
The Breakdown
W R I T T E N  B Y  D A V I D  G R A N T

The mental disorders present within the psyche of African people throughout the

world, especially in Western contemporary societies, although troubling, are

justifiably normal reactions to incessant oppression under the unnatural,

physically and psychologically destructive environment of the White supremacy

system. Considering the collective nature and collective trauma of African people,

this article serves to detach from applying the individualistic nature of Euro-

American derived Diagnostic Statistical Manual (DSM) V concepts of mental

disorder to African people. This article theorizes African-centered

conceptualizations of mental disorder and explicates the need for creating our

own assessment of normality versus abnormality in order to develop African-

centered mental health.
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Despite the post-colonial rule/plantation intergenerational
trauma resting in Black continental African and Afro-
Caribbean peoples’ psyche, experiencing continual White
Canadian implicit and explicit antagonization exacerbates
our baseline stress level. Moreover, the psychological
disorientation involved in adopting a “minority status”
under explicit European oppression, contrasting our
experience with colorism, but nonetheless “majority status”
in our countries of origin, is also stressful. Scholars note
that cumulative chronic stress results in allostatic load, a
biological process encompassing an accumulation of
dysregulation in the body. Allostatic load increases the
release of cortisol, the “fight-flight-freeze” stress hormone,
which can negatively affect our brain capacity and lead to
physiological and mental deterioration due to exposure to
chronic stress. Oppression disorders appear to manifest
out of this chronically stressful environment as articulated
by psychologist Dr. Na’im Akbar. Dr. Akbar proposes these
disorders as representative of self-defeating but adaptive
attempts to survive in an environment that contradicts our
natural inclination towards self-affirmation. Alien self-
disorder (ASD) falls under this umbrella, which
encompasses alienation or sometimes active rejection of
our natural and cultural disposition and subsequent
internalization of the dominant, in this case, White
European, values and dispositions (Akbar, 2004). Examples
in Canada include those who actively reject our African
identity, demonize “kinky” hair and deem less “kinky” hair
as “good hair,” striving for “Canadian” identity in place of
an African indigenous or subcultural one, obsession with
individualism or obsession with materialistic items i.e.
money, cars or name-brand items. Psychological
homelessness disorder (PHD) may also fall under this
umbrella and constitutes painful cognitions and
ambivalence about cultural identity due to perceiving
ourselves as not belonging to our own culture/community
or country. Plausibly, suffering from PHD could trigger
feelings of alienation from local community members in
Canada or community members “back home”, in addition
to the general White Canadian context. PHD may influence
the onset of depression, including the rumination of
nostalgic memories of “life back home” which may serve a
method of thought suppression to dissociate from the
reality of White Canadian oppression.

The nature of oppression against African people is
psychologically debilitating because it principally
destroys African peoples’ knowledge, love, acceptance
and preservation of the collective “self” i.e. Ubuntu. The
development and nurturance of “self” variants, including
self-knowledge and self-acceptance appears to be the
antidote to developing optimal African mental health.
Henceforth, I urge you to love your “self”; embrace your
innate resilience and creativity reflected in your African
cultural and subcultural i.e. Afro-Caribbean histories,
intentionally seek to preserve your culture, reconnect
with your spiritual nature and relationship with God, and
seek out Afrocentric healers to heal from unresolved
trauma that may be hindering you from valuing
harmonious relationship, interdependence and loving
your African “self.”
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