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About the book

Title: An Insightful Examination of Racial Trauma in Resmaa Menakem's

"My Grandmother's Hands"

In his profound work, "My Grandmother's Hands," author Resmaa Menakem

presents a transformative viewpoint on the nature of racial trauma,

emphasizing its deep-rooted existence in both societal structures and our

own physical beings. Menakem combines personal stories, historical

perspectives, and psychological principles to illustrate the generational

transmission of racial trauma, emphasizing its physical manifestations. His

analysis connects this trauma to systemic issues like white supremacy,

police violence, and failures in public policy.

Directed towards readers from all backgrounds, Menakem introduces a

healing journey that prioritizes bodily awareness and encourages proactive

healing techniques. This approach serves as critical measures for breaking

the chains of inherited racial violence. The book is more than just a

narrative; it serves as an urgent call to action, imploring us to seek

reconciliation and foster a compassionate society through both personal

growth and communal healing.
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About the author

Profile: Resmaa Menakem

- Profession: Therapist, Trauma Specialist, Author

- Notable Work: "My Grandmother's Hands"

- Education: Master's Degree in Social Work

- Licensure: Licensed Clinical Social Worker

Areas of Specialization:

- Healing racialized trauma, particularly in African American communities

- Promoting racial justice across organizations and society

Professional Experience:

- Military veteran with extensive experience in mental health and social

services

- Over several decades of dedicated service in various roles

Philosophy:  

Menakem is driven by a deep commitment to exploring and healing

intergenerational trauma stemming from racism. His insights and teachings

provide a powerful framework for understanding the impacts of such trauma,

which he articulates compellingly in his writings.
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1. Understanding Racial Trauma and Its Impact
on Bodies

In "My Grandmother's Hands," Resmaa Menakem delves into the concept of

racial trauma, articulating how the historical and ongoing experiences of

racism profoundly affect not only the psyche but also the physiological

responses of the body. Racial trauma is characterized by the cumulative

effects of racism and discrimination faced over generations, which can lead

to deep-seated anxiety, hyper-vigilance, and a range of physical health issues

that are often overlooked within traditional psychiatric frameworks.

Menakem explores how these traumas are stored within our bodies,

particularly in the muscles and tissues, which react to stress in ways that

maintain the cycle of trauma. For example, in response to threatening

situations—many of which are rooted in a history of racial violence and

oppression—bodies react by entering a fight-or-flight state. This can lead to

chronic conditions such as tension, pain, fatigue, and a host of psychological

disorders. The impact of racial trauma is not just an individual experience

but is perpetuated through communities, affecting collective health and

relationships.

To elucidate the impact of racial trauma on the body, Menakem draws

attention to a variety of case studies and personal narratives. One relevant

example might be that of African American communities who experience
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disproportionate levels of stress not only due to contemporary issues of

police violence and discrimination but also as a consequence of the historical

legacy of slavery. This trauma is often passed down through generations,

causing children and grandchildren to inherit a somatic memory of fear,

anxiety, and physical discomfort. These communities manifest these

inherited stresses through increased incidences of illnesses such as

hypertension, diabetes, and even PTSD, which can often be traced back to

the traumatic experiences of their ancestors.

Menakem emphasizes that understanding racial trauma requires an

acknowledgment of the interconnectedness of mind and body. Our physical

reactions often reflect the emotional scars that stem from experiences of

racism. For example, an individual may not recognize that their chronic back

pain or breathing difficulties are directly tied to episodes of systemic

discrimination. As such, the recognition of these symptoms as somatic

manifestations of racial trauma is critical in beginning the healing process.

In Menakem's view, the journey toward healing must start with awareness

and understanding of how deeply ingrained racial trauma affects our bodies.

This understanding is crucial for developing effective, holistic healing

practices that address not only the psychological aspects of trauma but also

its profound physical ramifications. It is in the acknowledgment of this

trauma that individuals and communities can begin to unearth the layers of
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pain and develop coping mechanisms that can lead to liberation from the

somatic and psychological chains of historical oppression.

Thus, as we engage with the concepts found in "My Grandmother's Hands,"

it becomes clear that recognizing and understanding racial trauma is a vital

step towards resilience and healing—not just for individuals, but for entire

communities seeking to reclaim their narratives and their bodies.
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2. The Link Between Family Lineage and
Somatic Memory

The connection between family lineage and somatic memory is a central

theme in Resmaa Menakem's "My Grandmother's Hands." This connection

demonstrates how the experiences, traumas, and even triumphs of our

ancestors can be stored in our bodies, influencing our physical and

emotional responses to the world around us. 

Somatic memory refers to the idea that our bodies hold the history of our

experiences—not just our own, but also those of our ancestors. This concept

is particularly significant when discussing the intergenerational effects of

racial trauma. For many individuals, especially those from marginalized

communities, the physical manifestations of historical oppression, violence,

and trauma are not merely abstract concepts; they are lived realities that

resonate through their bodies and their behaviors. 

Menakem explains that family lineage, encompassing both biological and

cultural heritage, shapes how we experience the world. This is evident in

how trauma can reverberate through generations. For instance, individuals of

African descent in America carry the unresolved trauma of slavery,

segregation, and ongoing racism. This history can manifest in the form of

chronic anxiety, hypervigilance, or other stress-related conditions. These

responses are not always purely psychological; they are deeply rooted in
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somatic memory, where the body remembers what the mind may struggle to

articulate. 

Consider the example of a child whose parents or grandparents experienced

extreme forms of violence or discrimination. The child may not have

directly faced the same experiences but might still exhibit patterns of

behavior that reflect the unprocessed trauma of their ancestors. This can

manifest in tense body language, physical pain, or emotional dysregulation.

The fear and anxiety passed down can create a somatic response, where the

child responds instinctively to situations that their family’s lineage teaches

them to be fearful of, even without a rational basis in their own experiences. 

Menakem also touches on the importance of acknowledging these somatic

memories to begin the healing process. By recognizing that our bodies may

hold memories of ancestral pain, we can start to unpack these experiences

and work toward healing not just for ourselves but for our entire lineage. He

emphasizes practices that involve body awareness, mindfulness, and

movement to help release these traumas. 

An example of this could be seen in therapeutic practices that encourage

individuals to engage with their bodies in healing ways, such as dance or

somatic therapy. Such practices can help individuals reconnect with their

physical selves, facilitating access to the somatic memories that inform their
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feelings and behaviors. This reconnection can be the first step in recognizing

the patterns inherited from previous generations, allowing for healing and

transformation. 

Ultimately, the link between family lineage and somatic memory highlights

the complexity of our identities and the importance of an integrated

approach to understanding trauma. By exploring the profound impact of our

ancestors' experiences on our current lives, we can begin to foster a sense of

healing, resilience, and collective empowerment. Menakem’s work

encourages us to engage deeply with our histories, not only to understand

our own bodies but also to pave a way toward a more healing-oriented

collective future.
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3. Practices for Healing Trauma in Personal and
Collective Contexts

In “My Grandmother's Hands,” Resmaa Menakem presents a comprehensive

approach to healing racial trauma that emphasizes somatic practices.

Healing, according to Menakem, occurs not only at the psychological level

but must also involve deep engagement with the body, which serves as the

repository for both individual and collective trauma. Thus, the practices for

healing trauma that Menakem proposes are rooted in cultivating a strong

awareness of bodily sensations, mindfulness, and intentional movement, all

of which are crucial for transforming pain into liberation.

One significant aspect of healing trauma in personal contexts is the ability to

recognize and articulate one’s own emotional and physical responses to

stress, particularly in racially charged environments. Menakem encourages

individuals to slow down and build a practice of awareness. This can begin

with simple breathing exercises or mindful observation of one’s own

responses when triggered by racial dynamics. 

For example, an individual may notice a sensation in their chest or a

tightening of their shoulders when they hear a racially insensitive remark.

Instead of dismissing these feelings, they are encouraged to pause,

acknowledge the sensation, and breathe into it. This practice of naming and

feeling allows individuals to gain greater insight into their bodily responses
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and helps to separate their reactions from the events that trigger them,

fostering a sense of agency over their responses.

Additionally, Menakem advocates for somatic experiencing, a therapeutic

approach that helps individuals process trauma through bodily sensations.

This might involve movement practices, such as yoga or dance, which

inherently encourage individuals to reconnect with their bodies. By moving

the body, individuals can often release tension held from past traumas and

experience what it means to feel safe within themselves again. An example

in practice is a workshop where participants engage in guided movement,

expressing their trauma without judgment. This collective movement

encourages a sense of shared experience and validation, critical for healing

in both personal and community contexts.

Moreover, personal healing is interlinked with collective healing. Menakem

illustrates that individual work on trauma must also extend to address

historical and cultural wounds. Group practices can serve as powerful

conduits for communal healing and restoration. Engaging in circle

gatherings, where participants share stories and their somatic experiences

allows individuals to witness and hear the lived traumas of others, which can

be profoundly cathartic and validating.

For instance, a community might hold a healing circle focusing on the
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impact of systemic racism. Participants share their personal narratives while

others listen, often prompting discussions about the felt impact of these

experiences on their bodies. This practice not only acknowledges individual

pain but also fosters a collective understanding of shared history, building

empathy and connection within the group.

As Menakem addresses the need for engagement beyond personal healing

work, he emphasizes the importance of community practices such as social

justice activism that happens alongside personal somatic work. By

organizing community events that combine physical movement—like

marches or vigils—with reflective practices—like meditation or collective

silence—individuals can experience the strength of both activism and

somatic healing in unison. For example, a healing march might include

moments for participants to stop and engage in breathing or stretching

exercises, reinforcing their collective resilience and fortitude in the face of

racial trauma.

Ultimately, Menakem’s practices for healing trauma emphasize that healing

is not a solitary journey; rather, it is a shared process of unveiling,

understanding, and transforming pain into power within both personal and

community contexts. By integrating practices that honor the wisdom of the

body, fostering community engagement, and addressing the larger social

contexts of trauma, individuals can not only heal their own wounds but also
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contribute to the healing of their communities.
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4. Engaging in Active Hope: The Role of
Community in Healing

In Resmaa Menakem’s book "My Grandmother's Hands," the theme of

engaging in active hope is pivotal in fostering healing from racial trauma.

Menakem argues that personal healing is closely intertwined with

community dynamics, where systemic issues of race and violence can only

be addressed through collective engagement and shared experiences.

Healing from racial trauma is not simply an individual endeavor but rather a

community necessity.

Active hope in the context of racial trauma involves the conscious decision

to cultivate optimism and resilience, even amid persistent systemic

oppression. Menakem encourages readers to recognize that although the

weight of historical injustices can create despair and hopelessness, collective

efforts can serve as a source of strength. Community acts as a powerful

antidote to isolation, providing emotional support and solidarity for

individuals grappling with the lingering effects of trauma.

One key aspect of community in this healing process is the restructuring of

social networks that prioritize empathy and mutual care. By creating spaces

where people of different backgrounds can engage in dialogue about their

experiences, individuals actively participate in the healing narrative rather

than remaining passive victims of circumstance. For instance, restorative
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justice circles, where affected parties come together to share their stories and

seek understanding, exemplify how community involvement can foster

healing. These circles help reshape trauma narratives from ones of

victimhood to ones of agency and empowerment. 

Furthermore, Menakem highlights how community practices — such as

group therapy sessions, workshops, and communal rituals — can activate

somatic memory and facilitate collective healing. Similar to the individual

work of somatic experiencing, these group practices allow participants to

feel and release trauma stored in the body while connecting with others who

share similar lived experiences. An example can be seen in community

healing events organized in response to policing violence, where individuals

engage in breathing exercises, movement, and storytelling, acknowledging

the collective pain while simultaneously fostering resilience. 

Communities can also educate each other about historical contexts of racial

trauma and explore collective ancestry. By embracing ancestral knowledge

and experiences, communities foster a sense of belonging and

understanding. Menakem emphasizes this connection as vital; it not only

bridges generations but also allows groups to reclaim narratives of strength

and survival. For instance, in many Indigenous communities, there are

gatherings to honor ancestors and their struggles, which create a powerful

reminder of collective resilience. This can inspire modern members of the
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community to engage with their trauma positively, leading to healing and

solidarity.

Another critical element is the socio-political advocacy that emerges within

supportive communities. When individuals come together to challenge

systemic injustice, they not only address the symptoms of racial trauma but

also tackle its roots. Grassroots movements, such as Black Lives Matter,

exemplify how community organizing can transform grief and frustration

into actionable hope, uniting voices for change and healing. As participants

advocate for policy changes, they undergo a shared process of cathartic

release, making their collective pain a catalyst for transformation. 

Additionally, the role of alternative healing practices within communities

cannot be understated. Menakem draws attention to how traditional practices

— such as Afrocentric healing, herbal medicine, or mindfulness — if

integrated thoughtfully, can address health disparities caused by trauma

while reinforcing cultural identity. For example, community gardens often

serve as spaces for healing, not just through the physical act of planting and

nurturing life but also as a gathering spot for community members to share

their stories, strengthening bonds and resilience.

In summary, engaging in active hope through communal efforts creates

pathways to healing from racial trauma. Menakem's portrayal of community
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illustrates how the collective can transform pain into opportunity, fostering

environments where individuals uplift one another. Healing occurs when

individuals come together to acknowledge their shared experiences, educate

one another, participate in communal practices, and advocate for change.

Thus, active hope is not a mere sentiment; it manifests through shared

actions and collective movements, creating a tapestry of resilience that

transcends individual suffering.
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5. The Path Forward: Integration of Somatic
Practices for Lasting Change

In "My Grandmother's Hands," Resmaa Menakem emphasizes the crucial

importance of integrating somatic practices into the journey of healing from

racial trauma. This integration is not merely an addition to existing

therapeutic frameworks but a foundational component that addresses the

deep-seated, embodied memories of pain and resilience inherited from

generations past. By recognizing and engaging with the physical aspects of

trauma, individuals can cultivate lasting change and foster a collective

healing that transcends individual experiences.

At the heart of this approach is the understanding that trauma is stored not

only in the psyche but also in the body. The somatic practices advocated by

Menakem encourage individuals to connect with their physical sensations,

emotions, and the histories that reside within. This means learning to listen

to one’s body—to recognize how past wounds manifest as tension,

discomfort, or even involuntary reactions in the present day. For instance,

someone who has experienced racial trauma may find that certain

environments trigger physical responses, such as increased heart rate or

muscle tightness. By acknowledging these responses, individuals can learn

to ground themselves, releasing the trauma instead of allowing it to dictate

their present interactions.
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Menakem provides practical exercises designed to foster this body

awareness. These might include mindfulness practices, breath work, or

movement techniques that encourage release and reconnection with the

body. An example is the practice of "noticing." In this exercise, individuals

are prompted to close their eyes and identify sensations throughout their

bodies—tension in the shoulders, tightness in the chest, or warmth in the

hands. Through this practice, individuals begin to form a relationship with

their own bodies, learning that each sensation carries a story of experience,

sometimes linked to distant ancestors and their struggles.

Moreover, integrating somatic practices extends to communal spaces, where

collective healing can occur. Menakem urges communities to create safe

environments that support this integration. This could involve group

workshops focused on shared experiences of racial trauma, where

participants engage in somatic practices together. Sharing not only releases

individual pain but also builds solidarity and resilience among community

members. For example, a workshop might include storytelling combined

with movement, allowing participants to express their narratives through

both verbal and physical channels. This dual approach not only validates

individual experiences but also fosters a sense of belonging and collective

strength.

The notion of integration also necessitates an acknowledgment of the
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ongoing systemic issues that perpetuate trauma. Menakem emphasizes that

while private, somatic practices are vital for individual healing, they must

also be accompanied by collective action aimed at dismantling oppressive

structures. This interconnectedness underscores the importance of

advocating for social justice in tandem with personal healing practices. For

instance, an individual may engage in personal somatic work while also

participating in community activism that seeks to address systemic

inequalities, such as organizing events that educate about the impacts of

racism and promote bodily autonomy for marginalized groups.

In essence, the path forward, as proposed by Menakem, is one that marries

individual and collective efforts, recognizing that lasting change must take

place on multiple levels. By integrating somatic practices within personal

healing journeys and community frameworks, individuals can foster a

deeper understanding of their own experiences while also standing in

solidarity with others, actively contributing to a culture of healing and

resilience. Through this holistic approach, the legacy of trauma can be

transformed into a foundation for collective strength, connection, and

empowerment.
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