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“Historical trauma theory incorporates and builds upon three theoretical frameworks in social
epidemiology? The first is psychosocial theory, which links disease to both physical and psychological
stress stemming from the social environment. The second theoretical framework is political/economic
theory, which addresses the political, economic, and structural determinants of health and disease such
as unjust power relations and class inequality. The third is social/ecological systems theory, which
recognizes the multilevel dynamics and interdependencies of present/past, proximate/distal, and life
course factors in disease causation.
Brave Heart defined historical trauma as “the cumulative and collective psychological and emotional
injury sustained over a lifetime and across generations resulting from massive group trauma
experiences.”
Faimon described historical trauma experienced by the (American Indian) Dakota nation as an
“indescribable terror and the legacy of terror that remains after 140 years, as evidenced by repression,
dissociation, denial, alcoholism, depression, doubt, helplessness and devaluation of self and culture.”
She also elaborated on the intergenerational legacy of shame, guilt, and distrust embedded in collective
memory and passed down through seven generations.
“The model posits that historical trauma originates with the subjugation of a population by a
dominant group. Successful subjugation requires at least four elements: (1) overwhelming
physical and psychological violence, (2) segregation and/or displacement, (3) economic
deprivation, and (4) cultural dispossession.
The dominant group enforces subjugation through various means including military force, biowarfare, national policies of genocide, ethnic cleansing, incarceration, enslavement, and/or
laws that prohibit freedom of movement, economic development, and cultural expression.
Though overt legitimization of subjugation may be rescinded over time, its legacy remains in the
form of racism, discrimination and social and economic disadvantage. The universal experience of
subjugation constitutes significant physical and psychological trauma for the affected population.”
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of Historical Trauma
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As the model illustrates, primary generations are the direct victims of subjugation and loss, which
threaten their population and economic and cultural survival. Having witnessed great loss of life and
endured brutality, starvation, and disease, many survivors are plagued with physical injuries,
malnutrition, and high rates of infectious and chronic diseases...Trauma response in primary
generations may include PTSD, depression, self-destructive behaviors, severe anxiety, guilt, hostility,
and chronic bereavement. Psychological and emotional disorders may well translate into physical
disease, and vice versa.
Secondary and subsequent generations are affected by the original trauma through various means.
Extreme trauma may lead to subsequent impairments in the capacity for parenting. Physical and
emotional trauma can impair genetic function and expression, which may in turn affect offspring
genetically, through in utero biologically adaptations, or environmentally... Further, some evidence
suggests that physiological adaptations made by a fetus in response to in utero stressors are
correlated with a number negative health outcome throughout life. According to Benyshek, research
shows that Type 2 diabetes in adults may be caused by metabolic adaptations of the fetus in
response to maternal malnutrition. The disorder is then propagated throughout subsequent
generations via hyperglycemic pregnancies.
Maladaptive behaviors and related social problems such as substance abuse, physical/sexual abuse,
and suicide directly traumatize offspring and are indirectly transmitted through learned behavior
perpetuating the intergenerational cycle of trauma. Secondary and subsequent generations also
experience “vicarious traumatization” through the collective memory, storytelling and oral traditions
of the population. Traumatic events become embedded in the collective, social memories of the
population.
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