oppressor-and don’t know this or see 
yourself this way then you will not understand the 
implications of your behavior or the ability for you to 
change your behavior and stop the trauma.



 One of the sayings in our country is Ubuntu - the essence of 

being human. Ubuntu speaks particularly about the fact that 

you can't exist as a human being in isolation. It speaks about 

our interconnectedness. You can't be human all by yourself, 

and when you have this quality - Ubuntu - you are known for 

your generosity. 

We think of ourselves far too frequently as just individuals, 

separated from one another, whereas you are connected and 

what you do affects the whole world. When you do well, it 

spreads out; it is for the whole of humanity. ~ Desmond Tutu



Impact of Historical Trauma

 Historical and contemporary traumatic events can lead to a 
“soul wound” (Duran & Duran)

 The soul wound or ‘spirit wounding” is the cumulative effect of 
historical trauma brought on by centuries of colonialism, 
genocide, and oppression

 Psychological ramifications include internalization of the 
oppressor, unresolved grief and mourning, and suicidality 
(Braveheart, 2000)

 Diagnostic categories such as PTSD fail to capture the 
complete and utter wounding of the spirit that is caused by 
such traumas



Impact of Cultural Trauma

 Rates of the occurrence of mental health problems 

and substance abuse problems are estimated to be 

as high as 80% among Natives.

 Depression is one of the most prevalent psychiatric 

disorders in Native communities. 

 Discrimination has been related to psychological 

distress, depressive symptoms, anxiety symptoms, 

poor physical health and high blood pressure.



Measuring Historical Trauma

 18.2% thought daily or several times a day 
regarding loss of land.

 36.3% thought daily or several times a day about 
traditional language.

 1/3 though about the loss of traditional spirituality

 22.9% thought daily about broken treaties

 33.7% thought about loss of culture-made invisible

 Alcoholism was very much on everyone’s mind only 
7.5% never thought of it.



 The lives of African American women have been 

affected by racism, sexism, classism, and 

colorization (Collins, 1991; hooks, 1981,1984; 

Lorde, 1984; Walker, 1983).

 Women of color perceptions of racism based on 

gender based discrimination have been related to 

increased stress, depression, psychological distress, 

hypertension, and high rates of PTSD.



Indigenist Model of Trauma, Coping and Health Outcomes for American 

Indian Women.



Trauma

 Repeated Exposure to microagressions-daily ticking 

away at a person based on an identity 

characteristic

 Carrying the historical trauma and weight of 

oppression that the person, their family, and their 

people experienced.

 Discrimination, Racism, Sexism, Homophobia, 

Ageism…

 Physical Assaults, Abuse, Soul Wounds



Cultural Buffers

 Identity Characteristics

-Identity Attitudes-pride in cultural background, being in 

social groups that reflect a persons cultural background

 Self-Esteem-self-pride, support, mentors

 Coping Skills

 In indigenous women coping skills that include spiritual 

practices-immersion in traditional healing methods

 Enculturation-learning about your own culture, identity-this may 

mitigate negative effects of stressors or enhance the buffers

 Skills to respond to depression, anxiety, stress

 Adjustment skills to stressful events



Health Outcomes

 Mental Health

 PTSD

 Depression

 Anxiety

 Substance Abuse Issues



How to Respond

 Remembrance and mourning involves grieving both actualities and 

potentials that were lost; reconnection is a time of "I know I have 

myself" -- a time for seeing the positive changes wrought by the 

traumas, celebrating the survivor self, and reconnecting/deepening 

intimacy with others in ways that were not possible before.  

 Miller sees recovery in three stages, too: 

 the outer, middle, and inner circles. The outer circle is a time for 

building safety and rapport and gathering basic information.

 Middle circle work involves focusing on current symptoms and 

how to handle them. 

 Inner circle work, when trust is deepest, involves the sharing of 

shameful secrets and resolving the issues behind the trauma.



Three levels of Healing

Build safety and 
rapport/gathering 
basic information

Shameful secrets 
and honoring the 
loss and allowing 

grieving to 
happen

Current symptoms 
and how to 

handle



Build safety and rapport/gathering basic 

information

 In our assessment ask about family history 

 Ask about cultural background and after building 

trust explore how they feel about where they come 

from 

 Ask about rituals and traditions in their family

 Understand the impact of a genogram to gather 

information



Current symptoms and how to 

handle

 Use lense of cultural background to understand how 

a client is experiencing their symptoms, duration, 

length, family history.

 Ask about their understanding of symptoms that 

have been present in their family for a long time ex. 

Depression-how has it manifested who has had it, 

how do they feel about this

 Consider how their symptoms relate to oppression, 

internalized oppression



Shameful secrets and honoring the loss and 

allowing grieving to happen

 Allowing for grief to be expressed about how they have been 

treated as a person of an oppressed group.

 Normalize that our culture doesn’t support talking about 

oppression and privilege and it’s impact on all of us

 Connect the client with resources to discuss their experience for 

example a caucus, or peer group that is like and experiencing 

similar concerns and symptoms. Ex. For survivors of sexual 

violence we refer to break the silence and shame about the 

trauma why not create group opportunities  to discuss historical 

trauma.



Ritual

 To find our way for the next century, we must affirm 

and respect the precious spiritual nature of all 

people, the true source of moral power to transform 

our violence, materially-based civilization.
-Organizers of the Interfaith Pilmigrage of the Middle Passage



Kinship

 Healing rests in the importance of kin networks 

which support identity formation, a sense of 

belonging, recognition of shared history, and 

survival of a group.  

 Fogelman who has done work with Holocaust 

survivors emphasizes the importance of groups 

orientated around the theme of generational 

trauma-mourning process is stimulated.



Re-attachment

 Re-attachment to traditional Native (native to your 

culture) values. 

 Community Healing



How to Respond

 Case Examples



Dorothy Young


