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The paper examines trauma in Indian contexts from various perspectives, including gender, 
caste, intergenerational trauma, ethnographic studies, and autobiographies of marginalized 
people, emphasizing why and how it should be taught. It also highlights the anthropological 
perspective, drawing on contributions from anthropologists working at various ethnographic 
sites worldwide. The paper concludes by linking these discussions to the provisions of the 
National Policy of Education (NEP-2020) and its implications for teaching and pedagogy in 
Indian culture. This ethnographic diversity demonstrates the usefulness of trauma as a lens for 
interpreting multiple forms of experience. The paper discusses this exploration in both Indian 
and global contexts

Introduction 
This paper explores trauma in Indian contexts from various perspectives, including gender, caste, 

intergenerational trauma, ethnographic studies, and autobiographies of marginalized people, while 
emphasizing why and how it should be taught. It also highlights the anthropological perspective, drawing 
on contributions from anthropologists working at different ethnographic sites worldwide. The paper 
concludes by linking these discussions to the provisions of the National Policy of Education (NEP-2020) 
and its teaching pedagogy from both Indian and global perspectives. Recently, a dozen papers presented 
at a seminar on this topic – trauma-informed medical anthropology – were published in the latest issue 
of Teaching Anthropology (2024) and are discussed in the next section. This ethnographic diversity 
demonstrates the value of trauma as a lens for interpreting various experiences, such as teaching students 
about difficult topics, engaging with individuals who have experienced trauma, or understanding how to 
navigate one’s own experiences (Tantam 2024).

Trauma in DSM-5 and ICD-11
The DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013/2022) defines trauma as exposure to actual or threatened death, serious injury, or 
sexual violence. It is categorized under trauma- and stressor-related disorders, especially Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD). The main features of the DSM-5 approach to trauma are: (i) event-based 
– trauma originates in identifiable events; (ii) external – caused by external threats or violence; and 
(iii) psychologically disruptive – facts may lead to symptoms such as intrusive memories or flashbacks, 
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avoidance of reminders, negative changes in mood and cognition, and hyperarousal, including fear, vigilance, 
and sleep disturbance. The DSM-5 separates trauma exposure from individual reaction, noting that not 
everyone exposed to trauma develops PTSD. Strengths of the DSM-5 include clear diagnostic criteria, 
usefulness in clinical and legal settings, and recognition of indirect and occupational exposure. However, 
there are limitations for anthropology, as it focuses mainly on acute or extreme events, pays less attention to 
chronic, structural, or everyday trauma, and emphasizes individual pathology over social context.

The ICD-11 (WHO) adopts a broader and more culturally sensitive approach to trauma and related 
disorders. It defines trauma as exposure to extremely threatening or horrific events or a series of events, 
with emphasis on their enduring psychological impact. Trauma is central to diagnoses such as PTSD and 
Complex PTSD (C-PTSD). Unlike the DSM-5, the ICD-11 explicitly recognizes C-PTSD, which arises 
from prolonged or repeated situations where escape is difficult or impossible, such as childhood sexual 
abuse, domestic violence, torture, slavery, and long-term caste or ethnic persecution. This is especially 
relevant for anthropological explorations in Global South contexts. In addition to PTSD symptoms, 
C-PTSD includes disturbances in self-organization – persistent emotional dysregulation, negative self-
concept (shame, guilt, worthlessness), and difficulties in relationships. Thus, trauma is understood as 
developmental, relational, and social, not only event-based. The ICD-11 has several strengths, such as 
recognizing chronic and structural trauma and being more suitable for cross-cultural contexts, which aligns 
better with anthropological understandings. In contrast, a limitation of the ICD-11 is that it is primarily a 
medical classification, which may underplay political and historical dimensions as causes (Table 1).

Relevance for Anthropology in Trauma-Informed Teaching
In view of the anthropological perspective, the DSM-5 is useful for clinical clarity, whereas ICD-11 is 

more aligned with structural violence, intergenerational trauma, and issues of colonial aspects, caste and 
gendered sufferings. However, Anthropology critiques both for medicalising human suffering, privileging 
Western models of distress and under-recognising social power and inequality commonly prevalent in 
local level of community structures. Henceforth why Trauma-informed Anthropology, as discussed 
elaborately in papers published in Teaching Anthropology(Tantam 2024) moves beyond diagnosis to 
context, embodiment, history and ethics of care. In brief, the DSM-5 defines trauma as exposure to actual 
or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violence and focuses on event-based psychological responses 
such as PTSD. In contrast, ICD-11(WHO 2025) broadens this understanding by recognising complex-
PTSD, which results from prolonged or repeated trauma such as childhood abuse or structural violence. 
Its approach is more suitable for cross-cultural and anthropological contexts, as it acknowledges chronic 
and relational dimensions of trauma.We now illuminate briefly the work on trauma and its clinical 
dimensions in Indian situations in first part then its second part follows to illuminate Global situations, 
particularly Trauma-informed Anthropology, as discussed elaborately in papers published in Teaching 
Anthropology (Tantam 2024) and its linkages to our recent NEP-2020.

Prevalence of Trauma in the Indian Context
Truma is not new to our country where it is woven into everyday social life through multiple, 

overlapping structures through historical and collective events of Trauma. It may be colonialism- British 
colonial rule produced long-term trauma through famine, dispossession, racial hierarchies, and epistemic 
violence. These effects persist in educational systems, bureaucratic cultures, and self-perceptions. 
Then history of Indian Partition (1947) responsible for intergenerational trauma from displacement, 
violence, and loss continues to shape family narratives, silences, and identities across India, Pakistan, and 
Bangladesh. The Trauma of caste oppression which concern to  Dalit, Adivasi, and Bahujan communities 
have been experience ongoing structural trauma through exclusion, humiliation, and violence rather than 
a single past event(Girhe, 1984; Kamble, 1984; Pawar, 2009; Rawat and Satyanarayana, 2016; Dutta et 
al. 2019; Varma, 2020; Chakraborty,2023; Kumari and Kumari, 2025).
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These all illuminate the anthropological implication where students may carry inherited and lived trauma 
even if it is not openly discussed or recognized as “trauma”. Recent articles examining trauma-informed 
pedagogy in digital learning environments, focusing on safety, trust, collaboration, and culturally humble 
practice (Kiran V. Nath, 2025). The structural trauma in every day Indian lives, unlike clinical definitions that 
focus on singular events, Indian experiences highlight chronic trauma of caste discrimination in classrooms, 
hostels, and universities; gender-based violence, sexual harassment, and restrictions on mobility; poverty, 
debt, farmer suicides, and precarity; communal violence- riots, lynchings, displacement and State violence 
in conflict zones i.e. Kashmir, Northeast, central India (Dutta et al. 2019; Varma, 2020). These forms of 
trauma are often normalized, silenced, and moralized. “This is your fate,” “this is tradition,” etc. Trauma-
informed anthropology recognizes that silence does not mean absence of suffering.

Impacts of Trauma on Indian Students

In Indian anthropology classrooms, trauma may manifest as fear of speaking due to hierarchical 
teacher–student relations; emotional withdrawal when discussing caste, religion, or gender; anger or 
defensiveness during discussions of colonialism or nationalism; academic underperformance unrelated 
to intelligence or effort; and distress when reading ethnographies of violence that mirror lived realities. 
For example, a Dalit student studying caste ethnography may be reliving everyday humiliation, not 
encountering an abstract concept (Chakraborty, 2023; Kumari and Kumari, 2025). Tantam’s (2024) 
argument is especially relevant here: learning is embodied and emotional, not just cognitive.

In our country, anthropology syllabi typically cover caste and tribe; kinship and marriage; sexuality 
and reproduction; violence, displacement, and development; and colonial ethnography and race science. 
Discussion of these topics can reopen wounds, reinforce power imbalances, and reproduce harm if 
taught insensitively. A trauma-informed approach involves acknowledging discomfort openly, avoiding 
sensationalizing suffering, allowing students to opt out or process privately, and framing pain within 
structures rather than as personal failure. Trauma-informed pedagogy resists turning students into living 
case studies.

Culturally Relevant Trauma-Informed Teaching in India

A trauma-informed anthropology classroom in India might include collective reflection rather than 
forced personal disclosure; use of regional voices, autobiographies, and oral histories; respect for silence 
as a form of agency; recognition of non-Western expressions of distress such as somatic pain, fatigue, and 
withdrawal; and careful handling of images, films, and graphic descriptions. This approach aligns with 
Indian cultural realities, where trauma is often expressed indirectly through body pain, spiritual idioms, 
family narratives, and withdrawal rather than verbal confession. Some studies focus on ethnography, 
autobiography, and narratives of lived experiences as follows.

Ethnographic studies on the Trauma
There are Indian ethnographic examples that illustrate how trauma – as described in clinical categories 

like DSM-5 and WHO-ICD and critically understood in anthropology – manifests in contexts of caste 
oppression, gender violence, and conflict in India. These examples are useful for case studies, essays, or 
classroom discussions: The Weave of My Life, Dalit women’s life narratives (Pawar, 2009); Marankala, 
which describes the enduring pain and structural exclusion faced by Dalit women (Girhe, 1984); An 
Ethnography of Transgender Jogappas, which illuminates structural violence and marginalization in 
Karnataka (Dutta et al., 2019); and The Occupied Clinic, which explores conflict zones in Kashmir and 
chronic trauma (Varma, 2020).

Urmila Pawar’s autobiography, The Weave of My Life, reports the everyday trauma of caste and gender 
through autobiographical testimony. It is a classic narrative of caste and gender discrimination, illustrating 
embodied social suffering within India’s caste system.
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Pawar’s memoir shows how caste inequality becomes embodied psychological stress – persistent 
humiliation, restricted opportunities, and violence – that shapes self-concept and life trajectories. Such 
narratives present trauma not as a single event but as chronic social suffering over time (Pawar, 2009). 
Janabai Kachru Girhe’s autobiography, Marankala, describes the enduring pain and structural exclusion 
faced by Dalit women, including social sanctions such as fines imposed by panchayats for pursuing 
education. These life stories reflect relational and everyday trauma under caste and patriarchy, showing 
how casteism and gender hierarchies intersect (Girhe, 1984). These works transform lived experience 
into epistemic data, demonstrating that trauma in Indian caste contexts is longitudinal, structural, and 
gendered, challenging narrow clinical models focused only on discrete events.

The structural violence and marginalization of transgender Jogappas, as explored in an ethnography 
of transgender Jogappas in Karnataka, overlaps  with the forms of structural violence they face and reveals 
how social inequities in access to resources, education, health care, and family support produce cumulative 
stress and embodied suffering. Such structural trauma – manifested as institutional exclusion, stigma, 
and social neglect – often parallels mental health difficulties that may not fit standard clinical trauma 
definitions but clearly affect well-being (Dutta et al. 2019). This illustrates an anthropology of structural 
violence, where trauma emerges from societal marginalization and unequal rights, not just direct physical 
violence, aligning with ICD-11’s recognition of complex trauma and anthropology’s emphasis on social 
determinants (Farmer, 2004).

Saiba Varma’s The Occupied Clinic examines how militarization and prolonged conflict in Kashmir 
generate ongoing trauma, reshaping mental health and daily life. Chronic exposure to violence, 
surveillance, and insecurity among Kashmiris reflects long-term collective trauma that conventional 
PTSD models may not fully address. Studies of conflict-induced migration in Kashmir show how 
repeated displacement, fear, and disrupted kinship affect psychosocial well-being, further highlighting 
that trauma in this context is cumulative and contextual, not merely event-based (Varma, 2009). Its 
anthropological significance demonstrates trauma as collective, chronic, and politically rooted. This also 
aligns with ICD-11’s Complex PTSD and anthropology’s critique of event-focused trauma models.

Chakraborty (2023) situates the silencing and de-silencing of traumatic memories in autoethnographic 
accounts and research on anti-caste movements, student protests, and resulting police violence, revealing 
how trauma manifests in activism – memories of being beaten, arrested, and silenced. This work 
foregrounds the interpersonal and institutional trauma experienced by Dalit activists and supporters in 
a university setting, challenging the notion that trauma is solely clinical. Its anthropological significance 
highlights how institutional power and state violence affect young activists’ bodies and narratives – a 
dimension of socio-political trauma often overlooked in Western diagnostic categories.

Caste violence events – collective and intergenerational trauma, such as the Mirchpur Dalit Violence 
(2010)—illustrate the enduring impact of such incidents. The Mirchpur caste violence, also known as the 
Mirchpur Dalit killings, occurred in the village of Mirchpur, Haryana. This anti-Dalit violence, in which 
homes were burned and community members killed, reflects communal trauma that reverberates across 
families and generations. Experiences of displacement, loss of home, and persistent fear contribute to 
profound psychological and social effects. Similarly, the Tsunduru Massacre (1991) refers to the killing 
of several Dalit people in the village of Tsunduru, Guntur district, Andhra Pradesh. This caste massacre, 
in which dominant caste groups, the Reddy, murdered Dalit men, has left lasting effects on community 
memory and identity. These incidents demonstrate how collective trauma becomes embedded in 
communal histories and identity reconstruction, aligning with anthropology’s focus on collective memory 
and social suffering. Ethnographic research examines how upper-caste identities mobilize narratives of 
personal suffering and victimhood in caste politics. This work shows that trauma is not only experienced 
by the oppressed but is also embedded in cultural affective lives, shaping social relations, status claims, 
and political discourse in India. These examples highlight that trauma and emotional distress are socially 
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patterned and tied to narratives of identity, power, and inequality – core concerns in trauma-informed 
medical anthropology.

Ethnography to Trauma Theory
These ethnographic examples show that trauma often results from structural oppression (such as 

caste, patriarchy, and conflict), not just isolated violent events. Many experiences align more closely with 
ICD-11’s Complex PTSD and anthropology’s trauma frameworks than with DSM-5’s event-focused 
PTSD. Trauma is collective and intergenerational, embedded in memory, identity, and social conditions 
rather than being solely an individual pathology. Anthropologists studying India therefore emphasize 
contextualized, culturally grounded understandings of trauma – a key insight for trauma-informed 
teaching, research, and policy.

There are several published Indian ethnographic examples of trauma, especially related to caste, gender, 
conflict, and marginalization, as I have cited. The Weave of My Life: A Dalit Woman’s Memoirs is a classic 
autobiographical narrative of caste and gender discrimination, illustrating embodied social suffering in 
India’s caste system (Pawar, 2009). Marankala, an autobiography, illuminates the life account of caste and 
patriarchy struggles among Dalit women (Girhe, 1992). Interrogating My Chandal Life highlights the life 
account of caste and patriarchy struggles among Bengali Dalit women, offering intersectional insights 
into caste, trauma, and memory (Byapari, 2018). Majya Jalmachi Chittarkatha (The Kaleidoscopic 
Story of My Life), the earliest Marathi Dalit women’s autobiography, foregrounds caste, gender, and 
embodied humiliation in Maharashtra (Kamble, 1984). A comprehensive volume has illuminated Dalit 
marginalization, social humiliation, and collective memory, which is useful for contextualizing trauma in 
caste oppression (Rawat and Satyanarayana, 2016). While emphasizing gender and structural violence, 
Dutta et al. (2019) offer a peer-reviewed ethnography that combines structural violence theory with the 
lived experiences of Jogappas, exemplifying how marginalized gender identities face systemic trauma. 
The ethnography of Jogappas has shown how structural inequities affect education, health, and identity 
in a South Indian transgender community.

In situations of conflict and psychological distress, Varma (2020) situates trauma within the context 
of prolonged political violence and militarization, complementing clinical definitions (DSM-5/ICD-
11) with anthropological contextualization. This medical anthropological ethnography documents how 
militarized violence in Kashmir shapes distress, care, and mental health in everyday life. The cultural 
trauma framework explains how the autobiographical narratives in Caste Matters (Yengde, 2019) and 
Water in a Broken Pot (Maitreya, 2023) allow Dalit autobiographers to portray their first-hand experiences 
of incomprehensible violence through their writings. These works reflect collective and cultural trauma 
theory in interpreting Dalit life writings within India’s caste context (Kumari and Kumari, 2025).

We are now describing Trauma-informed Anthropology, as discussed in detail in papers published in 
Teaching Anthropology (Tantam, 2024), in the following section.

Tantam (2024), in an editorial on twelve papers about trauma-informed anthropology published 
in recent issues of Teaching Anthropology (TA), situates trauma-informed teaching within global 
contexts of violence, including wars, climate crises, gender-based violence, and systemic oppression. This 
violence and trauma are widespread, affecting students, researchers, and communities. Anthropology 
must respond by embedding trauma-informed approaches and highlighting key features such as 
trauma-informed teaching, research challenges, interdisciplinary dialogue, decolonization, and cultural 
specificity. According to Tantam, trauma-informed teaching goes beyond simply teaching about trauma; 
it emphasizes trust, control, transparency, and student-centered pedagogy. Another issue is research 
challenges, particularly in fieldwork, which often exposes anthropologists to vicarious and secondary 
trauma for which their affiliated institutions lack formal support structures.
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Similarly, interdisciplinary dialogue here shows that anthropology can learn from clinical and 
therapeutic fields – psychiatry, clinical psychology, psychiatric social work, etc.—while offering its unique 
contributions through ethnographic engagement. Finally, decolonization and cultural specificity are 
crucial – Western paradigms of trauma do not always fit; Indigenous and non-Western knowledge systems, 
or local or Indigenous systems of knowledge (ISK), provide alternative understandings of pain, healing, 
and resilience. Tantam has highlighted various aspects of trauma, such as embedding trauma-informed 
approaches in ethnographic research with survivors (Borghi, 2024), Kotsira’s concept of “environmental 
trauma” from natural disasters (Kotsira, 2024), cultural specificity in diagnosing PTSD in South Africa 
(Naidoo and Shaikh, 2024), fieldwork training and trauma preparedness (Procter, Spector, and Freed, 
2024), pedagogical reflections on teaching violence and trauma (Weston and Brown, 2024), decolonizing 
human remains in biological anthropology (Buck, 2024), integrating African Indigenous knowledge 
systems in teaching (May and Santos, 2024), and teaching in traumatic environments, emphasizing collective 
resilience (Saleh, 2024). Trauma is complex, subjective, and culturally embedded. It extends beyond 
discrete events into intergenerational and societal dimensions. Anthropology must avoid pathologizing 
participants and instead recognize them as dignified subjects with agency. Trauma-informed approaches are 
iterative practices that foster accessibility, inclusion, and supportive learning environments. As a discipline, 
anthropology has a responsibility to listen deeply, bear witness, and engage ethically with trauma in both 
teaching and research (Tantam, 2024). The following is a summary of the main ideas of each paper.

Saleh explores the concept of trauma and its teaching in everyday life in her first paper, “Window 
Open.” She uses this metaphor to illustrate real-life examples of catastrophic and exceptional events in 
Lebanon. Here, the metaphor “window open” reveals the interplay between ordinary classroom life and 
a life filled with social, environmental, and political crises in Lebanon. The idea of the “window open” is 
to help students and teachers engage with both stable and unstable conditions in our world, particularly 
in Lebanon, which she positions on a continuum between so-called normalcy and catastrophe.

She poses several questions as starting points for reflecting on the politics of teaching and learning 
anthropology during times of catastrophe: What does it mean to teach in a context where there is a stark 
disparity between the banality of everyday life and severe, often life-threatening interruptions? Where 
do political possibilities go in this process? What is recuperated? What is left to burn? How, then, is 
anthropology – as a discipline and as a way of learning and viewing the world – configured within these 
webs of significance? (Saleh, 2024).

She elaborates on her main arguments and concepts in this reflexive article, where, through the 
metaphor of the “window open,” she argues that teaching should allow for connection and permeability 
between the classroom and larger realities. She defines the mundane as everyday routines, stable conditions, 
and typical curriculum life, and the catastrophic as disruptions, crises, trauma, and unpredictable change. 
Similarly, context matters, as she situates pedagogy within broader sociopolitical realities – such as war, 
displacement, and environmental change – and argues that the “mundane” cannot be separated from 
these. In her view, reflexivity means that teachers and students need to reflect on their positions, on the 
“windows” through which they see the world, and on what is included or excluded in teaching.

The article “Trauma, Triggers and Tricky Terrains: Reflections on Teaching on Violence, Rights and 
anthropological Controversies” by Gavin Weston (2024) highlights his two decades of experience teaching 
trauma in anthropology as his second paper. He addresses various issues related to violence, human rights, 
and contentious debates. Drawing on his personal experiences designing and delivering courses, Weston 
explores the pedagogical challenges of teaching trauma. He identifies several broader themes in his paper: 
emotional content; content warnings as tools for dialogue; responding to real reactions; limitations of ad 
hoc trauma-informed practice; and incorporating hope (Weston 2025).

The emotional content – violence, suffering, and abuses of power – is inherently vicarious and can 
resonate with students’ own life experiences. His courses, which include global and historical case 
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studies, regularly confront this emotional terrain because traumatic narratives are integral to the material. 
Content warnings are presented as tools for dialogue, serving as starting points for deeper engagement 
rather than ends in themselves. In discussing responses to real reactions, Weston reflects on moments 
when students have been visibly affected – for example, leaving class during discussions – and considers 
what such responses reveal about the classroom as a space. These encounters underscore the complex 
emotional dynamics surrounding trauma and learning.

Regarding the limits of ad hoc trauma-informed practice, Weston acknowledges that impromptu or 
informal trauma-sensitive decisions have limitations. While thoughtful, ad hoc adjustments can help, they 
do not replace systematic planning for emotional safety and support within curricula. In incorporating hope 
and lightness, he argues that even when addressing difficult or dark topics, teaching should include space 
for hope, resilience, and lightness – counterbalancing suffering with positive examples and critical insights.

In summary, his article “Trauma, Triggers and Tricky Terrains” is not a traditional research article 
but a reflective meditation on pedagogy. Weston positions teaching about violence and human rights 
as intellectually vital but emotionally demanding. Through his own evolution as a teacher, he advocates 
for thoughtful practices that are student-centered, dialogic, and attentive to emotional impact, while 
remaining cautious about over-reliance on informal trauma-informed strategies (Ibid).

Brown (2024) described Trauma-Informed Anthropology at two levels: as a pedagogical approach 
and as an analytical lens in the third paper, “What Does trauma-Informed Anthropology Mean?” The 
former refers to teaching anthropology in a way that consciously acknowledges the effects of trauma on 
students and learning processes, while the latter is a way of understanding human experiences of illness, 
suffering, and structural violence in medical anthropology. Specifically, Trauma-Informed Anthropology 
in teaching and learning medical anthropology means: first, recognizing that both students and topics may 
involve real pain or traumatic experiences; second, consciously creating safe, trusting, and empowering 
learning environments; and third, helping students engage deeply with the realities of health, suffering, 
and justice that medical anthropology examines.

Why does it matter in Medical Anthropology? She emphasized that medical anthropology addresses 
people’s experiences of health, illness, suffering, and healing. Further, how do social structures shape 
health outcomes, and how do individuals and communities make meaning out of traumatic life events? 
A trauma-informed approach helps instructors anticipate and mitigate emotional responses and prepares 
students for research or clinical practice where they will encounter trauma in the field. Therefore, 
Medical Anthropology is important. Brown integrates the main principles of trauma-informed medical 
anthropology teaching into her courses: (a) Safety – create environments where students feel secure. Safety 
includes clear expectations and boundaries in class discussions. (b) Trustworthiness and Transparency – be 
clear about course goals, assessments, grading criteria, and how difficult material will be handled. (c) Choice 
and Voice – allow students agency in how they participate and demonstrate learning. (d) Collaboration 
and Support – encourage collaborative learning and peer support. (e) Empowerment – center student 
strengths and resilience. These principles are rooted in trauma-informed frameworks originally developed 
in clinical and educational contexts but adapted for anthropological inquiry (Brown, 2024).

Buck and Lewis (2024) explore in their fourth paper, “Trauma and Emotion in Decolonising 
Anthropology,” how teaching “decolonising anthropology” exposes both students and instructors to 
emotional experiences, sometimes traumatic. They argue that learning about decolonization is not a 
neutral intellectual exercise. Students in the module reacted strongly, especially when engaging with 
materials such as human remains in biological anthropology. This underscores how embodied emotional 
responses are part of deeply engaging with decolonial content. The authors highlight a friction between 
conventional academic norms (such as classic essay assessments) and alternative learning approaches 
designed to foster critical thinking and emotional awareness. The discomfort generated by unfamiliar 
assessment styles reflects a broader challenge: how to decenter traditional academic practices in favor of 
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methods that validate students’ lived realities and feelings. Their article includes reflections from students 
who initially felt anxious, uncertain, or overwhelmed by the subject matter. Through classroom dialogue 
and reflection, students experienced a shift from emotional disruption toward constructive engagement. 
Students began to see their own emotional responses not as obstacles to learning but as important data 
about their relationship to colonial knowledge and authority. These reflections illustrate that emotion 
and trauma are not external to decolonial pedagogy. By focusing on teaching practices rather than 
theoretical debates, the article contributes to the wider movement to decolonize anthropology by: i. 
challenging Eurocentric and normative academic norms; ii. recognizing that knowledge is embodied and 
that emotional responses are part of how people relate to structures of power embedded in disciplinary 
traditions; and iii. emphasizing that decolonial learning demands ethical attentiveness to trauma. Their 
paper resonates with decolonial scholarship that highlights the need to integrate affect, embodied 
experiences, and student subjectivities within academic institutions.

The next paper, “Anthropology’s Need for Trauma-Informed Approaches” (Tantam, 2024a), highlights 
that trauma is widespread among students and educators in anthropology and argues that the discipline 
should adopt trauma-informed pedagogical approaches to teaching and learning (Tantam, 2024; 
Tantam, 2024a). The paper further notes that anthropology, as a discipline, possesses both theoretical 
resources and empirical knowledge about trauma, as many anthropologists work with communities 
affected by violence, colonial histories, and structural harms. Tantam suggests that this disciplinary 
grounding can inform trauma-informed practices in education. A “trauma-informed” approach means 
not only teaching about trauma but also restructuring the educational environment to recognize and 
respond to trauma’s effects. This includes: i. acknowledging the prevalence of trauma; ii. reducing the 
risk of retraumatization; and iii. supporting emotional well-being. Drawing on practical reflections 
from teaching sensitive content, Tantam (2024a) describes his experience teaching a session on child 
sexual abuse and trauma, and discusses techniques to decrease retraumatization and vicarious trauma. He 
continues by discussing the implications for anthropology’s scholarly engagement with trauma, arguing 
that it equips the discipline to rethink pedagogy. He explains that trauma-informed teaching involves 
anticipating emotional impacts and reducing harm.
May and Santos (2024) explore in their sixth paper, “The academic space is not a safe space to be an indigenous 
person,” how South African universities have been shaped by colonial and apartheid histories. They 
argue that these institutions has been unsafe spaces for indigenous students and suggest that integrating 
African Indigenous Knowledge Systems (AIKS) into pedagogy can help heal trauma and create more 
inclusive learning environments. They note that historically, Rhodes University and its Anthropology 
Department are rooted in colonial structures. Their teaching systems has excluded indigenous voices; for 
example, policies such as the Witchcraft Suppression Acts criminalized indigenous practices, reinforcing 
marginalization. Even after demographic shifts, Western academic paradigms continue to dominate and 
sideline African ways of knowing.

The authors describe pedagogical methods for teaching an Anthropology Honours course using 
AIKS-inspired approaches, which include practices such as drumming, song, burning of imphepho 
(incense), ancestral acknowledgment, and field trips to indigenous healers. These embodied approaches 
aim to validate indigenous identity, foster belonging, and reduce trauma. They explain key concepts 
such as Ubuntu, where humanity is defined through relationships (“a person is a person through other 
people”); Indigenous Health Models, which view wellbeing as holistic and requiring balance between 
self, family, community, ancestors, and environment; and Embodiment Pedagogy, which involves 
learning through ritual, movement, and spirituality alongside conventional academic methods. Student 
reflections reveal that several reported increased confidence, reduced anxiety, and deeper engagement. 
While some Christian students expressed tension, they valued the opportunity for open reflection.

Suppression of African Indigenous Knowledge Systems (AIKS) in South Africa reflects policies 
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targeting witchcraft during colonial and apartheid eras. The government enacted laws such as the Witchcraft 
Suppression Acts, which made traditional healing, rituals, and spiritual practices illegal or punishable. As 
a result, indigenous healers, known as sangoma, were criminalized, and communities were discouraged 
from practicing their own knowledge systems. This fostered fear and stigma around indigenous practices, 
labeling them as “superstition” rather than valid knowledge. These policies, along with religious pressures, 
suppressed AIKS and elevated Western ways of knowing in education and society. Indigenous knowledge 
became marginalized, despite its deep wisdom about health, community, environment, and spirituality. 
The legacy of this suppression persists today, as universities and institutions work to decolonize and revalue 
African knowledge systems. Laws against “witchcraft” and the spread of Christianity worked together 
to silence and stigmatize African Indigenous Knowledge Systems in South Africa, replacing them with 
Western frameworks and leaving lasting trauma in communities. Students have expressed appreciation for 
the interactive, community-oriented approach. AIKS-informed pedagogy provides a trauma-informed 
alternative to Western academic norms, and by embracing indigenous practices, universities can move 
toward genuine decolonization and create safer, more holistic learning environments.

Borghi (2024) uses ethnographic research with female survivors of gender-based violence in 
her seventh paper, “Engaging with Trauma,” in Italy. She shows how trauma is lived, embodied, and 
experienced over time. She then explores how these insights can inform trauma-informed approaches 
in anthropological teaching and research. She conducted ethnographic fieldwork with women seeking 
psychological support from voluntary organizations. She highlights the mental health challenges and 
psychophysical responses experienced by a female high school survivor of child sexual abuse. Her paper 
emphasizes that trauma affects how individuals experience time, memory, and self. For many survivors, 
life trajectories are reshaped by the aftermath of abuse, including ongoing emotional ruptures and changes 
in self-perception. These first-person experiences challenge clinical or detached interpretations of trauma 
and highlight its temporally structured and subjective nature. The paper’s unique contribution is linking 
ethnographic insights on trauma with pedagogy, arguing that teaching anthropology must be informed 
by an understanding of how trauma is experienced and expressed.

Borghi outlines key principles for trauma-informed anthropology: recognize vulnerability – be 
attentive to how trauma is embodied, expressed, and communicated by individuals; avoid retraumatization 
– plan teaching and research practices so that sensitive topics do not inadvertently repeat harm or trigger 
distress; support emotional safety – develop classroom and fieldwork environments that allow students 
and participants to engage without being overwhelmed; and acknowledge intersubjective effects – 
understand that the researcher’s or teacher’s presence and positionality interact with participants’ 
experiences (Borghi 2024). The article connects anthropological theories of trauma with practical 
pedagogical action, suggesting that understanding trauma’s embodied, contextual, and relational 
dimensions can improve not only research ethics but also classroom practices. Borghi emphasizes that 
anthropology, a discipline that routinely engages with suffering, violence, and marginalization, is uniquely 
positioned to contribute to trauma-informed scholarship. Briefly, Borghi’s article combines ethnographic 
insight with pedagogical reflection to argue that trauma – particularly from experiences like child sexual 
abuse – is embodied, temporal, and deeply contextual. By showing how survivors’ narratives reveal the 
lived complexity of trauma, she advocates for trauma-informed approaches in anthropology teaching 
and research, where educators and researchers recognize distress, avoid retraumatization, and create 
supportive, ethically engaged learning environments.

The eighth paper is “Deluged Field Sites, Traumatised Selves: Disaster Research in Anthropology” by 
Eleni Kotsira (2024), which uses ethnographic material from a devastating flood in Samothráki, Greece. 
She argues for a more nuanced understanding of trauma as “environmental trauma” – a lived, dynamic 
process through which individuals and communities rethink their sense of self, their environment, and 
their futures in a world of climatic instability. She highlights the ethical complexities of conducting 
anthropological research in disaster-affected sites and calls for trauma- and disaster-informed research 
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practices that sensitively incorporate the experiences of both participants and researchers. Kotsira examines 
how environmental disasters affect both communities and anthropologists conducting fieldwork, using 
the example of an unexpected catastrophic deluge (flood and landslides) that struck the Greek island of 
Samothráki in September 2017. Rather than treating trauma as a static medical condition, she introduces 
the concept of “environmental trauma” to describe how people’s relationships with their surroundings 
– and their sense of self – can be profoundly transformed following environmental catastrophe. She 
draws on ethnographic data and autoethnographic reflection from her time in Samothráki, where an 
unprecedented storm caused flooding, landslides, property damage, and widespread disruption. She uses 
survey responses from residents and her own observational and material reflections to understand how 
individuals and communities processed the disaster emotionally and socially.

This disaster is not just a backdrop but serves as a lens for exploring how trauma is experienced and 
perceived in everyday life. Instead of focusing solely on post-traumatic stress as a clinical diagnosis, she 
proposes environmental trauma as a dynamic, ongoing experience that reshapes people’s relationships 
with their environment, alters how they interpret risk, climate, and future possibilities, and encourages a 
reorientation of self in the face of ecological uncertainty. In other words, disaster trauma is not something 
people merely endure; it is something through which they reconfigure identities and futures in a climate-
unstable world. She has illuminated ethical and methodological issues for anthropologists, such as the 
role and responsibilities of researchers in disaster contexts, the ethics of fieldwork when people are still 
coping emotionally, researcher vulnerability, and the importance of avoiding harm.

Kotsira insists that disaster research must be trauma-informed, ethically grounded, and responsive 
to local lived realities. This has implications for teaching anthropology and training future researchers. 
Her concept of environmental trauma expands trauma studies in several ways. It moves beyond clinical 
or diagnostic frameworks, understands trauma as situated, relational, and environmental, shows how 
disasters reshape social life and meaning-making, and places ethical emphasis on researcher-participant 
relations. This broadens the perspective on how anthropologists can think about climate change, disaster 
responses, and the emotional dimensions of ecological change (Kotsira, 2024).

Naidoo and Shaik (2024) explore “I think too much” – culture, trauma, and expressions of distress 
in the ninth paper. They examine which cultural concepts and language shape how people express and 
understand distress and trauma. Both argue that Western diagnostic frameworks, such as the DSM and 
ICD, often fail to capture culturally specific experiences of suffering. The paper focuses on how South 
Africans with non-Western cultural affiliations communicate emotional distress and why culturally 
grounded interpretations are essential for accurate understanding, diagnosis, and healing. While 
highlighting these limitations, it critiques the DSM and ICD for their universalizing tendencies and 
notes that these manuals are rooted in Western cultural norms. Often, they ignore cultural and spiritual 
elements embedded in local understandings of trauma, which may lead to misdiagnosis or non-diagnosis 
when applied without cultural sensitivity.

It highlights culture-specific expressions of distress. Distress and trauma manifest and are 
communicated differently across cultures. In the South African context, many people describe their 
emotional distress not through biomedical labels such as “anxiety” or “PTSD,” but through culturally 
familiar language and metaphors. “Thinking too much” is one such powerful idiom discussed in depth. 
It is widely recognized and socially meaningful across cultures, referring to rumination, worry, or 
prolonged thought about local problems. It may encompass experiences that Western categories might 
describe as anxiety, depression, or post-traumatic responses, yet it is not limited to a clinical label and 
often avoids the stigma of psychiatric terminology.

These articles place “thinking too much” within the broader anthropological literature on idioms of 
distress – culturally specific expressions that reflect how people experience and communicate suffering. 
For example, the phrase pensando mucho among Nicaraguan grandmothers conveys emotional distress 
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related to family separation. Systematic reviews show that “thinking too much” appears in many cultural 
contexts worldwide, reflecting intrusive thoughts, worry, and social suffering that do not fit neatly into 
any single psychiatric category. Both articles argue that understanding idioms of distress like “thinking 
too much” is crucial for accurate clinical assessment, culturally competent treatment, reducing stigma 
associated with mental health issues, and advancing anthropological research and education, especially 
in psychology and related fields. They emphasize that trauma and distress cannot be fully understood 
without considering local language, metaphors, beliefs, and practices that shape how people experience 
psychological suffering. In summary, Naidoo and Shaik’s article demonstrates that Western psychiatric 
categories, such as those in the DSM and ICD, are often inadequate for capturing culturally nuanced 
experiences of trauma and distress. By focusing on the idiom “thinking too much” among South Africans 
with non-Western cultural backgrounds, the authors show how cultural concepts influence both the 
expression of distress and how it is understood by others. They argue that anthropological insights into 
idioms of distress are essential for culturally appropriate diagnosis, treatment, and mental health education.

The tenth paper, “Workaround as Practice” by Muhr and Ostendorf (2024), reflects on the often-
unseen emotional and ethical work involved in trauma-informed ethnographic fieldwork. The authors 
question how strategies developed to mitigate risk become part of the research method itself. They argue 
that traditional ethnographic training leaves researchers unprepared for the complexities of vicarious 
trauma, care, and positionality, and that workarounds – adaptive, informal responses to risk – should 
be recognized as legitimate ethnographic practice, shaping relationships with interlocutors and the 
knowledge produced. They propose that workarounds, informal adaptive practices developed in response 
to fieldwork challenges, should be seen not as exceptions but as integral components of trauma-informed 
ethnography. This approach reframes institutional safety protocols, risk management, and ethical 
decision-making as part of methodological practice, not merely procedural compliance. The authors 
explore how trauma-informed approaches extend beyond theory into actual research practices – what 
they call workarounds. These are the unofficial strategies researchers use to anticipate, mitigate, or cope 
with risks to themselves and participants, especially the risk of re-traumatization. They highlight that 
traditional fieldwork training rarely prepares researchers for emotional risk or vicarious trauma.

 There are few institutional structures to support researchers’ emotional well-being in the field. A 
workaround refers to the informal adjustments or creative strategies that researchers use to protect 
themselves, safeguard interlocutors, and navigate unpredictable or emotionally charged contexts. For 
example, the authors describe experiences in which they received risk advice (such as safety drills) from 
practitioners but little guidance on handling emotional, ethical, or relational risks during interviews with 
vulnerable participants. Their key question is: When researchers adapt their methods for safety and care, 
does that adaptation become part of the method itself ? In other words, do workarounds transform into 
legitimate ethnographic practice? In sum, their article focuses on how trauma-informed anthropology 
as a research method and ethical practice shapes fieldwork, especially regarding risk, vulnerability, and 
researcher–interlocutor relations. The article is not a traditional empirical study but a reflexive reflection 
on the practical and emotional challenges of conducting ethnography when trauma, risk, and care are 
central concerns.

Procter, Spector, and Freed (2024) revisit and expand earlier discussions of fieldwork stress and 
emotional challenges in anthropology in their eleventh paper, “Field of Screams Revisited.” They explore 
how experiences of trauma both shape and are shaped by ethnographic fieldwork. Their article, based 
on a 2023 survey of 43 anthropologists, examines fieldwork  preparation, including personal readiness, 
formal institutional support, and ethics review processes; types of trauma exposure experienced in the 
field; emotional and psychological responses to cumulative distress; and the role of supervision and 
departmental or institutional cultures in shaping researchers’ experiences and capacities to cope with 
trauma. The conceptual contribution lies in foregrounding trauma as a methodological and ethical issue 
rather than solely a clinical one. The paper demonstrates that trauma is intimately linked to the emotional 
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labor of ethnography and that researchers themselves are vulnerable participants during the fieldwork 
encounter. Anthropology must extend its ethical lens inward toward the discipline’s own practices. This 
reframes trauma not as an exceptional risk but as a central concern for ethnographic training, practice, 
and institutional culture.

Procter, Spector, and Freed (2024a) argue in their recent paper, “What Does It Mean to Teach Trauma-
Informed Anthropology?” that teaching trauma-informed anthropology requires more than content warnings 
or individual accommodations; it demands a relational, ethical, and institutionally supported pedagogy. 
Because anthropology routinely engages with violence, inequality, and suffering, trauma is inherent in 
both course material and classroom experiences. They emphasize shared responsibility, reflexivity, and 
care-based teaching practices while cautioning against placing the burden of trauma management solely on 
individual instructors. Trauma-informed anthropology, they conclude, is essential to the discipline’s ethical 
future. They pose a fundamental pedagogical question: what does it actually mean to teach anthropology 
in a trauma-informed way? Moving beyond the simple inclusion of sensitive content warnings, the authors 
argue that trauma-informed anthropology requires a systemic rethinking of teaching practices, curricula, 
power relations, and institutional responsibilities. They position trauma not as an exceptional issue but as 
deeply embedded in anthropological subject matter, methods, and classroom experiences.

Trauma is inherent to anthropology – anthropology frequently engages with violence, inequality, 
colonialism, racism, gendered harm, displacement, and suffering. Ethnographic methods often involve 
close, emotionally intense engagement. Trauma-informed Teaching is not just about Content warnings 
– the article critiques narrow approaches to trauma-informed teaching and argues that trauma-informed 
anthropology should involve relational care between instructors and students, attention to power, 
hierarchy, and authority in the classroom, and flexibility in pedagogy, assessment, and participation. 
Trauma-informed teaching is framed as an ethical stance, not a checklist. The classroom is an affective 
and unequal space – the authors emphasize that classrooms are not emotionally neutral environments. 
Students often bring personal histories of trauma and structural vulnerabilities related to race, caste, 
gender, class, disability, or migration, and teachers similarly carry their own. Shared responsibility and 
institutional accountability – a major contribution of the article is the authors’ call for departmental and 
institutional support structures and training for educators on trauma-aware pedagogy.

Teaching as careful and reflexive practice – The article proposes several principles for trauma-
informed anthropology teaching: reflexivity regarding one’s positionality as an instructor; transparency 
about course expectations and boundaries; and creating spaces for dialogue without forcing disclosure, 
while recognizing limits – acknowledging that instructors are not therapists. The goal is to teach 
difficult material ethically, responsibly, and with care. This paper primarily reframes trauma-informed 
anthropology as a pedagogical philosophy, a disciplinary responsibility, and a collective, institutional 
project. The authors argue that trauma-informed teaching strengthens the discipline by making it 
more ethical, inclusive, and attentive to the lived realities of students and educators, rather than simply 
softening anthropology. The twelve articles focused on “Trauma-Informed Anthropology” published in 
the recent issue of Teaching Anthropology (2024) can be illuminated through the Indian social, historical, 
and educational context. I am attempting to develop a structured explanation that connects the key 
ideas expressed above (Tantam, 2024; Borghi, 2024; Kotsira, 2024; Naidoo & Shaikh, 2024; Procter, 
Spector & Freed, 2024; Weston & Brown, 2024; Buck, 2024; May and Santos, 2024; Saleh, 2024) and 
related trauma-informed anthropology literature to clinicians, practitioners, and classroom teaching of 
anthropology to medical graduates in the following section.

Why does the Anthropology Needs This in India
Anthropology studies people, often students, and deals directly with inequality, education policy, 

social justice, violence, and suffering, all of which have a colonial legacy. Anthropology, trauma, and social 
suffering, as well as caste, social exclusion, and health, are relevant in the Indian perspective (Das, 2007; 
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Subramanian and Kawachi, 2019; Kumar, 2021). In the Indian context, trauma-informed anthropology 
helps educators and students understand that learning about caste, colonialism, violence, and inequality 
is not emotionally neutral and cannot be taught as if it were. Student well-being and mental health (Singh 
and Bhattacharya, 2024), as well as inclusion and equity in India’s NEP 2020 (Sharma and Gupta, 2023), 
are important considerations. Anthropology has both the ethical responsibility and disciplinary capacity 
to lead trauma-informed teaching. Trauma-informed anthropology does not mean avoiding difficult 
topics; rather, it means teaching them with care, recognizing unequal emotional risks, and valuing 
students’ well-being as part of knowledge production (Tantam, 2024) (Table 2).

Several studies have examined Trauma-Informed Anthropology and its pedagogy: “Trauma and 
Emotion in Decolonising Anthropology” (Buck and Lewis, 2024); “Anthropology’s Need for Trauma-informed 
Approaches” (Tantam, 2024); “Practicing Trauma-informed Teachings” (Carello and Butler, 2015); and 
“Trauma-informed Pedagogy in Higher Education” (Stromberg, 2023). Similarly, there are significant 
contributions on Anthropology, Trauma, and Social Suffering relevant to Indian contexts of trauma and 
everyday suffering (Das, 2007); population-based anthropology of structural violence (Farmer, 2004); 
“Violence in War and Peace” (Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois, 2004); and social determinants of mental 
health (WHO, 2014). This body of work reveals that anthropological scholarship (Buck and Lewis, 
2024; Tantam, 2024) demonstrates the necessity of trauma-informed pedagogy, which aligns closely 
with NEP 2020’s emphasis on holistic development, inclusion, and student well-being (Government of 
India, 2020; Kiran V. Nath, 2025).
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Tables
Table 1: Main Differences of aspects of Trauma Between DSM-5 and ICD-11

SN Aspects of Trauma DSM-5(TR-APA 2022) ICD-11(WHO-2025)
1 Focus Discrete traumatic events Events and prolonged conditions
2 Trauma Type Mostly acute trauma Acute and complex trauma
3 Complex PTSD Not Recognised Explicit diagnosis
4 Cultural sensitivity Limited Relatively stronger
5 View of trauma Individual psychopathology Individual + relational impact

Table 2: NEP-2020(Govt. of India) and Trauma-Informed Anthropology Linkages
SN NEP 2020 Priority Trauma-Informed Anthropological Practice Linkages
1. Holistic 

Development
Emotional safety and reflective learning Both honour the Holistic Development of 

student
2. Inclusive Education Acknowledge diverse traumatic experiences Both promote equity
3 Flexible Assessment Dialogic, reflective, formative tasks Both discourage high-stakes, test-only 

paradigms
4 Teacher Training Trauma literacy and responsive pedagogy Teachers need emotional as well as academic 

skills
5 Well-Being Support Counselling, safe engagement with sensitive 

content
Emotional care as part of education


