How Racism’s Legacy Lives in Our Bodies
By Leigh Buchanan
The title of Resmaa Menakem’s 2017 book, My Grandmother’s Hands, evokes the
moment when, as a child, the author learned that his grandmother from a very young age
had picked cotton in the fields. As Menakem touched her hands—still damaged a lifetime
later—“he realized that the exploitation of Black people had affected the body of his
loved one, and that the trauma was not just in the past but very much in the present,” says
Sarah Tielemans, a Leader-in-Training with the American Ethical Union. Beginning this
month, Tielemans will conduct a series of discussions of My Grandmother’s Hands with
Philadelphia and Baltimore Society members. (Check Upcoming Events for details.)
Ethical Views asked her how racism creates trauma in the body.
When people talk about trauma and the body in the context of racism I think of
violence committed against people of color by police and others: bullets and beatings
and “I can’t breathe.” Is this different?
It’s all part of a complex system of traumatic experience and racial oppression. George
Floyd and Eric Garner and Sandra Bland are obvious examples of traumatic interactions
grounded in race. Trauma inflicted by one body on another. There is also vicarious
trauma. What happened to George Floyd was a global experience because we all
witnessed it. That was trauma we shared. Then there is this intergenerational trauma of
racial oppression: 400 years of the violent oppression of Black bodies. Police brutality
against Black bodies is a symptom. It becomes, in effect, a kind of traumatic reenactment.
You talk about intergenerational trauma. Can the physical effects of trauma be
passed down?
Scientific research shows that the memory of trauma gets retained genetically. Menakem
cites a study of gene changes in the children of Holocaust survivors. There is an actual
genetic transformation that gets programmed into our viscera, our bones, our muscles and
brains. There is also body-to-body communication, through mirror neurons and subtle
energetic interactions that we are still leaning about. It is how we communicate with one
another what is safe and what is not. If I--as a white mother--am passed by a Black man
and my body reacts, then my children will feel that. They pick up that Mom is unsettled.
And they notice the context: this person with Black skin walking through. That is
subconscious, brainstem-level learning of racial trauma.
Does racial trauma embed in white bodies as well?
Menakem makes the point that racial trauma didn’t start when Black bodies were stolen
and brought to this country. He posits that the violence of medieval Europe created this
horrific trauma that got blown through other bodies. All individuals in this country have
different stories of racial injustice depending upon where they came from and when. My
family came to the United States really early. My mom is a member of the Daughters of

the American Revolution. So there is a story of persecution in my family history that I
don’t have the details of but that is embedded in my DNA. So violent persecution within
and between European communities is a precursor to the racial trauma inflicted in this
country on Black bodies by bodies of European descent.
How do we begin healing racialized body trauma?
First acknowledge that we all carry it around. Then start to feel it. That’s where it gets
hard. Because it is super unpleasant. When you encounter racial trauma in your own
body, it starts to react. As white bodies we feel afraid of the Black body on the sidewalk.
Or a Black body feels afraid of a police officer that has just crossed their path. Your heart
races. Your palms sweat. Fear or anger starts to take over. Menakem offers settling
techniques, so we can have the emotional experience but not be overwhelmed by it. We
calm our biophysical response and engage our cognitive brain, and then we can choose
what to do. Without those techniques you will never be able to respond from your values.
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