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Considering the Whole Person: 

Contexts for LGBT Peoples of Color Mental 

and Behavioral Health Treatment

By 

Antoine B. Craigwell

Art students, on April 8, at Lehman College, CUNY, in the Bronx, sketching an Olmec Head 
replica – the original, pre-dating Columbus’ arrival to the “New World”, is in Mexico.  
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Contexts for mental health treatment 

for Black and peoples of color. 

We’ll look at: 

➢ Slavery (historical and contemporaneous manifestations); 

➢ Racism’s effect;

➢ Trauma (intergenerational, contemporaneous, and vicarious);

➢ Cultural contexts (thinking, biases and approaches); and

➢ Incorporate LGBTQ+ language - pronouns
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Audience Poll

How prepared do you feel to treat/work with LGBTQ people of color in 

behavioral health settings? (5 - very prepared, 1 - not prepared)

• 1 – not prepared

• 2

• 3 – neutral

• 4

• 5 – very prepared
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National Memorial for Peace and Justice (aka Lynching Memorial), Montgomery, 

Alabama
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Source: The Guardian, Aug. 24, 2014
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Types of Trauma Impacting Mental Health
Intergenerational Trauma

• Slavery, separation and racist eras

• Joy DrGryu, Ph.D. – Post Traumatic 

Slave Syndrome

Trauma’s Neurological Effects

• Freud’s “repetition compulsion”

• Jung’s “consciousness returns as 

destiny”, “Collective Unconscious”

• Bessel Van Der Kolk  pre-frontal 

cortex “speechless terror”

• Stress-related cortisol flooding 

hippocampus and amygdala – in 

infants and children

Trauma’s Community Effects 

• Children experience less sleep 

• Affected attention and learning 

abilities

• Risk behaviors – depression, suicidal 

ideation

Maternal Trauma

• Adverse Childhood Experiences 

(ACEs)

• Stress Response Systems (SRS)

• Autonomic Nervous System (ANS)

• Hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal 

(HPA) axis

• Maternal Stress during pregnancy –

Respiratory Sinus Arrhythmia (RSA)

Contemporaneous Trauma

• Urban Trauma with civilian/social 

PTSD

• Separation (incarceration)

• Police Killings, detentions, arrests

• Vicarious Trauma

• Physical, sexual, psychological and 

emotional abuse

• Economic Trauma – food racism, 

wage earning, racism in education, 

racism in employment

• Healthcare and Mental Health Care 

Trauma – disparities in care, 

therapists not culturally sensitive

• Legal Trauma – glaring disparities in 

justice for Blacks compared to 

Whites – prosecutions and 

judgements

• Identity Trauma – voting rights, 

LGBTQ+ rights, denial of self
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“The way an impala jumps influences its unborn child.” – the Tsonga People in 

Chibuto, Mozambique. 
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“…maternal history of childhood abuse predicts hypothalamic-

pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis functioning in her offspring. These 

findings are consistent with life course theory, which posits that 

health trajectories are influenced by recent events and reflect 

cumulative exposure, suggesting that consideration of both 

current stressors and experiences across a mother’s lifespan are 

needed to understand intergenerational health disparities. An 

infant’s developing ANS, and therefore future self-regulation 

and mental health risk, are likely influenced by a combination of 

a mother’s experience of prenatal stress and her own earlier 

exposures to adversity.”

“Thinking Across Generations: Unique Contributions of Maternal 

Early Life and Prenatal Stress to Infant Physiology”, co-authored 

by Sara Gray, Ph.D., et. al.

Maternal Transgenerational Trauma

10



@NationalCounc i l TheNat ionalCounc i l .org

Contemporaneous Trauma
“Living With Neighborhood Violence May Shape Teens’ Brains”, by Darby Saxbe, Ph.D., The Conversation, June, 2018
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“Thinking about your mental health, which 

includes stress, depression and problems 

with emotions, how many days during the 

past 30 days would you say your mental 

health was ‘not good’”?
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The Black Woman
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Approaches

Breaking the cycle involves:

➢ First, recognizing and acknowledging, if White, that a Black or 

person of color is human – in all aspects, no differences; 

➢ Second, incorporate a Black or other person’s culture, that is, 

their ancestral and intergenerational history – what were the 

traumas experienced by the person’s immediate forebears?

➢ Third, looking at the trauma they experienced from birth to their 

current presentation, “What are some of the things that 

happened to you, as far back as you can remember to now, and 

how have you been affected?” 
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A Mother Speaks About Her Son – Nigel Shelby
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Some Factors Affecting Black 

Gay Men’s Mental Health

Coming from interviews and from the film, “You Are Not 

Alone”, the following six themes emerged as psychosocial 

and sociocultural factors contributing to the mental health 

destabilization impacting Black gay men, and led to 

depression, suicidal ideation and attempts:
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Some Factors Affecting Black Gay Men’s Mental Health

❖Acceptance by family and friends at an early age – need to examine the 

sociocultural factors which drive acceptance; research tells us a child’s parents 

acceptance early in their lives, are able to become better and well adjusted 

members of the family, community and society;

❖Effect of sexual abuse – the trauma leading to the biopsychoneurological

rewiring, reliving this trauma every day as if it just happened and afraid to tell 

others for fear of not being believed or accused of encouraging the abuse;

❖Religious influenced homophobia – churches continue to preach hatred 

against sexual orientation and gender identity, which leads to ostracism –

whether self or forced by family, including many LGBTQ+ who are evicted 

from their homes;
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Some Factors Affecting Black Gay Men’s Mental Health

❖Contracting HIV and the readjusted lives that come with an infection, 

including the additional burden of secrecy, fear of judgement and further 

ostracism (being Black, gay, and HIV+), and the mental health effects of an 

HIV diagnosis, which wreaks havoc on the infected person’s (undiagnosed and 

or diagnosed, but untreated) neurological system;

❖Effect of bullying, including Cyber-bullying, which reinforces society’s 

shame, stigma and discrimination

❖Growing old as a Black gay man – twice victimized, returned to closets for 

survival in old age
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From the documentary “You Are Not Alone”
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Recognizing Culture’s Role in Mental Health

• Mental Health professionals recognizing that the Western European Freudian 

psychoanalytic paradigm isn’t a one-size-fits all to address mental health

• Need to recognize and approach mental health from the perspective of the 

person’s own culture and beliefs, for example, pibloktok – described by 19th

century European Artic explorers of the Inuit as “culture-bound psychoses” or 

“culture-bound syndromes”, which the DSM-V classified as a dissociative trance 

disorder with a distinctive cultural expression, an involuntary state of 

disassociation that is found in several cultures around the world.

• Culture and social environment can shape, even predict, common mental 

disorders, such as depression and anxiety.

• W. E. I. R. D. – Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic
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Panda Monkey Bananas

RELATIONSHIPS?
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Treatment

• W.E.I.R.D – Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic.

• Embracing, undertaking and including one’s culture/ethnic background 

into treatment/identification with the client
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• “How Indirect Violence Gets Under a Child’s Skin – and Into the Brain”, by Rod McCullom, UnDark, August, 2018;
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27



@NationalCounc i l TheNat ionalCounc i l .org

28



@NationalCounc i l TheNat ionalCounc i l .org

Questions & Comments
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Gratitude to Tom Hill and the team at the National 

Council for Behavioral Health.

THANK YOU for tuning in, listening, and for your 

questions and comments.

For more information, contact Antoine Craigwell at

Info@DBGM.org
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