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The main objective of this research paper is to present and highlight the issues and problems 
of Afro-Americans who had been ruthlessly exploited by their masters. Through ages, they 
have suffered immense pain and have been denied the right to live. The Afro-American race 
is one of the worst sufferers in the history of humanity. They were belittled, exploited, 
subjugated, dehumanized, and ravaged on the basis of race, colour, and sex. Slavery haunted 
their lives, leaving indelible scars on their consciousness. Though, the bondage of slavery 
was over, but the intense agony of it seemed impossible to subside. Their consciousness, 
identity and integrity were torn by the whites. They were forced to hold the worthless 
positions in white society, isolated from their existence, incarcerated and deprived from 
everything like education, jobs, voting rights, political rights, etc. They collectively brought 
themselves toward psychic abnormality. The effects of lynching’s and holocaust could still be 
seen in the traumatic patients. Slavery had profound effect on their later generations, as it had 
decimated their lives. As Morrison states that “nobody knows their names, and nobody thinks 
about them. In addition to that they never survived in the lore; there are no songs or dances or 
tales of these people” (qtd. by Heffernan 2). It was in no way achievable for these Africans to 
have normal mourning due to psychological horrors of slavery. The Africans were separated 
from their genealogy, culture, language by the white masters, so that they could not forward 
their stories and claim for their recognition. All these tortures whether racial discrimination, 
classicism, sexism, dehumanization, holocaust, slavery and many more devastated their 
psyches and finally resulted trauma.  

Introduction 

Trauma is an incident which leads to a great suffering of body or mind. It is a severe torture 
to the body and breaks the body’s natural equilibrium. It is defined as an emotional wound 
causing a psychological injury. American Psychological Association, defined trauma as an 
emotional response to a terrible event like an accident, rape or natural disaster. Immediately 
after the event, shock and denial are typical. Longer term reactions include unpredictable 
emotions, flashbacks and strained relationships. J. Laplanche and J. B. Pontalis assert, 
“Trauma is an event in the subject life defined by its intensity by the subject’s incapacity to 
respond adequately to it, and by the upheaval and long lasting effects that it brings about in 
the psychical organization” (qtd. by Hwangbo 1).                                                                  

Trauma is a dreadful situation which causes turmoil in one’s life. Sometimes, its effect is 
catastrophic in which both one’s self as well as the social identity get damaged. It creates 
rupture in one’s body and mind as a result sometimes the mind is not able to function 
normally. It blocks senses of a victim and demolishes the “fundamental assumptions” or “the 
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bedrock of our conceptual system” (Hwangbo 1). One’s loss of his/her true self is the 
“hallmark of being traumatized” (Hwangbo 1).                         

Furthermore, trauma is a “breach” in the “protective barrier” (Hwangbo 2) which leads to jolt 
and break-down. The conditions like genocide, objectification of others, death, atrocities, and 
haunting have a strong impact on the senses. The outcome of these incidents causes trauma. 
This is not static to one generation only. It can also have post-traumatic effects. Various 
evidences of ‘holocaust’ survivors and their children displayed the adverse effects of trauma. 
It usually does not vanish but shifts from one generation to next and haunts the children of 
trauma survivors.           

I am, discussing the issue of trauma of Afro-Americans in this research paper from 
psychological point of view. The present research paper will emphasize on the effects of 
issues, such as, social oppression, disempowerment, disenfranchisement, racism, sexism, 
classicism, and slavery in Afro- American race that leads to mental disorders and ultimately 
trauma.  

Broadly, psychologists have distinguished trauma into two types: emotional and 
psychological. Both are the outcome of incredible events that bring anxiety and worry. These 
events destroy one’s safety and security, one feels helpless and vulnerable in a terrible world. 
Mostly people are traumatized by stressful experiences. These people in their early part of 
life had been subjected to heavy losses. The earlier childhood experiences of life put an 
influence on the latter part of life. So, once a child is traumatized in childhood, he would have 
long repercussions in the coming part of his life. According to latest research, childhood 
trauma promotes the risk of future trauma (CCTS African-American Who Suffer with 
Trauma). Traumatized children look at the world as fearful and threatening place. The feeling 
of danger and helplessness moves over to adulthood. In this way, it creates a new stage for 
future trauma. The following are the factors which are responsible for childhood trauma: An 
unstable or unsafe environment, separation from parents, sexual, physical, or verbal abuse, 
domestic violence, neglect, bullying etc.        

The symptoms of emotional and psychological trauma are: shock, denial, or disbelief; anger, 
irritability, mood swings; confusion, difficulty in concentrating; anxiety and fear; guilt, 
shame, self blame; feeling sad or hopeless; withdrawing from others; feeling disconnected or 
numb.                                                                                                             

Trauma and its Psychosocial Aspect 

Robert Jay Lifton asserted that everywhere in the social structure there is a group of 
“designated victims” (qtd. by Hwangbo 6) whom people create to “live off” both 
economically and psychologically. In society, they were treated as outcastes, this race was 
none other than African race. Afro-Americans because of their black colour and ethnic 
background were discriminated and exploited. They were not from white race and considered 
as dark shadows of American dream. Laura S. Brown examines the psychic scar of the 
socially deprived people. Laura inquired into Maria P. P. Root’s concept of “insidious 
trauma” (qtd. by Grogan) and brought out that there are “traumatogenic effects of oppression 
that are not necessarily overtly violent or threatening to bodily well-being at the given 
moment but that do violence to the soul and spirit” (Hwangbo 6). The minority communities 
like Afro-Americans were discriminated and belittled by the White racists. These were 
marginalized people, disorganized and vulnerable. The Afro-Americans felt isolated from 

www.galaxyimrj.com 
Galaxy: International Multidisciplinary Research journal ISSN 2278-9529

Vol. III. Issue. II March 2014188



their centre of being (existence) and held worthless positions in white society because of 
frightening experiences. The traumatic events demolished their identity and it turned into 
‘contaminated Identity’ which broke their spirit and were shunned by others. 

They were pushed to the social periphery and were excluded because of their race, gender, or 
ethnicity. The traumatic experiences they passed through posed threat to their integrity and 
safety.                                                                                                                                         

Those Afro-Americans who lived in stressful urban areas were more prone to trauma. The 
result of these traumas led to post-traumatic stress and depression. According to an 
investigation of Howard School of Psychiatry, 65% of people were victims of post-traumatic 
stress (CCTS Afro-American Who Suffer with Trauma). Most of them were Afro-Americans. 
The various ways by which Afro-American people suffered from trauma were: transportation 
accidents, sudden unexpected death of a loved one, physical violation, assault with weapon, 
sexual abuse, gang rape, etc. One of the greatest threats endured by Afro-American 
community was ‘Racial Discrimination’. The historical impact of slavery was another 
dangerous factor responsible for the trauma and depression of Afro-American people. The 
White racists define these coloured people from their own perspective (e.g. The Heart of 
Darkness by J. Conrad). Due to harsh treatment subjected to them through the ways of racism 
and discrimination, they turned into the victims of schizophrenia.                        

The wretched conditions of Afro-Americans were due to the incarceration of these people, 
poverty, substances, homelessness, unemployment, deprivation from education and 
depression/suicide. The Afro-Americans were imprisoned more than any community in the 
world. 

The infant mortality ratio of African Americans was more than any community in the entire 
region. Due to socio-economic crisis, the Afro-Americans became addicted to drugs. As per 
the report of 1992 survey, poverty, illiteracy, minimal job capacities, poor education, and 
excessive availability of drugs, anxiety and fear of urban lifestyle are the bedrock of African 
American community’s trauma.    

The loss of homelessness constructed void in the African communities. In this way, they 
suffered from mental illness. The African Americans thought suicide a better option for their 
life than to be sexually molested and dehumanized by their white masters. The females 
preferred more to commit suicide than males. They experienced abject cruelty such as rape, 
dehumanization, separation from their parents, etc. (e.g. Sethe in Beloved). Suicide was the 
third major factor of death of these African Americans between the ages group of fifteen to 
twenty four. The major factors responsible for suicide were poverty, social isolation, 
economic and political marginalization. When blacks failed in any respect, they accused 
themselves for this and the result was depression and suicide. Afro-American women bore 
both white as well as black subjugation in terms of race and gender.                           

Despite this, Afro-Americans were bought and sold in slavery as prisoners of war by various 
agencies. They were detached from their roots and their rich culture and languages were 
extinguished. Through the Middle Passage (Atlantic Slave Trade) slaves were subjected to 
harsh treatment. These slaves were cut off from their family members and were not provided 
hygienic food and proper nourishment. It led to so many diseases. African women were 
sexually assaulted on the ships by the crew. These slaves were the property of their masters 
and so were their children. 
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Harriet Beecher Stowe (1852) published a novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin that displayed the way 
North and the South view slavery respectively. Uncle Tom’s Cabin is a story of a slave. It 
highlights the brutality and agony confronted by the slaves every day. These Afro-American 
struggle and strive for their rights because they were politically discriminated, despised by 
their masters, violently beaten. In addition to this, voting rights, equality, and education for 
their children was beyond their imagination. Its main reason was white man’s hegemony and 
autocratic rule over the African race 

During two world wars, the Afro-Americans became victims of segregation and 
discrimination. They did everything for their country, but they were treated as inferior and 
disrespected in the American army. Even were neglected and bullied during the war.          

In every way, whether it was the matter of integration, social policies, justice system and law 
Afro-American suffered. The White historians did not study the life of black people 
faithfully. Even, if they examined, the report was biased. They tried to hide the reality from 
the people.                

In spite of this, for their self-centred motives the masters constructed myths against these 
Africans. According to them, Africans were cultureless and had no history. The archives 
about these Africans were disintegrated. Those who spoke the similar languages a rift was 
formulated among. They were crushed and were prohibited to converse with each other. This 
all was done to stop them from making any sort of bond. If they had done so, it would have 
definitely boosted their strength and integration. This could have been a threat to white 
hegemony. Therefore, Americans prohibited the stories to be passed on to the next 
generation. Toni Morrison author of the novel Beloved also dealt about these nameless and 
the lost Africans. Sethe a character created by her was told by Nan about her mother that, 
“which would never come back,” of the other babies she bore in the Middle Passage, the 
product of rapes by the crew, whom she threw away “without names” (Heffernan 3). At the 
end of the novel, it became clear that Beloved and those who were put to death, their voices 
in the Middle Passage completely vanished. It is obviously mentioned in the novel by 
Morrison that, [b]y and by all trace was gone (Beloved 274).     

It had not been estimated exactly the overall deaths in the Middle Passage. Morrison used the 
words ‘Sixty Million and more’.  It indicates the countless lives lost. Historians had no 
appropriate records and documents about African people. This displayed they were 
“disremembered and unaccounted” (Beloved 274). Morrison’s novel Beloved is a document 
to this “untranslatable” loss (Heffernan 3). This is represented through Beloved.  Morrison 
created a character Beloved that is an epitome of those millions who were snatched from their 
names, languages, families, traditions. She writes, “Everybody knew what she was called, but 
nobody anywhere knew her name. Disremembered and unaccounted for, she cannot be lost 
because no one is looking for her, and even if they were, how can they call her if they don’t 
know her name” (Beloved 274)?  As these Africans were foreigners in America. They came 
with the hope to achieve some liberation there. But their dreams were shattered. Slowly, this 
fear spread over the entire African population. This American tyranny compelled the 
Africans to cross such extremes which they never imagined to go for.   

In Beloved, it is vividly depicted by Morrison that the white masters treated the black people 
as uncivilized and beasts. Schoolteacher understood from the brutal act of Sethe that, “[a]ll 
testimony to the results of a little so called freedom imposed on people who needed every 
care and guidance in the world to keep them from the cannibal life they preferred” (Beloved 
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151). These Africans were labelled with several different notions. Some categorized them in 
‘wilderness zone’. Others view them as cannibal and jungle people. Even they were seen as 
uncivilized and uncultured people. Europeans proclaimed that it was the responsibility of the 
whites to moralize and civilize the back people. Sethe’s act of infanticide displayed the 
conditions of slaves under slavery. 

Another eminent writer, neurologist Frantz Fanon the author of the Wretched of the Earth 
argued that the extreme torture meted out to slaves is worsened in the absence of an outlet. It 
accounts for their abnormal behaviour. They begin to look down upon themselves, losing 
self-dignity. 

Conclusion  
To conclude, the Afro-Americans have been subjected to misery and exploitation for ages. 
Slavery was the curse wrought upon them, which left such scars on their psyche. Eventually, 
it gave rise to serious traumatic effects. Their pain was intensified by the lack of social and 
political representation. Worse than this, their culture and history had been uprooted. There is 
need to examine the past Afro-Americans to give a let out their pent up emotions which they 
are trying to release from centuries.     
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