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CHAPTER 4

EUROPEAN TRAUMA AND THE
INVENTION OF WHITENESS

“What white bodies did to Black bodies they did to other white bodies

first.”
JANICE BARBEE
“There is no such thing as race. None. . . . Scientifically, anthropologically,

racism is a construct—a social construct. And it has benefits. Money can be
made off of it, and people who don'’t like themselves can feel better because
of it. It can describe certain kinds of behavior that are wrong or
misleading.”

TONI MORRISON

“It is entirely up to the American people whether or not they are going to
try to find out in their own hearts why it was necessary to have a nigger in
the first place . . . and the future of the country depends on that.”

JAMES BALDWIN



“A really bad idea, embraced by millions of people, is still a really bad
idea.”

TONY BLAUER

“I'm a get medieval on your ass.”

MARCELLUS WALLACE, IN QUENTIN TARANTINO’S PULP FICTION

This book owes a great deal to Dr. Joy DeGruy, author of Post Traumatic

Slave Syndrome2® In her groundbreaking work, DeGruy traces the history
of Black trauma in America. She looks in detail at the violence and abuse
inflicted on enslaved African people in America; at the continued trauma
inflicted on their descendants; and at how this trauma has been passed down
—and continues to be passed down—through generation upon generation of
African Americans. Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome explains how and why
so many African Americans today continue to live in the shadow of this
trauma. It also offers some useful initial steps toward healing.

DeGruy’s book was published in 2005, when we knew considerably less
than we do now about trauma as a bodily phenomenon. Back then, trauma
was widely considered to be mostly mental and emotional. As a result,
DeGruy focuses primarily on the emotional and historical aspects of

trauma.>"

As we now know, however, without a clear and present focus on the
body, trauma cannot be fully addressed. One of the purposes of My
Grandmother’s Hands is to build on DeGruy’s important work. Another
purpose of it is to look a little further backward in time than DeGruy did.
Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome begins its investigations in the year 1619,
when the first Africans arrived in America. These human beings were
kidnapped, placed in chains, forcibly relocated, and sold into enslavement
to immigrants from Europe and their descendants. However, trauma of this
kind did not begin in 1619. For thousands of years before that, human
beings murdered, butchered, tortured, oppressed, abused, conquered,
enslaved, and colonized one another.



While people from England, Spain, Portugal, France, Scotland, Sweden,
and Holland had all colonized parts of America by the late 1600s, it was the
English who controlled nearly all the colonized territories in what would

become the United States in 1776.%1

The 1500s and 1600s in England were anything but gentle times. People
were routinely burned at the stake for heresy, a practice that began in the
twelfth century and continued through 1612. Torture was an official
instrument of the English government until 1640. The famous Tower of
London was, in part, a huge torture chamber. One of many torture devices
in the Tower, the rack, was used to stretch human bodies and pull them
apart. Here is a description of the apparatus at work:

This caused terrible pain for the victim as well as increasing
physical damage as the torture continued. Tendons were ripped,
joints separated and bones fractured. The sounds of muscles and
tendons tearing and snapping provided audible signs of the damage

being done.>2

During much of the Middle Ages in England, torture wasn’t just wildly
popular; it was a spectator sport. In his essay “Violence and the Law in
Medieval England,” historian Sean McGlynn puts it this way:

Throughout the whole medieval period there was popular demand
for malefactors to receive punishment that was both harsh and
purposefully terrifying. This reflected people’s enthusiasm and the
desire to see justice being done. There was even an executions
transfer market: bids were made to stage the executions of
condemned men in front of home crowds. . . . Mutilations sent out a
message of warning and deterrence; executions offered the ultimate
guarantee against repeat offenders . . . with few prisons and no
police force, severe punishment was deemed invaluable as a

deterrent to crime.>3

In her book A Distant Mirror, Barbara Tuchman offers this parallel
description of everyday life in medieval England:



The tortures and punishments of civil justice customarily cut off
hands and ears, racked, burned, flayed, and pulled apart people’s
bodies. In everyday life, passers-by saw some criminal flogged with
a knotted rope or chained upright in an iron collar. They passed
corpses hanging on the gibbet and decapitated heads and quartered

bodies impaled on stakes on the city walls.>*

It is not hard to understand why so many people from England fled to
the American colonies. (Fleeing is, of course, a survival response.) Many of
the English who colonized America had been brutalized, or had witnessed
great brutality first-hand. Others were the children and grandchildren of
people who had experienced such savagery in England.

Barbarism was not the only reason to flee England. The Great Plague
raged through much of the country in 1665 and 1666, killing an estimated
100,000 people in London alone—almost a quarter of the city’s population.
In the village of Eyam, the Plague killed four out of five residents over
fourteen months. Many English immigrants were desperately trying to get
away from poverty, starvation, and overcrowding.

For all their talk of the new Jerusalem, the Pilgrims and Puritans were
not explorers. They were refugees fleeing imprisonment, torture, and
mutilation. In England, one Puritan writer, William Prynne, had his ears cut
off and his forehead branded (burned with a red-hot iron) with the letters
SL, which stood for seditious libeler. Another Puritan, John Lilburne, was
flogged with a whip, dragged by an oxcart through London, and forced into
a pillory. Others had their noses split or their tongues bored with hot irons.

In Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome, DeGruy asks, “Isn’t it likely that
many slaves were severely traumatized? Furthermore, did the trauma and
the effects of such horrific abuse end with the abolition of slavery?” We
need to ask these same questions about the English colonists who made
their way to America. Isn’t it likely that many of them were traumatized by
the time they arrived here? Did over ten centuries of medieval brutality,
which was inflicted on white bodies by other white bodies, begin to look
like culture? Did this intergenerational trauma and its effects end with
European immigrants’ arrival in the New World?

The trauma that now lives in the bodies of so many African Americans
did not begin when those bodies first encountered white ones. This trauma



can be traced back much further, through generation upon generation of
white bodies, to medieval Europe.

For America to outgrow the bondage of white-body supremacy, white
Americans need to imagine themselves in Black bodies and experience
what those bodies had to endure. They also need to do the same with the
bodies of their own white ancestors. And they need to ask themselves this
question: “If we don’t address our ancient historical trauma, what will we
pass down to our children, and to their children and grandchildren?”

When the English came to America, they brought much of their
resilience, much of their brutality, and, I believe, a great deal of their trauma
with them. Common punishments in the New World English colonies were
similar to the punishments meted out in England, which included whipping,
branding, and cutting off ears. People were routinely placed in stocks or
pillories, or in the gallows with a rope around their neck. While they were
thus immobilized, passersby would spit or throw garbage at them.

In America, the Puritans also regularly murdered other Puritans who
were disobedient or found guilty of witchery. Powerful white bodies
routinely punished less powerful white bodies. In 1692, during the Salem
witch trials, eighty-year-old Giles Corey was stripped naked and, over a
period of two days, slowly crushed to death under a pile of rocks.

I’'ll spare you further details of the ways in which the English in
America, and their descendants, dislodged brains, blocked airways, ripped
muscle, extracted organs, cracked bones, and broke teeth—those of Blacks,
Native Americans, and other white colonists. However, here is what we
need to recognize about this New World murder, cruelty, oppression, and
torture: until the second half of the seventeenth century, these traumas were
inflicted primarily on white bodies by other white bodies—all on what
would become US soil. (There were some exceptions, most notably the war
with the Pequot tribe in the 1630s.)

Throughout the United States’s history as a nation, white bodies have
colonized, oppressed, brutalized, and murdered Black and Native ones. But
well before the United States began, powerful white bodies colonized,
oppressed, brutalized, and murdered other, less powerful white ones. The
carnage perpetrated on Blacks and Native Americans in the New World
began, on the same soil, as an adaptation of longstanding white-on-white

practices.> This brutalization created trauma that has yet to be healed
among white bodies today.



As I observed earlier, trauma was not invented in the seventeenth
century. It is as old as our species. But our concepts of whiteness,
Blackness, and race were invented in the seventeenth century. While they
seem self-evident to Americans today, these concepts would have appeared
foreign and bizarre—even outright addled—to an American colonist in the
early 1600s. Back then, no one used the term white people, other than
perhaps as a descriptor (as in white paint, white gloves, white hat, etc.).
Instead, there were English, Dutch, French, Spanish, and Portuguese
colonists, and members of Indian tribes, such as the Pequot, Narragansett,
Wampanoag, and Mohawk.

Beginning in 1619, when people from Africa first set foot on American
soil, there were also African indentured servants. Although the antecedents
of what would eventually become white-body supremacy were already
established, European colonists and their children did not think of
themselves as belonging to the white race—or to any race.

Today we have a great bounty of written materials —books, pamphlets,
diaries, letters, public records, etc.—penned by Americans in the 1600s. In
all of these, we do not find the descriptive racialized phrases white person,
white woman, or white man until the 1680s. It was only in the late
seventeenth century that white Americans began in earnest to formalize a
culture of white-body supremacy in order to soothe the dissonance that
existed between more powerful and less powerful white bodies; to blow
centuries of white-on-white trauma through millions of Black and red
bodies; and to attempt to colonize the minds of people of all colors. The
concept of “the Negro” was created to help white Americans deal with the
hatred and brutality that they and their ancestors had themselves
experienced for many generations at the hands of more powerful white
bodies. The phantasm of race was conjured to help white people manage
their fear and hatred of other white people. In the next chapter, we’ll look
more closely at how these efforts were strategically and systematically
carried out.

—BODY PRACTICE—



For now, find a quiet, comfortable place where you can be alone for
ten to fifteen minutes. Once you’re settled, take a deep breath. Then
consider the following questions:

When were your ancestors first declared Black or white (or Asian, or
American Indian, or something else)? 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 or constriction? Where do you sense a
recognition or affirmation?

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

RE-MEMBERINGS

e Trauma was not invented in 1619. For thousands of years before
that, human beings murdered, butchered, tortured, oppressed,
abused, conquered, enslaved, and colonized one another.

* By the late 1600s the English controlled nearly all the colonized
territory in what would become the United States. In England, the
1500s and 1600s were not gentle times. People were routinely
burned at the stake, tortured, hung, and otherwise brutalized.

e Many of the English who fled to America were victims or first-
hand observers of this brutality. Others were desperately trying to
get away from poverty, starvation, overcrowding, and the Great
Plague.




» [t seems likely that many of the English colonists who made their
way to America were deeply traumatized—and brought their
trauma with them.

e Throughout America’s history, white bodies have colonized,
oppressed, and murdered Black ones. But well before the United
States was founded, powerful white bodies colonized, oppressed,
and murdered other white ones.

* Our concepts of whiteness, blackness, and race were invented in
the seventeenth century. The terms white person, white woman, or
white man did not appear until the 1680s.

e It was only in the late seventeenth century that white Americans
began in earnest to formalize a culture of white-body supremacy.

e This culture was designed to blow centuries of trauma through
millions of Black bodies and to attempt to colonize the minds of
people of all colors.

e For America to outgrow the bondage of white-body supremacy,
white Americans need to imagine themselves in Black, red, and
brown bodies and experience what those bodies had to endure.
They also need to do the same with the bodies of their own white
ancestors.
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CHAPTER 5

ASSAULTING THE BLACK HEART

“I imagine one of the reasons people cling to their hates so stubbornly is
because they sense, once hate is gone, they will be forced to deal with
pain.”

JAMES BALDWIN

“One doesn’t have to operate with great malice to do great harm. The
absence of empathy and understanding are sufficient.”

CHARLES M. BLOW

“We ain’t free. We just loose.”

PAVIELLE

Race is a myth—something made up in the seventeenth century that has
been carried forward, day by day and century after century, into the present.
As Quinn Norton observes, “Whiteness is one of the biggest and most long-
running scams ever perpetrated.” It’s a classic example of what therapists



call gaslighting:36 getting people to override their own experience and
perceptions by repeating a lie over and over, and then “proving” it with still
more lies, denials, and misdirection. Eventually, if the gaslighting is
successful, the lies are widely accepted as truth—or even as essential facts
of life, like birth, death, and gravity.

For all its fraudulence, however, race is a myth with teeth and claws,
one that continues to tear bodies apart. Institutions, structures, beliefs,
practices, and narratives have been created around it and have helped to
perpetuate it. Until we recognize it for the collective delusion it is, it might
as well be real.

Here is one of the many paradoxes of race: On the one hand, whiteness
—and blackness, redness, and yellowness—are thought of as unchangeable
attributes people are born with. Yet the definition of whiteness has changed
many times over the past 300-plus years. At various periods in America’s
history, immigrants from Germany, Ireland, and Italy, as well as Jews from

Eastern Europe, were considered non-white.3” T don’t just mean they were
looked down on and mistreated, though they surely were. They were also
formally and officially designated non-white by American laws, regulations,
and policies, as well as in the American press. Phrases like “the Irish race”
and “the Jewish race” were widely used and accepted. Multiple disciplines
of science were regularly invoked to wvalidate the ostensible truth,
usefulness, and importance of racialized distinctions.

In short, the invention of race required much more than just the
domination of Black (and red) bodies. It also required the creation of a deep
conceptual divide—what my colleague Ariella Tilsen calls The Great
Othering. As we have seen, this divide was not created until well after
enslavement became a familiar part of colonial America.

Enslavement itself changed greatly from the seventeenth century to the
eighteenth. Originally, laborers were imported not only from Africa, but
also from Scotland, Ireland, and England. These laborers, known as
bondsmen or indentured servants, were employed for a specified number of
years by wealthy landowners. After each laborer had fulfilled his or her
contract of servitude, he or she would be given freedom, as well as a chunk
of money or, sometimes, a small parcel of land.

Some laborers entered into these arrangements willfully. Some were
tricked or forced into them, much like Solomon Northrup was two centuries
later. Some bondsmen from the British Isles were convicts who were



“pardoned” by being sold into servitude. When these bondsmen and women
completed their contracts as servants, they became free peasants in the New
World. This created a growing class of free peasants whose skin colors
ranged from very pale to very dark.

In the late 1600s and early 1700s, these white and Black immigrants
worked and lived together on plantations that were owned by powerful
white male bodies. In fact, in several early worker revolts, Black and white
people rose up together against plantation owners. These revolts posed
serious threats to the power and supremacy of wealthy white landowners.

In response, these landowners (and other powerful white people) came
up with a divide-and-conquer strategy. They gave white workers small
parcels of land to work, thus essentially creating a peasant class in the New
World. The land owners taught these white people, “You’re just like us:
you’re white and you have land to work.” They also gave some poor white
people quasi-leadership positions as plantation overseers, providing them
with some authority over Black bodies and lives. At the same time, they
forbade Blacks from owning land, and told them, “You’re Black, and you’re
completely unlike us.” Powerful white people also created formal structures
and institutions to reinforce these notions. Black bodies were deliberately
presented as straw men for white bodies to blow their ancient historical
trauma through. What had been white-on-white (or, usually, powerful-
white-on-less-powerful-white) trauma was transformed, in carefully
calculated fashion, into white-on-Black trauma, which was then
institutionally enforced.

This was not an informal shift that resulted from slowly changing
attitudes. It was a deliberate strategy devised to create such changes.
Political leaders in Virginia legislated whiteness into existence in America,
and thereafter quickly institutionalized it. The first such law appears to have
been enacted in 1691.

Over the years, all of this proved effective in shifting the power divide
from landowners versus workers to white people versus Black people.
Today we would describe it as a work of evil genius. It undermined poor
white folks’ sense of identity and convinced them to fight against their own
interests. It created a false settling in the bodies of many poor, white
Americans. And it soothed some of the antipathy poor white people felt
toward far more powerful and wealthy white landowners. To this day, many
white Americans continue to live under the thumb of these delusions.



What made this strategy so profoundly effective and, ultimately, so
enduring is that it simultaneously colonized and recolonized the minds,
hearts, and bodies of everyone except prosperous landowners. Poor white

Americans had no voting rights because they did not own land .38
Nevertheless, they took pride in their status as white people, and routinely
lorded this status over Black bodies. To maintain this status, many pledged
their allegiance and subservience to plantation owners. (They were also
well aware of the implied—and sometimes explicit—threat that they, too,
could be enslaved, or have their meager privileges taken away, if wealthy
white landowners so decreed.) Meanwhile, Black people were no longer
permitted to own land and no longer able to work their way out of bondage

after a specified number of years.>”

This strategy was not new. In many cases, white immigrants were doing
what had been done to them (or their ancestors) in other countries before
they came to America. If you look at what the English did to the Irish, for
example, you will find many parallels, including Irishmen depicted as
gorillas and the phrase “no Irish need apply” in many help-wanted ads.
What do you think got passed down in the bodies of Irish Americans from
one generation to the next, all without words or context?

This re-colonization soothed some of the long-held pain passed down
from generation to generation in white bodies. It created a system that told
poor white people, “You have been born into a club of privilege, and your
descendants will be born into it as well.” As a result, these white Americans
were able to believe they had a claim to power and privilege that had eluded
their ancestors. The irony, of course, was they were still second-class
Americans, but now they had third-class Americans to beat down, look
down upon, and collectively blow their own trauma through.

Dividing working-class Black and white people from each other was
repeated with later waves of immigration: Italians, Irish, eastern European
Jews, and other European immigrant groups were initially regarded as
stupid, barbaric, and dangerous. Within a generation or two, however, each
of these new white immigrant groups was socialized, colonized, and
accepted by other Americans by being inducted into the false community of
whiteness. One group (and one generation) of poor white people after
another began to see their interests aligned with those of the ruling class.

It’s not hard to see how this dynamic—the victimized becoming the
victimizers—continues today. Nor is it difficult to recognize how many



systems and institutions that reinforce this dynamic remain in place today.

As part of the re-colonization, white folks were told, “Whether we’re
rich or poor, we’re all white, so there is no need for us to fight each other.
Instead, we need to band together to fight the villains among us: Black
bodies.” Now there was an easily identifiable group that white Americans,
whether poor or rich, could blow their unmetabolized trauma through.

But trying to soothe trauma by blowing it through other human beings
provides no healing. It offers only temporary relief from dirty pain.
Meanwhile, in the process, it both increases the pain and passes it on to
others. The essential nagging dissonance in and between white bodies
doesn’t disappear. Over time, the efforts to manage this dirty pain in white
bodies, both individually and collectively, led to the ever-greater
institutionalization of white-body supremacy—in science, history,
economics, governance, courts, policing, education, employment, housing,

medicine, psychology,* and just about everything else. (Today, many
Americans are working hard at dismantling institutionalized white-body
supremacy, while many other Americans are struggling to maintain it.)

We’ve been trained to think of the past in terms of a written historical
record. But events don’t just get written down; they get recorded and passed
on in human bodies. Let’s look at these events from the viewpoint of the
body, through a somatic (body-centered) timeline. The past 1,500-plus years
in North America can be broken into five somatic eras:

The Middle/Dark Ages (roughly 500 through 1500) For many
generations prior to colonists’ arrival in the New World, powerful
English people routinely inflicted terrible punishments on other
English bodies. Similar atrocities occurred in other countries in
Europe. It was standard operating procedure for centuries.

The Native American Decimation and European Colony Era
(roughly 1500 through 1610) European explorers made initial
contact with Native Americans. Soon afterward, immigrants from
England, Holland, Spain, Portugal, and France followed to establish
colonies. Relations between some colonists and some Native
American tribes were cordial; between others they were tense or
deadly. However, the main threat to Native people came from
European diseases, against which Native Americans had little or no



resistance. Illness swept through Native settlements in much the
same way that plagues had swept through Europe. In 1618—-1619, for
example, smallpox killed 90 percent of the Native Americans living
on or near Massachusetts Bay.

The Enslavement Era (1619 through 1865) The English became
the dominant colonizers of the New World. English colonists
forcibly imported Africans to North America and asserted dominion

over them.*! Colonists created whiteness, which enabled them to
soothe the dissonance among white bodies; to delegitimize,
dehumanize, and totemize Black ones; to create a culture of white-
body supremacy; and to build institutions, processes, and
relationships that maintained this culture. The white body became
the standardized, normal body; other bodies, especially Black
bodies, were defined as aberrant or substandard.

The Jim Crow Era (1877 through 1965) When the Thirteenth
Amendment was ratified and enslavement became illegal in 1865,
there was a brief period in which some racial barriers fell, and white
bodies began to struggle with accepting Black bodies as normal and
human. This trend reversed sharply in the south in 1877, when the
first Jim Crow laws were enacted. These laws created and enforced
the segregation of Black and white bodies, thus renewing and
legitimizing the war on Black bodies. The laws also bolstered white-
body supremacy through a variety of old and new institutions —most
notably the lynching of nearly 3,500 Black bodies. Other less violent
practices also directly affected Black bodies. For example, Black
people were not allowed to kiss or show affection in public, and
Black men were not permitted to offer to shake the hand of any
white person.

The Neo-Crow Era (1966 through the present) In 1965,
segregation became illegal throughout the United States, and for the
next two decades the Civil Rights movement lessened some of the
overt dissonance between white and Black bodies. It did not,



however, soothe the centuries-old dissonance that still existed
between poor white bodies and powerful white ones.

Somatic History Eras
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Figure 2. Somatic History Eras

In the early 1980s, another reversal started. As part of a major escalation
of the War on Drugs, Black bodies began to be arrested, tried, and jailed in
unprecedented numbers, even though Black people used illegal drugs at
rates similar to white people. The US prison population exploded, from
300,000 to over two million, mostly through drug convictions. Today,
almost 40 percent of people incarcerated for drug law violations are Black,
even though Black Americans make up about 13 percent of the country’s
population.

The Great Othering around the imaginary concept of race continues
today in many other forms. It is routinely practiced in de facto segregation
in neighborhoods and schools, in discrimination in the workplace, through
the practices discussed in previous chapters, and in a variety of less obvious
ways. In Chapter 6, we’ll look at how white-body supremacy continues to
routinely violate Black bodies. But for now, let’s focus on how white-body
supremacy persistently assaults the psyches, souls, and hearts of African
Americans —often in trauma-inducing ways.

I’ve already noted some of the obvious discriminatory assaults, such as
employers’ distrust of African American names; drivers being regularly
pulled over by police, often for no offense at all (ak.a. Driving While
Black); and repeated efforts by one of the largest American television
networks to blame, chastise, belittle, and shame many African Americans.
(This is in addition to the endeavors of more overtly white supremacist
groups, movements, and media.) This institutionalized white-body
supremacy doesn’t just affect the psyches of Black folks. It has a corrosive
effect on their bodies as well.



Subtler forms of violation also remain integral to American culture.
Three of the most common and pervasive are everyday stressors, micro-
aggressions, and a lack of regard.

Everyday stressors are the extra difficulties African Americans have to
handle, address, or work around on an ongoing basis. When my completely
normal and law-abiding teenage son leaves for school in the morning, I
watch him until he gets on the bus, to be sure the police don’t confront and
harass him. When I get on a crowded elevator and white people
immediately move their phones and handbags out of my reach, I have to let
go of my disgust and override my impulse to cuss them out. When I shop
and get followed or eyed suspiciously by a store clerk, I have to nod
politely, ignore the surveillance, override the gripping sensation in my neck
and the heat in my face, and squelch the impulse to scream, “Leave me the
hell alone!”

Micro-aggressions are the small but persistent and pervasive ways in
which white people deliberately (though often unconsciously) express their
disdain for Black bodies. When a cashier places change into a white
shopper’s hand but drops it into mine from an inch above, that’s a micro-
aggression. When a sales clerk assists a white customer before me, even
though I walked in first, that’s another. When I try to hail a taxi and an
available one sails past me, then stops to pick up a white man or woman a
block away, that’s another one.

Perhaps the most damaging, yet least visible, assault on Black hearts is
an ongoing lack of human regard. Here are some ways in which white
Americans routinely fail to show regard to Black human beings:

* Not listening or paying attention to someone, or outright ignoring
them, as if Black bodies were invisible.

* Interrupting or talking over Black people.

* Not taking someone seriously (for example, saying, “You don’t
really mean that,” or “You don’t really think that,” or “You don’t
really feel that way,” or “It’s wrong to feel that way”).

* Giving a brief, perfunctory, minimalist, or noncommittal response
(such as “Fine—whatever you say” or “Yes, I care. I need to go
now”).



Refusing to acknowledge someone’s lived experience, either by
denying that it happened or by fleeing into statistics or legalisms.

Acting visibly frustrated and impatient with someone, as if his or her
presence is burdensome, or as if what he or she is saying is childish
or ludicrous.

Saying, “Be reasonable,” then demanding something unreasonable
or impossible.

Speaking words of care or concern, but without empathy or
sincerity. This is especially common among police and elected
officials when dealing with racialized issues and with crimes
committed against African Americans. For instance, a police chief
may say, “We’ve got to do a better job at training our officers so they
avoid racial profiling,” but in such a way that the actual, unspoken
message becomes, “I’m saying the words I’m required to say, but
they’re just for show. I intend to continue with business as usual.”

The main messages behind all of these are the same: first, You're not
important; and, second, This bullshit I'm doing right now—I and others like
me are going to keep doing it indefinitely. People experience these vibratory
messages in their bodies. For many African Americans, they are achingly
familiar.

Everyone, no matter what their skin color, experiences such minor
violations occasionally. When they occur only now and then, they are easy
enough to shrug off as tolerable, then heal from and forget. But when these
violations happen repeatedly (whether over months for an individual or
centuries for a group), in many different situations and with many different
people, over time they create the toxic hazy trauma described in Chapter 3.

—BODY PRACTICE—

As before, find a quiet, comfortable place where you can be alone.



Allow five to ten minutes for each of the following four activities. Feel
free to do them on separate occasions, all at once, or in any
combination.

1.

2.

Think back to an incident in which you felt you were the
target of a micro-aggression. The incident does not need to
involve race (or people of more than one race). Any mild,
passive-aggressive move qualifies as a micro-aggression.

Replay this incident in your mind from beginning to end. When
and how did the event turn ugly (if it did)? When and how did
you recognize it as a micro-aggression?

Now replay the event again. This time, focus on your body and
its reactions. At what point does it tell you that something is
wrong? How does it let you know this? When, where, and how
does it experience pain or discomfort? Where, when, and how
does it feel good? Constrict? Move or activate? Release?

Recall an incident in which you committed a micro-
aggression against someone else, either deliberately or
unconsciously. Again, it does not need to involve race. Any
mild passive-aggressiveness counts as a micro-aggression.

Replay the incident in your mind from beginning to end. What
did you say, do, and observe? What did the other person (or
people) say and do?

At what point did you plan the micro-aggression, or realize that
you had already committed one?

Now relive the entire incident again, paying close attention to
your body. When, where, and how does it experience pain or
discomfort? When, where, and how does it feel good?
Constrict? Move or activate? Release?

Think back to an interaction in which you experienced a lack
of regard from someone else. In your mind’s eye, relive that
interaction from beginning to end. Then replay it, paying close



attention to your body. What sensations did you experience
when you first recognized the other person’s lack of regard?
Where, when, and how does it experience pain or discomfort?
Where, when, and how does it feel good? Constrict? Move or
activate? Release?

4. Recall an interaction in which you expressed a lack of regard
for another human being in his or her presence. Review the
incident in your mind from beginning to end. At what point
could you experience that lack of regard in your body? How
and where did you experience it?

Replay the event once more. This time, focus on what your
body experiences from moment to moment. Where, when, and
how does it experience pain or discomfort? Where, when, and
how does it feel good? Constrict? Move or activate? Release?

The hearts, psyches, and souls of African Americans have also been
routinely attacked by another group: ourselves. Many African Americans
berate themselves—and each other—for being Black, for being too Black,
for not being Black enough, for being less than perfect, or simply for
existing. We compare our bodies against the ostensibly superior qualities of
white ones, using the brown paper bag test, the blue vein test, the fine-tooth
comb test, the lip size test, and so on.

Oppressed people often internalize the trauma-based values and
strategies of their oppressors. These values and strategies need to be
consciously noticed, called out as traumatic retentions, and challenged.
Black Americans need to do this with other Black Americans; Native
Americans need to do it with other Native Americans; American Jews need
to do it with other American Jews; and so on. These values and strategies
then need to be unlearned, not just by the thinking brain, but by the body,
through its ongoing relationships with other healing bodies.

White-body supremacy lives in the bodies of most Americans, including
many African Americans. Many of our bodies hold the patently false
images, concepts, and felt sense discussed earlier. They create Black self-
hate and self-repulsion, which are both trauma responses: attempts to



manage the underlying discomfort and confusion, rather than to metabolize
it in the body and move through it.

African American self-hate plays out in multiple ways. The first
involves us disrespecting and distrusting each other in everyday interactions
—deeming each other worthless, inflicting violence on other Black bodies
in the same neighborhood, calling each other by the n-word, comparing
ourselves to monkeys, and so on. The second involves prominent African
Americans trying to renounce their Blackness (for example, Clarence
Thomas and Ben Carson), or publicly denouncing supportive or benign
aspects of African American culture (like Stacey Dash). In many of us, this
self-hate lives so deep in our bodies that our thinking brains are unaware of
it. Because white-body supremacy has been standardized, it operates
unquestioned —and often invisibly.

A sobering example of this effect involves Malcolm Gladwell, usually
one of our clearest, most levelheaded thinkers. Gladwell’s mother is Black;
his father is white. When writing Blink: The Power of Thinking without
Thinking, Gladwell took the Implicit Association Test, which measures a
person’s unconscious assumptions and associations. Gladwell discovered, to
his dismay, that he had unconscious negative associations with Black
skin.*2

Another fairly common traumatic retention is a reticence to own a home
or a business, or even to be part of a startup food coop. It’s not hard to see
how people whose ancestors were considered property would not be
delighted by the concept of ownership. This attitude has more recent origins
as well. As Repa Mekha, CEO of the community-building organization
Nexus Community Partners, told me, “During the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, Black business owners in the South were routinely
threatened, beaten, and sometimes lynched when they dared to compete
against white-owned businesses.” More recently, an unusually large number
of African Americans lost their homes in the Great Recession, because in
the run-up to the financial collapse, Black Americans were twice as likely
as white Americans to be given subprime loans.

Arguably, African Americans’ most pernicious traumatic retention
involves successful African Americans who look down on—and sometimes
mistreat—their less well-off brothers and sisters. This is yet another
holdover from plantation life. Typically, plantation owners and their
families treated Black servants who worked (and sometimes lived) in the



plantation family’s home marginally better than they treated Black field
workers. House servants were still considered property and were routinely
bought, sold, beaten, raped, and sometimes murdered; but their white
owners saw them as inherently superior to field hands. Some Black house
servants internalized this false superiority and lorded it over men and
women who worked the fields. This attitude lives on in some African
American psyches today, though few who hold it realize its origins.

My grandmother was a kind and gracious woman—most of the time.
Despite her painful upbringing, she was not quick to anger. When other
people were happy or received good news, she was happy for them and
never jealous. If there was somebody she didn’t like, it was usually for a
good reason. Either the person had done something that would make any
reasonable human being angry, or that person was generally unpleasant to
be around.

But there was one group of people my grandmother spoke of with
disdain: dark-skinned brothers and sisters. She would shake her head and
say of a neighbor, “She looks like such an African.” Once I overheard her
say to my mom about one of my friends, “That boy is blaaaaaack. Straight
outta Africa.”

When I heard her say such things, I’d get angry and bewildered. How
could she diss our friends and neighbors for their skin color or other
physical features? Surely she knew better. This was years before I
understood that my grandmother was acting out a traumatic retention
known as colorism—a form of internalized Black self-hate that reflects

white-body supremacy’s elevation of lighter skin over darker skin.*>

My mother would have none of it. “Mama,” she would say, “You can
think what you like, but don’t do that around the kids. That is hateful,
Mama, and we have enough of it already from white folks. We don’t need
to do it to each other.”

“I’m just sayin,” my grandmother would start.

“Mama,” my mother would say with great emphasis, and the discussion
would be over.



That pushback from my mother—and her steadfast refusal to pass on
any of her mother’s Black self-hatred to me and my brothers—was hugely
healing. It created a little bit of extra room for me to grow up resilient,
healthy, and able to feel regard for the Black body. Instead of self-hate, my
mother taught me to see Blackness as an asset. Her resilience helped me
mitigate the white-body supremacy and Black self-hate that were all around
me. Today, when I look in the mirror, I see an African face and body, and I
feel good about them. I do my best to reinforce these positive feelings in my
children, my nieces and nephews, and my other kinfolk.

Because of that small amount of room for growth my mother helped
create in my life and in my nervous system, I was able to become a
therapist, a trainer, a speaker, and (I hope) a good husband and father. It has
also enabled me to pass down some of my own resilience to my children.
With my now-grown daughter Brittney and my teenage son Tezara, I do my
best to create still more room for growth in their nervous systems, so each
of them can live a life that’s even bigger and fuller than mine.

I loved my grandmother every moment of my life. I still do. I know she
did not invent the racialized trauma that both white and Black people blew
threw her. None of those people, or their parents, or their grandparents, or
many generations of their ancestors, invented this trauma. It was passed
down and passed down and passed down. It is now up to us—to you and to
me and to everyone else who cares about human beings—to put a stop to
this cycle of trauma. This means metabolizing the trauma in our bodies. It
means accepting and moving through clean pain, individually and
communally.

—BODY PRACTICE—

Find a comfortable, quiet spot where you can be alone for about ten
minutes.

Think back to a recent time when you overheard a Black man or
woman denigrating another Black person for their Blackness, or for
their ostensibly Black behavior. Think of a monologue, discussion, or
argument, not just the offhand use of a derogatory term.



Recall where you were when this event took place. Then imagine
yourself back in that place and replay the incident from beginning to
end, paying close attention to your body.

At each moment, what does your body experience? When, where, and
how does it experience pain or discomfort? Where, when, and how
does it feel good? Constrict? Relax? Want to move or activate?

At any point, do you have the urge to speak up, interrupt, or step in?
How does your body experience this urge? How do you respond to it?
Do you do something, or do you override the urge?

What does your body experience when the incident is over?

Trauma is not destiny. It can look like destiny when people choose to
blow their trauma through others. But when you make a deliberate choice
not to pass on your trauma to others, that choice begins to mend some of the
trauma. It changes what looks like a destiny of dirty pain into an experience
of clean pain. Clean pain has a healing and transformative capacity that
dirty pain does not.

By protecting others—especially our young children—from our trauma,
we offer them safety and the opportunity to build resilience. They can then
pass these down to the next generation. We create more room for growth in
their nervous systems by first creating more room in our own.

When we heal our own trauma, individually and collectively, we don’t
just heal our bodies. By refusing to pass on the trauma we inherited, we
help heal the world.

My grandmother never mended all of her own trauma. But, with the
exception of the way she would disrespect very dark-skinned people, she
also took care to never pass on any of it to us. She was often nervous and
fearful, but she never tried to get others to share her anxiety and fear.
Instead, she did her best to make other family members happy. She usually
succeeded, too.

She spent many hours cooking for us. She offered us comfort, caring,
love, and appreciation. For many years, her entire extended family spent
Christmas Day at her home. Each year she created an experience that was



generous, joyful, and healing. And she had a knack for doing small things
that made a difference.

When my son Tezara was little, we visited my grandmother often.
Tezara spent a lot of time running around my grandmother’s yard—and,
when it was cold outside, from room to room in her house. During most
visits, there was a moment when Tezara would suddenly stop, turn, and
look across the room at his great-grandmother. For an instant, their eyes
would meet, and my grandmother would smile. Time stopped. I would see
the love pass between them—an aging, caramel-skinned queen and a prince
in sneakers and a sweatshirt. Then the world would resume, and Tezara
would be off on his next adventure.

In that shared, intimate glance, love traveled across many generations. It
traveled into the past, through all the ancestors who had helped my
grandmother become who she was. It traveled forward, through my mother,
then through me and my wife, and into Brittney and Tezara who, I hope,
will someday pass on that simple act of healing to their own children.

RE-MEMBERINGS

e Race is a myth, but a myth with teeth and claws. Institutions,
structures, beliefs, and narratives have been created around it.
Until we recognize it for the collective delusion it is, it might as
well be real.

e The definition of whiteness has changed many times over the past
three centuries. At various periods in America’s history,
immigrants from Germany, Ireland, and Italy, as well as Jews
from Eastern Europe, were considered non-white.

e In the late 1600s and early 1700s, white and Black immigrants
worked and lived together on plantations and repeatedly rose up
together against plantation owners. In response, landowners gave
white workers small parcels of land and said, “You’re like us;
you’re white and you own land.” In other cases, they appointed




poor white people to quasi-leadership positions that gave them
authority over Black bodies and lives.

Over the years, the power divide shifted from landowners versus
workers to white folks versus Black folks.

The colonization of minds and bodies soothed some of the long-
held pain that had been passed down from generation to
generation in white bodies. Poor white Americans were
increasingly able to believe they had a claim to power and
privilege that had eluded their ancestors.

There was now an easily identifiable group that white people —
whether poor or rich—could blow their unmetabolized trauma
through.

This dirty pain became institutionalized as white-body supremacy
—1n governance, courts, policing, education, employment,
housing, and so on.

Dividing working-class Black and white people from each other
was repeated with later waves of immigrants. Italians, Irish,
Eastern European Jews, and other European immigrant groups
were initially regarded as stupid, barbaric, dangerous, and, most
of all, non-white. Within a generation or two, however, each
group was colonized, socialized, and absorbed into the false
community of whiteness.

The Black heart, soul, and psyche continue to be violated in many
ways today, including through everyday stressors, micro-
aggressions, and a lack of regard.

Many African Americans berate themselves—and each other—
for being Black, for being too Black, for not being Black enough,
for being less than perfect, or simply for existing. This self-hate
lives so deep in many of our bodies that our thinking brains are
completely unaware of it.




e Trauma is not destiny. It can look like destiny when people
choose to blow their trauma through others. But when you make a
deliberate choice not to pass on your trauma to others, that choice
begins to heal some of the trauma.

* By protecting others from our trauma, we offer them safety and
the opportunity to build resilience, both of which can then be
passed down to the next generation.

36 The term gaslighting comes from a 1938 play, and films released in 1940 and 1944,
called Gas Light. In them, a man attempts to convince his wife (and other people) that she
is insane by manipulating small elements of her environment and insisting that she
imagines things and remembers events incorrectly. One version of the film was released
under the title Angel Street.

37 1In March of 2017, I heard a listener who called in to a National Public Radio talk
show explain that she wanted to support Muslims, but that she herself was white, not
Muslim. As if, somehow, Christianity equaled whiteness and Islam equaled non-whiteness.
Such is the endurance, ubiquity, and perniciousness of white-body supremacy. (For the
record, in the United States, 79 percent of African Americans identify as Christian, while
only 70 percent of white Americans do. Thirty percent of American Muslims report their
race as white; 23 percent report it as Black.) See the Pew Research Center’s study on US
demographic groups and religious affiliations, at www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/chapter-
4-the-shifting-religious-identity-of-demographic-groups/ and www.people-
press.org/2011/08/30/section-1-a-demographic-portrait-of-muslim-americans.

38 White men who did not own land were not granted the right to vote until much later—
as early as 1792 in Kentucky and as late as 1856 in North Carolina. Women could not vote
until 1920; Natives Americans not until 1924; and Chinese immigrants not until 1943.
Residents of Washington, DC, could not vote in presidential elections until 1961. Voting
rights for Black Americans and other non-white citizens were not guaranteed by law
throughout the United States until 1965, after the passage of the Voting Rights Act. (As I
write this in early 2017, strenuous efforts are under way in several states—most notably
North Carolina, Texas, and Wisconsin—to de facto rescind this right for many non-white
Americans through gerrymandering.)

39 This is, of course, an extremely compressed sketch of a long string of events. For an
eye-opening overview in under 3,000 words, I highly recommend Quinn Norton’s article
“How White People Got Made” (The Message, October 17,2014,
https://medium.com/message/how-white-people-got-made-6eeb076aded2#.7vSuql4ut).
For a more detailed history of how whiteness was created, taught, and turned into a cultural
norm, consider any one of these insightful books: Nell Irwin Painter’s The History of White


http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/chapter-4-the-shifting-religious-identity-of-demographic-groups/
http://www.people-press.org/2011/08/30/section-1-a-demographic-portrait-of-muslim-americans
https://medium.com/message/how-white-people-got-made-6eeb076ade42#.7v5uq14ut

People (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2010), Noel Ignatiev’s How the Irish
Became White (Oxon, UK: Routledge, 1995), David R. Roedinger’s Working Toward
Whiteness: How America’s Immigrants Became White (New York: Basic Books, 2005), and
Matthew Frye Jacobson’s Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the
Alchemy of Race (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998). Also interesting is
Karen Brodkin’s How Jews Became White Folks and What That Says About Race in
America (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1998).

40 One typical example: in 1851, white American physician Samuel Cartwright
presented a paper before the Medical Association of Louisiana in which he described a
mental illness he called drapetomania. This ostensible disorder—which, accordingly to
Cartwright, only infected Black people —caused slaves to flee captivity rather than accept
their subjugation. Cartwright proposed the preventive measure of “whipping the devil out
of them.” Other physicians suggested curing drapetomania by cutting off enslaved people’s
big toes.

41 The trading of enslaved Africans was not only a New World industry, however.
Businesses from many European countries, including England, France, Holland, Spain,
Portugal, and Sweden sold and shipped enslaved Africans. Other businesses built ships,
sold insurance, and created other industries around the trade of enslaved people from
Africa.

42 Malcolm Gladwell, Blink: The Power of Thinking without Thinking (New York: Little,
Brown and Company, 2005), pp. 82-84.

43 The elevation of light skin over dark skin occurs as both an opposition and a
continuum. There is of course the basic, obvious duality of white as good, pure, and true,
and dark as bad, impure, and corrupt. But there is also a continuum, with whiteness (and
purity and goodness) at one end and darkness (and dirtiness and evil) at the other. The
continuum begins with the blonde-haired, blue-eyed WASP and ends with the jet-black
African. In between are all other gradations of skin color. Somewhere in the middle, near
“swarthy” Greeks and Egyptians, are most Jews and Muslims—even those with blonde
hair and blue eyes. If a Jew or Muslim has dark skin, however, his or her skin color, rather
than religion, determines his or her place on this continuum. You may recognize colorism
as an inherited form of Stockholm Syndrome or capture bonding, in which a captive
develops a psychological alliance with his or her captors as a survival strategy.



