
How Empowering Mentoring Bonds Can Be a 
Catalyst to Undo Internalized Oppression and 
Heal Intergenerational Trauma 

CHANTELLE BROWN

DEC 5, 2022



AGENDA

• Group Wellness check

• Empowering Mentors: James Baldwin

• Intergenerational Trauma: Joy and Pain

• Case study:  Africatown,  Alabama

• Journaling and Anchoring Practices





WELLNESS CHECK-IN

• How are you eating?

• How are you sleeping?

• Who is supporting you in your service to 
humanity?

• What are you doing to cultivate joy these days?



EMPOWERING 
MENTORS 

• In this particular society, we are 
supposed to be so contained. 
Men are supposed to be men, 
women are supposed to be 
women and not need, really 
need, anyone else.  The ability 
to ask will you be my brother?
The courage to ask is often 
missing. James Baldwin was a 
brother.” ~ Maya Angelou 





TRAUMA

“Trauma is the wordless story our body tells itself about what is safe and what is a threat. Trauma 
can cause us to react to recent events in ways that seem wildly inappropriate, overly charged, or 
otherwise out of proportion. Such overreactions are the body’s attempt to complete a protective 
action that got thwarted or overridden during a traumatic situation”

~ Resmaa Menakem, author of My Grandmother’s Hands



TRAUMA RESPONSES: 
FIGHT, FLIGHT, FREEZE

• These defensive behaviors are instinctually orchestrated by the reptilian and limbic brains 
which are the oldest parts of our developed minds which control our survival reflects 

• THESE ARE NOT CHOICES PEOPLE WILLINGLY MAKE!

• This is a cyclical pattern that begins with an emotionally anxious state where fear thwarts 
one’s ability to respond to a given situation
• FIGHT (frustration) can give way to FLIGHT (helplessness) can give way to FREEZE (immobility) 

• Our neo-cortex (rational mind) is highly evolved but not powerful enough to override our 
limbic response, but it can interfere with its restorative impulses (to get away from danger).

• When the neocortex overrides the limbic response, we are traumatized



INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA:
TRAUMATIC RETENTIONS

• Our brains are wired for social bonds and connection
• Human evolution required cooperation and not competition

• Healthy relationships require support, trust, mutual empathy, cultural appreciation and 
cooperation

• However, our traumatic fears can alter our neuropathways. Guarding ourselves from a 
threatening world, our prefrontal cortex shuts down when it perceives a threat

• Our limbic brain overrides our functions and connects to our soul nerve which sends (fight, 
flight, freeze) response throughout the body

• This misperception (self-protective instinct) kills our attachment bonds 



WOUNDS OF RACIAL OPPRESSION: 
KENNETH V. HARDY,  PH.D

• Devaluation

• Assaulted Sense of Self

• Psychological homelessness

• Voicelessness

• Rage

• Traumatic Grief and Loss



CULTURAL-ECOLOGICAL THEORY OF MINORITY 
ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT: JOHN OGBU, PH.D

• There are differences between in education outcomes between voluntary and non-
voluntary minority immigrants

• Voluntary immigrants: come seeking a better life or to escape intolerable conditions
• Ex: European Ethnics and Asians in the U.S.

• Involuntary immigrants: enslaved or colonized by the dominant culture

• Ex: African Americans, Native Hawaiians, Puerto Ricans, and Mexican Americans

• Voluntary immigrants academically perform we well as, or better than, the majority group 
in any country

• Involuntary minority groups perform poorly in schools



CROSS-NATIONAL STUDIES ON IMMIGRATION:

• Koreans living in Korea and the United States perform higher academically than Koreans 

living in Japan

• Finns living in Australia perform higher academically than Finns living in Sweden

• People of the British Commonwealth Caribbean living in Canada or the United States 
perform higher academically those living in the United Kingdom

• Implication: Success within a particular country is related to a minority group’s 
immigration history and current status in relation to the dominant group, and have 
nothing to do with language or cultural differences.



PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR VOLUNTARY AND 
INVOLUNTARY IMMIGRANT GROUPS:

• People of Color, and other marginalized folks, are subjected to prejudice and discrimination 
based on their historical context in relation to the dominant culture

• Everyday acts of discrimination are not always violent, they are subtle, nonverbal cues, and 
ambiguous signs that are often difficult to articulate

• It’s often painful for White people to acknowledge that success in an increasingly competitive 
world are due to racial advantages rather than personal effort or talent.

• Enslavement and colonization are traumatic retentions that ruin our attachment bonds, 
fostering internalized racial oppression by igniting feelings of internalized inferiority or 
superiority









TRAUMATIC RETENTIONS:
IT DIDN’T START WITH YOU 

• When were your ancestors first declared Black or White (or Asian,  American Indian, or 
Latin)? Who determined this? How was that determination communicated to your ancestors?

• Where did this happen? What were the surrounding circumstances?

• How did this categorization change your ancestors’ immediate situation? How did it change 
their future?

• How is your body responding to these questions? Where do you experience 
resistance/constriction?

• Do these questions seem insightful and important, or stupid and pointless? Do you laugh, or 
cry, or cuss, or run away?



EMPOWERED MENTORS: CUDJOE LEWIS, SURVIVOR OF 
THE CLOTILDA AND FOUNDER OF AFRICATOWN

• https://youtu.be/g4CBVjR9kwc



WE SHALL OVERCOME: 
HEALING TRAUMA WOUNDS

• Our bodies have the potential to heal from past experiences of trauma

• We have infinite identities and so it’s important to honor all aspects of our lived 
experiences

• Be compassionate with yourself when you feel there’s something you need to pay close 
attention to within your body

• Mindful self-care practices to help regulate your mind, body, and emotional experience.



EMPOWERING MENTORING BOND:  
WORKING WITH THE ANCESTORS

• 7 Generation Principle

• Ancestralization

• Start by charting your family tree

• Speak with elders or recall stories shared about traditions, 
values, and lived experiences

• Compare your personal history to any documented research 
or cultural history, philosophy, or traditional practice

• Gather resources for Family and Genealogical Study



RESOURCES FOR FAMILY AND GENEALOGICAL 
STUDY

• Books

• Ancestral Medicine by Daniel Foor

• Honoring Your Ancestors of Marie Vaudouise

• Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous wisdom on earth-honor traditions and how to be in better 

relationship with the earth around us.

• Cultural folklore or folk tales 



FAMILY AND GENEALOGICAL RESEARCH

• Roots Web: https://home.rootsweb.com

• Family Search: https://www.familysearch.org/en/

• Steve Morse: https://stevemorse.org

• African American Genealogy: https://www.americanancestors.org/tools/african-
american-genealogy

• Native American Genealogy: https://accessgenealogy.com/native-american

• Genealogical DNA Testing



PRACTICE: DEVELOPING RESILIENCE WHEN 
FACING INJUSTICE

• Humming

• Ground & Resource

• 5-Anchor Practice (from a social justice lens)

• Soothe your mind

• Notice sensations

• Accept Discomfort

• Stay Present

• Safely Discharge



JOURNAL PROMPT

• What traditions, thoughts and beliefs are you questioning in the world right now?

• How attentive are you to the feelings of injustice you’re holding, and what will support 
you in realizing a better future?

• What routines, practices, or activities would best support your work in this moment?

• How can you hold space for those around you transforming from trauma? What’s coming 

up for you in thinking of the next generation?



REFLECTIONS

• Open invitation to share from a heart-centered space



COMMUNITY 
AGREEMENTS

• Learning to unlearn: step back from what you think and know, stay open to make space 
for fresh context or alternative views that expose your biases and expand your awareness 

• Come with care: check your moment-to-moment motivation for learning, and 
remember to acknowledge reactive emotions to try to engage from your wisest, most 
caring intent 

• Try to avoid blaming and yes/buts: try to share your experience with sensitive care in 
ways that honor differences (both/and) and invite deeper dialogue 

• Speak from the heart: allow your authentic self to emerge—speak from your 
immediate heartfelt experience, try to avoid sharing mere information, abstractions or 
speaking for others 

• Move in/move out: to support the group, take space when you have something to share 
and step back to listen when its time to hold space for others 

• Learn from your impact: when your words trigger someone of different background or 
experience, instead of clarifying your intention, listen and learn how you’re heard 

• Keep confidentiality: keep any private details you hear confidential, and bring only the 
lessons you’ve learned from it into your life and work 

• Engage respectfully: get consent before you directly engage others to ask questions, 
share your thoughts, offer advice or physically touch 

• Name the elephants: be brave in naming anything you sense or see happening (or not 
happening) that feels like it assumes or reinforces oppressive structures of privilege and 
power 

• Come mindfully: bring your contemplative practice into every aspect of our time 
together so it can fully transform you, our community, and the world we share 


