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•• Reactions

Continuing Injuries of Racism:
Counseling in a Racist Context

Ruth Thompson-Miller
Joe R. Feagin

Texas A&M University

In this reaction article, the authors support and extend Robert T. Carter’s excellent
analysis of the impact of racism today on Americans of color. Drawing on their own
data, they suggest important extensions of his arguments in regard to the cumulative
and long-term effects of racial discrimination and other racial oppression—as well as
in regard to the ways in which both the accumulating pain of, and the developed cop-
ing strategies for, racial discrimination are passed across several generations of those
racially oppressed. The authors argue that a major reality underlying individual cop-
ing with racial discrimination is a huge energy loss for individuals, families, and com-
munities. In conclusion, they strongly urge that all educators dealing with the training
of clinicians first consider and counter the old and mostly White-generated racist fram-
ing of society that is imbedded to some degree in most of the minds of those who seek
to join the counseling professions.

Robert T. Carter’s (2007 [this issue]) article is a paramount contribution
to the research of counseling and psychology. He brilliantly discusses rec-
ognizing, diagnosing, and treating psychological scars and trauma resulting
from people of color combating racism both generally and specifically.
Offering a thorough review of many scholars, he regularly asks what spe-
cific types of discrimination link to specific psychological injuries and
health problems. He provides a better way of thinking about impacts of spe-
cific types of discrimination and examines how professionals should think
deeply about these matters—and how they should modify their training
procedures in response to these important understandings.

Evaluating definitions of racism, Carter (2007) suggests that they add little
“to the understanding of the relationship between racism and mental health”
(p. 21). In our research (Feagin, 2006; Feagin & McKinney, 2003; Feagin &
Sikes, 1994), we accent the importance of detailing racism’s costly impacts on
the health of targets; we draw on this research to suggest how Carter’s excel-
lent analysis can be enhanced in regard to assessing racism’s many impacts.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Joe R. Feagin, Texas A&M
University, Department of Sociology, College Station, TX 77843-4351; e-mail: feagin@tamu.edu.

THE COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGIST, Vol. 35 No. 1, January 2007  106-115
DOI: 10.1177/0011000006294664
© 2007 by the Division of Counseling Psychology.

106

 use or unauthorized distribution.
© 2007 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial

 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


Thompson-Miller, Feagin / INJURIES OF RACISM 107

CUMULATIVE AND LONG-TERM EFFECTS OF RACISM

Several times, Carter (2007) notes the cumulative character of discrimi-
nation in terms of its psychological and physical health effects. He quotes
briefly several scholars (e.g., Loo et al., 2001; Taylor, 1999) on the broad
range of mental health consequences stemming from racism’s tensions of
racism and on the likelihood that effects of racialized stress have long-term
and cumulative effects. One can enhance this argument on cumulative effects by
exploring insightful voices of experienced Blacks interviewed in in-depth
studies. In their study of 209 interviews of middle-class African Americans,
Feagin and Sikes (1994) received these comments from one Black psy-
chology professor:

I don’t think white people, generally, understand the full meaning of racist
discriminatory behaviors directed toward Americans of African descent.
They seem to see each act of discrimination or any act of violence as an “iso-
lated” event. As a result, most white Americans cannot understand the strong
reaction manifested by blacks when such events occur. . . . They forget that
in most cases, we live lives of quiet desperation generated by a litany of daily
large and small events that, whether or not by design, remind us of our
“place” in American society. [Whites] ignore the personal context of the
stimulus. That is, they deny the historical impact that a negative act may have
on an individual. “Nigger” to a white may simply be an epithet that should
be ignored. To most blacks, the term brings into sharp and current focus all
kinds of acts of racism—murder, rape, torture, denial of constitutional rights,
insults, limited opportunity structure, economic problems, unequal justice
under the law and a myriad of . . . other racist and discriminatory acts that
occur daily in the lives of most Americans of African descent. (pp. 23-24)

Even this one brief commentary adds important ideas to the concept of cumu-
lative impacts. This veteran psychologist suggests how even the White friends
of a Black person may see discriminatory acts as isolated—and how many
Whites feel that Blacks overreact. Yet, for the average Black person, literally
hundreds of racist incidents, subtle and overt, crash annually into his or her
life. Over their lifetimes, many people of color face thousands of racist inci-
dents at the hands of Whites (see Feagin, 2006). This professor accents how
one incident can bring “into sharp and current focus” an array of previous
racist actions done to a particular individual, as well as to relatives and friends.

Emphasizing the cumulative scale and the intense focusing power of spe-
cific racist incidents faced by Blacks and other people of color is essential to
buttress Carter’s (2007) savvy arguments for bringing home to mental health
professionals just what is the primary causation behind the many mental
health consequences of contemporary racist acts.
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SEVERITY AND TIMING OF RACISM

To the scale and frequency of racist incidents should be added their
severity and timing. For many Americans of color, especially Blacks, dis-
criminatory incidents by Whites are often so severe that their impact lasts
for lifetimes. We have conducted in-depth interviews on racial experiences
over lifetimes with nearly 100 older African Americans in several areas of
the South and Southwest (Thompson-Miller & Feagin, 2006). In these
interviews, we repeatedly received answers like this one from a Black woman
in her 70s, who discusses early contacts with a White man during legal 
segregation:

My mother would wash clothes for Mr. Smith, back when I was 16. I would
help my mother by using an iron to press the clothes. He always wanted his
shirts cleaned and pressed. . . . You had to use lye. We used a washing board
to scrub the clothes. . . . I remember one day I don’t know what happened,
but there was one spot on the corner of his collar and he started cussing. . . .
He just kept cussing and yelling at my mama. I was so scared for my mama. . . .
She just kept saying, “I’m sorry sir, I’m sorry sir, it won’t happen again. . . . Yes sir,
yes sir, sir I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” She was begging and pleading with
him. I remember that being my first memory.

This first memory of a traumatic encounter with a White person occurred
60 years ago, yet she recalls the details of the verbal attack and is still
greatly affected. During her interview, she needed constant reassurance that
her information would be kept anonymous. Continuing injuries are evident;
she, like numerous others, reported these events with great pain, anger, or
both. She lived in a house with curtains drawn on a sunny day, to the point
where it was difficult to see her face. Numerous older respondents still lived
in darkened homes and exhibited psychological and physical signs associ-
ated with great fear, including breaking out in a sweat and crying while
recalling encounters with Whites. One reason for this type of existence is
that, when younger, most of these individuals lived in communities where
White night riders would rampage through and engage in violence against
residents. From the 1880s until the late 1960s, a majority of Blacks lived
under extreme, even totalitarian, racial oppression.

This brutal reality, and its contemporary continuation, lie just beneath the
surface of many mental health injuries and problems faced by Blacks. This
woman, like many respondents, exhibits race-based traumatic stress. We
observe here the magnitude of racial oppression: A past and continuing reality
that must be kept constantly in mind when a mental health clinician is attempt-
ing to help a person of color deal with racism’s chronic health consequences.
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INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION
OF TRAUMA AND COPING

In passing, Carter (2007) touches on the intergenerational aspects of
contending with racism. This is an important point that deserves emphasis.
Thompson-Miller and Feagin (2006) interviewed older Blacks who
reported learning an array of defensive and other coping strategies from
close family members. Although legal segregation ended 36 years before
their interviews, most of these older Americans still do not trust Whites,
which they learned from their parents and in turn passed along to their
children and grandchildren. They communicate an understanding that
contextualizes coping strategies—the sense of overwhelming danger that
Whites present. One older child care worker comments about these family
lessons:

My mama told me, “To always keep my distance from white folks.” . . . She
said, “You can’t trust them. They will grin and smile in your face, but they
are not your friend.” This is what I tell my children.

In addition, an older domestic worker answered questions with ease until
we asked about her first encounter with a White person. She became very
tense, sweat formed on her forehead:

During the time that I was coming up we were always taught to always, espe-
cially to a white person they would tell us, always be obedient to them. “Yes
sir, no sir, yes madam and no madam.” . . . That is the way I tried to bring my
children up too. Always be obedient. Be obedient to them. Never be sassy. I
tried to tell them, “I have been obedient and I have listened to a lot of instruc-
tion that I got from my fore parents. I don’t know how I would have brought
you all up if I had not been obedient.” My dad and my stepmom would
always have us together, and he would talk to us about different things and
how to be obedient. . . . White people during that time, they may find you
dead somewhere.

She next reported that her family had to move shortly after her White
employer attempted to rape her. Merely mentioning Whites triggered a nega-
tive physical and psychological response for numerous older Blacks, which
underscores Carter’s (2007) key point: “For most traumatic experiences,
people show signs of reexperiencing (intrusion) of the event(s). In the case of
race-based traumatic stress, the experiences may be clustered or cumulative”
(pp. 90-91).

Race-based traumas endured by individuals are often communicated and
influential across networks of family and friends, even across communities.
Sitting in her home a half century after her first injurious encounters with

Thompson-Miller, Feagin / INJURIES OF RACISM 109

 use or unauthorized distribution.
© 2007 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial

 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


Whites, who perpetrated much violence during the early decades of her life,
this very fearful woman underscored the importance of Blacks’ continuing
family traditions of teaching obedience to Whites. Her grandsons, who sit
nearby, listened attentively when she added, “That is why I tell my grand-
babies to always be obedient. That is what I tell them.”

Such warning behavior was noted by numerous respondents, who har-
bored many painful memories and instructed their children and grandchil-
dren to keep their distance from potentially dangerous Whites. As in other
research interviews (Feagin & Sikes, 1994), these individuals connected
distrust of Whites with such disturbing childhood experiences. They under-
stood how important it was, and is, for their personal and family protection
to learn how to deal with this White hostility and discrimination.

The traumatic effects of racism are thereby transmitted across the genera-
tions along with the coping strategies for dealing with that racism and its
many traumas. The probability of physical or psychological violence still
generates a rational distrust of Whites, which is often communicated across
the generations. In these interview accounts, we continually observed the
important role that social networking played in Black families and commu-
nities to ensure the survival and success of their loved ones. Numerous schol-
ars (e.g., Bryant-Davis & Ocampo, 2005; Yehuda et al., 2000) have examined
this intergenerational transmission of race-related traumas. Bryant-Davis and
Ocampo noted that this intergenerational transmission of trauma has been
identified “in survivors of the Holocaust, internment camps, reservations, and
slavery” (p. 490). It is shown here that this intergenerational transmission also
applies to older African Americans who survived the more recent, yet often
extreme, oppression of legal segregation, and to Americans of color today
who still face White racism in their everyday lives.

ANOTHER CUMULATIVE IMPACT:
CHRONIC ENERGY LOSS

Frequently, Carter (2007) assesses the range of emotional responses of peo-
ple who deal with discrimination on a daily basis. He does this well. However,
he touches only briefly on energy losses resulting from coping with racism. An
analysis of White racism’s impact would be greatly enhanced, and indeed
better integrated, if this issue of great and recurring energy loss from discrim-
ination was made central. The psychologically important emotions, which
Carter discusses in a thorough manner, come at a huge energy cost to racism’s
targets.

The central importance of this loss can be seen in numerous in-depth
interviews in recent research studies. In a major interview study (Feagin &
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Sikes, 1994), a prominent Black clinical psychologist provided details from
his own life and clinical experience supporting this assessment of the trau-
matic and enervating impact of racism. First noting that each human being
gets 100 ergs of energy to live their lives, he added this sharp follow-up:

Now a black person also has one hundred ergs; he uses fifty percent the same
way a white man does, dealing with what the white man has [to deal with],
so he has fifty percent left. But he uses twenty-five percent fighting being
black, [with] all the problems being black and what it means. (pp. 295-296)

Over his lifetime, this successful Black clinician has, according to his care-
ful estimate, wasted half of his creative energy dealing with the discrimi-
nation crashing into his life. Negative consequences of White discrimination
include a sapping of critical energy for most people of color, especially
those in frequent contact with Whites. Such enervation, as he made clear in
his extended interview, often has a great effect on a person’s level of suc-
cess in personal and professional endeavors. Personal narratives provide a
strong sense of experiential impact.

Individual energy loss frequently has domino-like effects on an individ-
ual’s family, friends, organizations, and community. In another study using
focus groups with middle-class African Americans (Feagin & McKinney,
2003), one savvy engineer made it very clear how the White discrimination
he faced at work stressed him out and thus affected his family:

One of the things, though, that really has had an effect on my family person-
ally was me having [less] time to really spend with my son. As far as reading
him stories, talking, working with him, with his writing, and, all of that. And
those things really, really hurt us, and it hurt my child, I think, in the long run,
because he never had that really. . . . I would come home and I would have
excruciating headaches and chest pains that I would just lay on the bed and
put a cold compress on my head and just relax. . . . I’m so stressed out. And
he runs up to me, and you know I give him a hug. But when you’re so stressed
out, you need just a little period of time. . . . And you know you’re almost
energy-less. (p. 60)

Clinicians observe not only the linkage of physical and psychological
health issues to racist incidents but also the way in which being “energy
less” affects negatively important family interactions. In addition, other
Blacks in Feagin and McKinney’s (2003) focus groups noted how being
sapped of energy dealing with hostile Whites in the workplace sometimes,
or often, made them too tired to participate in church, youth, and civil rights
activities in the evening or on weekends. Once again, White-generated dis-
crimination can create huge costs for people of color, their families, and
their communities.
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Clearly, addressing the cumulative impact of racism in clinical settings
will, first, require an acute sensitivity on the part of clinicians as to how
normal such accumulation actually is for people of color. Second, it will
require an ability to explain carefully to many patients just how normal
their experiences are, that they are not, in fact, alone in this regard. One
source of mental distress comes for those people of color whose families
have not provided them with such understandings.

INVISIBLE WHITE ACTORS:
MOVE THEM TO THE FRONT

White discriminators are implicit in most of Carter’s (2007) comprehen-
sive analysis and his cited literature. Yet, in this scholarly literature, the
wording White discriminators appears only occasionally, in that or similar
phrasing, as specific agents of racial discrimination and damage. Even in
much scholarly literature on racist issues, passive tenses or vague phrases
(like “society discriminates”) are often used so as not to use too often or at
all (consciously or unconsciously) the words White or Whites.

In his analysis, Carter (2007) does not use specific wording such as
White discriminators or White racism—terms that best describe the causal
reality lying behind most of the racialized health/stress issues examined
here. He does reference favorably the use of White racism by the 1960s
Kerner Commission and does occasionally use the specific words White or
Whites in describing explicit White-generated discrimination. However, we
think that a greater and more specific accenting of the many White agents
of discrimination is essential for strengthening Carter’s arguments about
racism’s impact. As scholars and professionals, we should foreground the
central position of Whites, past and present, in creating and maintaining the
systemic racism that generates much health damage for Americans of color
(Feagin & McKinney, 2003). To strengthen Carter’s argument about racism
and its effects, we need to make the White actors who do much racialized
damage even more central to these important discussions. In all institutions,
very specific White actors—men, women, and children of all social classes—are
actively causing or generating the racialized injuries or mental illness that 
are at issue. In most cases, the critical White actors, the damage-causing 
discriminators, have some power in society—specifically as White employ-
ers, business owners, fellow employees, landlords, real estate agents, doc-
tors, lawyers, teachers, clergy, and government officials.

Once we foreground White discriminators, we should emphasize other
questions that Carter (2007) touches on. Carter notes a few scholars (e.g.,
Bowser & Hunt, 1996; Williams & Williams-Morris, 2000) who argue that
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racism affects the mental health of Whites. He quotes Bryant-Davis and
Ocampo (2005): “Perpetrators use cognitive distortions and project a range
of emotions such as fear, anxiety, discomfort, and anger onto their targets
as a way to disassociate from their acts” (pp. 496-497). Here, Bryant-Davis
and Ocampo are citing Ward (2000), who added that

perpetrators of racist incidents and rape who do not face justice are left with
dysfunctional cognitive beliefs that maintain their delusions of superiority.
When perpetrators are not forced to take responsibility for their behavior,
they are given the following message, which justifies their actions: Their tar-
gets deserve to be violated, and violating others is an accepted form of social
interaction. . . . Allowing perpetrators to maintain cognitive distortions
perpetuates their own poor psychological health. (p. 490)

For Whites to believe that they are good people, and still undertake the
many horrendous actions that they have against African Americans and
other people of color for more than four centuries, they have developed 
an extensive racist ideology that portrays the racial “other” as inferior,
either biologically or (especially now) culturally.

The psychological damage that Whites cause by creating and continuing
to maintain racial oppression has consequences for them as well as people
of color. One wonders how the Whites who have routinely participated in
perpetuating racist discrimination against people of color have done so with
the world of psychological analysis so rarely questioning their psychologi-
cal well-being. Thus, some research questions that would assist in elimi-
nating the racial traumas that people of color face are as follows: What goes
on with Whites psychologically that enables them to continue to inflict this
harm on other human beings? What is the centuries-old racist framing that
most Whites operate from, and does this result in forms of collective and
individual mental illness?

CONCLUSION:
EDUCATING MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS

Carter (2007) concludes with some important suggestions about how
mental health professionals, especially White professionals, should be
trained, such as “to identify specific, subtle, and indirect forms of racism
. . . because doing so may enable clinicians to assist clients in minimizing the
self-blame that occurs when such incidents are misinterpreted as the result of
personal failings” (p. 94). He cites the U.S. Surgeon General’s (2001) report
Mental Health: Culture, Race and Ethnicity that noted the serious problem
patients of color face in getting mental health assistance: the “clinicians’ lack
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of awareness of cultural issues, bias, or inability to speak the clients’ lan-
guage and the client’s fear and mistrust of treatment” (p. 14). In our view,
this issue deserves more attention. White professionals attempting to assist
patients of color must first address their own racist framing of society—
with its racist emotions, stereotyping, and interpretations—a racist framing
that most Whites have doubtless adopted from family, friends, or the media
(for discussion and evidence, see Feagin, 2006).

Identifying specific types of racial discrimination and harassment, and
connecting those to the development of the mental health issues of people
of color, will not necessarily pressure (especially White) clinicians to deal
well with their own racist framing and inclinations. According to research
by D’Andrea and Daniels (1999), for example,

Although most of the counseling psychology practitioners, trainers, and stu-
dents we interacted with were willing to talk about the problem of racism when
asked about it, their overall affective reaction to this social pathology was char-
acterized by a general sense of apathy. This apathy was reflected in a number
of ways including the following: a lack of any anger concerning the numerous
ways in which non-White persons continue to be negatively affected by the 
various forms of racism that are perpetuated in the United States, a lack of
expressed concern about the types of injustice and discrimination that people
of color routinely experience in their lives, and the absence of any sense of
urgency about the need to address this problem in the future. (p. 231)

They also note the (White) clinicians’ fear of “negative reactions from 
others. . . . It has been reported that the process of developing an antiracist
disposition inevitably requires White persons to acknowledge the ways in
which they personally and professionally benefit from various forms of
White privilege” (pp. 231-232). Similarly, Bryant-Davis and Ocampo
(2005) suggested why clinicians have often been slow “to recognize and
acknowledge race-based trauma.” They cite their “moral disengagement,”
which then relieves them “from the duty of having to respond to it”
(p. 485). They added, “Not acknowledging the traumatic nature of some
racist incidents relieves researchers, counselors, and educators of their
responsibility to alleviate suffering” (p. 485).

If one connects the reality of White agents being the principal cause of
the racialized mental health injuries and problems, which Carter (2007)
describes well, to the reality of Whites being the overwhelming majority of
the agents of curing as mental health professionals, then it is clear that our
educational systems must recognize this socioracial reality and work very
hard to help White professionals first to deal with their own racist social-
ization and framing of society before they can make much progress in fully
meeting the psychological needs of patients of color. To paraphrase the old
Biblical saying, “Physician, first heal thyself.”
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    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


