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Suicide and Trauma May Be Woven in
DNA for Native Americans

@ By Mary Annette Pember

Trauma is big news these days. Mainstream media is full of stories about the dramatic
improvements allowing science to see more clearly how trauma affects our bodies, minds
and even our genes. Much of the coverage hails the scientific connection between trauma
and illness as a breakthrough for modern medicine. The next breakthrough will be how

trauma affects our offspring.

The science of epigenetics, literally “above the gene,” proposes that we pass along more
than DNA in our genes; it suggests that our genes can carry memories of trauma
experienced by our ancestors and can influence how we react to trauma and stress. The

Academy of Pediatrics reports that the way genes work in our bodies determines

neuroendocrine structure and is strongly influenced by experience. [Neuroendocrine cells
help the nervous and endocrine (hormonal) system work together to produce substances
such as adrenaline (the hormone associated with the fight or flight response.] Trauma

experienced by earlier generations can influence the structure of our genes, making them

more likely to “switch on” negative responses to stress and trauma.

In light of this emerging science and how it works with the way we react to trauma, the AAP
stated in its publication, Adverse Childhood Experiences and the Lifelong Consequences of

Trauma, “Never before in the history of medicine have we had better insight into the factors
that determine the health of an individual from infancy to adulthood, which is part of the life

course perspective — a way of looking at life not as disconnected stages but as integrated
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study conducted by the Centers for bDisease Control (CDC) and Kalser Permanente showed
that such adverse experiences could contribute to mental and physical illness.

Folks in Indian country wonder what took science so long to catch up with traditional Native
knowledge. “Native healers, medicine people and elders have always known this and it is
common knowledge in Native oral traditions,” according to LeManuel “Lee” Bitsoi, Navajo,
Ph.D. Research Associate in Genetics at Harvard University during his presentation at the
Gateway to Discovery conference in 2013.

According to Bitsoi, epigenetics is beginning to uncover scientific proof that
intergenerational trauma is real. Historical trauma, therefore, can be seen as a contributing

cause in the development of illnesses such as PTSD, depression and Type 2 diabetes.

What exactly is historical or intergenerational trauma? Michelle M. Sotero, an instructor in
Health Care Administration and Policy at the University of Nevada, offers a three-fold
definition. In the initial phase, the dominant culture perpetrates mass trauma on a population
in the form of colonialism, slavery, war or genocide. In the second phase the affected
population shows physical and psychological symptoms in response to the trauma. In the
final phase, the initial population passes these responses to trauma to subsequent
generations, who in turn display similar symptoms.

According to researchers, high rates of addiction, suicide, mental iliness, sexual violence
and other ills among Native peoples might be, at least in part, influenced by historical
trauma. Bonnie Duran, associate professor in the Department of Health Services at the
University of Washington School of Public Health and Director for Indigenous Health
Research at the Indigenous Wellness Research Institute, says, “Many present-day health

disparities can be traced back through epigenetics to a ‘colonial health deficit,’ the result of

colonization and its aftermath.”

According to the American Indian and Alaska Native Genetics Research Guide created by
the National Congress of American Indians (NCAI), studies have shown that various behavior

and health conditions are due to inherited epigenetic changes.

Authors of the guide refer to a 2008 study by Moshe Szyf at McGill University in Montreal
that examined the brains of suicide victims. Szyf and his team found that genes governing

stress response in the victim’s hippocampus had been methylated or switched off. Excessive
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to regulate glucocorticolds. Szyt suggested that the genes were switched ot In response to
a series of events, such as abuse during childhood. All victims in the study were abused as

children.
Nature or Nurture? It’s Both!

Szyf, in collaboration with another scientist at McGill, Neurobiologist Michael Meaney, did
research showing a significant difference in the hippocampus between adults rats raised by
attentive and inattentive mothers. Adult offspring of inattentive rat mothers showed genes

regulating sensitivity to stress to be highly methylated. The rats with attentive moms did not.

To test their research they switched the parents for rat babies born to bad and good
mothers. The babies born to attentive moms but given to inattentive moms also developed
highly methylated genes and grew to be skittish adults. The opposite proved true for babies
born to bad moms but given to good moms. As adults the rat babies born to bad moms but
raised by good mothers appeared calm.

This research seems to combine the historically polarizing theory of nature versus nurture in
determining behavior. Nature is that which is inherited while nurture is the environmental

influences.

Native researcher Teresa Brockie, Ph.D., Research Nurse Specialist at the National Institute
of Health suggests that such gene methylation is linked to health disparities among Native
Americans. In her article in Nursing and Research and Practice, she and her research
colleagues note that high ACEs (Adverse Childhood Experience) scores have been linked to
methylation of genes that regulate the stress response. They further noted that endocrine

and immune disorders are also linked to methylation of such genes.

The researchers found that Native peoples have high rates of ACEs and health problems
such as post-traumatic stress, depression and substance abuse, diabetes all linked with
methylation of genes regulating the body’s response to stress. “The persistence of stress
associated with discrimination and historical trauma converges to add immeasurably to
these challenges,” the researchers wrote.

Since there is a dearth of studies examining these findings, the researchers stated they were

unable to conclude a direct cause between epigenetics and high rates of certain diseases
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Intramural Research, National Institute of Nursing Research wrote in response to questions
to the NIH’s public affairs office, “Epigenetic studies provide a unique opportunity to
characterize the long-term impact of stressors including historical trauma on the function of
genes. The modification of gene function through epigenetic modifications can greatly
impact the health of the individual and may underlie some of the health disparities that we
observe in populations including Native Americans. This line of research is of great promise
for nurse scientists, as it will be instrumental in the promotion of the health and well-being of
patients impacted by trauma and stress.”

Although epigenetics offers the hope of creating better and more specific medicines and
interventions for mental health problems, it also suggests the notion that Native peoples and

other ethnic groups may be genetically inferior.

Researchers such as Shannon Sullivan, professor of philosophy at UNC Charlotte, suggests
in her article “Inheriting Racist Disparities in Health: Epigenetics and the Transgenerational

Effects of White Racism,” that the science has faint echoes of eugenics, the social movement

claiming to improve genetic features of humans through selective breeding and sterilization.
Inherited Resilience

Epigenetics is indeed a hot topic, and pharmaceutical companies are actively searching for
epigenetic compounds that will help with learning and memory and help treat depression,
anxiety and PTSD.

Many researchers caution, however, that the new science may be getting ahead of itself.
“There is a lot of research that needs to be done before we will understand whether and
how these processes work,” says Joseph Gone, professor at the University of Michigan and
member of the Gros Ventre tribe of Montana.

Scientific developments such as epigenetics can offer exciting new insights not only into

how our bodies react not only to trauma but also how we manage to survive it.

Native peoples’ ability to maintain culture and sense of who they are in the face of such a
traumatic history suggests an inherited resilience that bears scientific examination as well,

according to Gone.
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Health Journalism and Annenberg School for Communications and Journalism, University of

Southern California; the Dennis A. Hunt Fund for Health Journalism.

This article originally appeared in Indian Country Today Media Network.

If you — or someone you know — need help, please call 1-800-273-8255 for the National
Suicide Prevention Lifeline. If you are outside of the U.S., please visit the International

Association for Suicide Prevention for a database of international resources.

Follow Mary Annette Pember on Twitter: www.twitter.com/mapember

@ Mary Annette Pember Y

Member of the Red CIiff Tribe of Wisconsin Ojibwe; Independent writer and photographer

MORE:
CSuicide) CNative Americans> CBrain Trauma> CSuicide Prevention> CStronger Together>
You May Like Sponsored Links by Taboola

You Can't Stop Wearing These Treggings That Flatter Every Body Type

WhoWhatWear | American Giant

Identical Sisters Born In 2010 Have Grown Up To Become Most Beautiful Twins In The World

Give It Love

Angelina Jolie’s New Go-To Travel Shoe Is Surprisingly Affordable

Vogue | Everlane

A Fast Way To Pay Off $10,000 In Credit Card Debt

Nerdwallet

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/suicide-native-americans_b_7520490 .html

5/7


http://indiancountrytodaymedianetwork.com/2015/05/28/trauma-may-be-woven-dna-native-americans-160508
http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
https://www.iasp.info/resources/Crisis_Centres/
https://www.twitter.com/mapember
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/mary-annette-pember
https://www.twitter.com/mapember
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/mary-annette-pember
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/suicide
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/native-americans
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/brain-trauma
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/suicide-prevention
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/stronger-together
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=aol-huffingtonpost&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=ab_thumbnails-o_abp-mode:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails%20-%20Life:
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=aol-huffingtonpost&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=ab_thumbnails-o_abp-mode:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails%20-%20Life:
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=aol-huffingtonpost&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=ab_thumbnails-o_abp-mode:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails%20-%20Life:
http://www.whowhatwear.com/most-flattering-treggings-american-giant/?cvosrc=ppc+content.taboola.699546
http://www.giveitlove.com/a-couple-gave-birth-to-beautiful-twins-see-where-they-are-now/?utm_source=tb&utm_medium=aol-huffingtonpost-tb&utm_term=Identical+Sisters+Born+In+2010+Have+Grown+Up+To+Become+Most+Beautiful+Twins+In+The+World-https%3A%2F%2Fconsole.brax-cdn.com%2Fcreatives%2Fb86bbc0b-1fab-4ae3-9b34-fef78c1a7488%2F1_twn_efa9d207b7b5c1461332d8d91128bc3c.600x500.png&utm_content=83287770&utm_campaign=1146786-tb
https://ad.atdmt.com/c/img;adv=11052201554186;ec=11052202886670;c.a=Jolie-ML-Vogue;p.a=Taboola;a.a=Jolie-ML-Vogue;s.a=Jolie-ML-Vogue;as.a=Jolie-ML-Vogue;idfa=;idfa_lat=;aaid=;aaid_lat=;cache=;qpb=1;?h=https://www.everlane.com/redirect/taboola?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=article&utm_campaign=whitelst_vogue_jolie_loafer&utm_content=modernloafer&utm_term=80235903&redirect_to=http://www.vogue.com/article/angelina-jolie-pitt-everlane-pointy-loafer-celebrity-airport-style&utm_medium=aol-huffingtonpost
https://www.nerdwallet.com/ur/?nw_campaign_id=151301749252714100&utm_medium=ntv&utm_campaign=cc_mktg_paid_121117_plod_wht_tb&utm_content=4b455e&utm_source=tb&utm_term=aol-huffingtonpost&mktg_link=59705052
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/
https://facebook.com/share.php?u=https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/suicide-native-americans_b_7520490.html
https://twitter.com/share?text=Suicide+and+Trauma+May+Be+Woven+in+DNA+for+Native+Americans&url=https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/suicide-native-americans_b_7520490.html&via=HPLifestyle&hashtags=
mailto:?subject=Suicide%20and%20Trauma%20May%20Be%20Woven%20in%20DNA%20for%20Native%20Americans&body=Article:%20https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/suicide-native-americans_b_7520490.html

7/9/2018

Suicide and Trauma May Be Woven in DNA for Native Americans | HuffPost

[ 160 @
Brad Pitt's Daughter Is All Grown Up & Looks Gorgeous
Refinance Gold
MOST SHARED
What’s Not Why You Can’t She Has Sex With  GenZ Just Wants  You’re Doing
Normal (And What Always Trust The  Clients, But She’s  To Watch Netflix Small Talk Wrong.
Is) When You Go ‘Cruelty-Free’ Not An Escort: And Get Takeout,  Here’s How You
To The Label On Beauty Meet A ‘Sex And It’s Affecting  Should Be
Gynecologist Products Surrogate’ Restaurants Approaching It.
WHAT’S HOT
9 Ways You’ve Been This Is America’s Best Experts Bust The 7 Yes, You Can Get An STI
Pissing Off Your Co- Fast Food Fried Biggest Myths About From Oral Sex
workers Without Chicken Mortgages
Knowing It
10 Signs You Might Cottage Cheese s A Where Europeans Go The Definitive Answer
Have Unhealthy Nutritional For Summer Vacation On Whether Bug Spray
Boundaries With Your Powerhouse. But It Has Is Bad For You

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/suicide-native-americans_b_7520490.html 6/7


https://www.nerdwallet.com/ur/?nw_campaign_id=151301749252714100&utm_medium=ntv&utm_campaign=cc_mktg_paid_121117_plod_wht_tb&utm_content=4b455e&utm_source=tb&utm_term=aol-huffingtonpost&mktg_link=59705052
http://www.townandcountrymag.com/style/beauty-products/a12199303/hanacure-korean-all-in-one-face-mask-review/?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral
http://refinancegold.com/luxury-life-style/celebrities-and-parents-anti-aging?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=aol-huffingtonpost&utm_campaign=1169495&utm_term=Brad+Pitt%27s+Daughter+Is+All+Grown+Up+%26+Looks+Gorgeous&utm_content=http%3A%2F%2Fcdn.taboola.com%2Flibtrc%2Fstatic%2Fthumbnails%2F6222a3efcf8c6cadcb7db30207c3b037.jpg&id=2018-07-09+18%3A43%3A33
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/what-happens-at-a-gyno-appointment_us_5b3b9c20e4b09e4a8b27e07c
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/what-happens-at-a-gyno-appointment_us_5b3b9c20e4b09e4a8b27e07c
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/animal-testing-beauty-industry_us_5b3be34ee4b09e4a8b284996
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/animal-testing-beauty-industry_us_5b3be34ee4b09e4a8b284996
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/what-its-like-to-be-a-sex-surrogate_us_5b3e8b5be4b07b827cbebde2
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/what-its-like-to-be-a-sex-surrogate_us_5b3e8b5be4b07b827cbebde2
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/gen-z-restaurants-takeout_us_5b33a30de4b0b5e692f35f13
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/gen-z-restaurants-takeout_us_5b33a30de4b0b5e692f35f13
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/how-to-make-small-talk-with-almost-anyone_us_5b3bacf9e4b09e4a8b27fc8f
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/how-to-make-small-talk-with-almost-anyone_us_5b3bacf9e4b09e4a8b27fc8f
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/youre-annoying-your-coworkers_us_5b3e431ee4b05127cceffa99
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/youre-annoying-your-coworkers_us_5b3e431ee4b05127cceffa99
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/best-fast-food-fried-chicken_us_5b328c43e4b0cb56051ccaab
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/best-fast-food-fried-chicken_us_5b328c43e4b0cb56051ccaab
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/experts-bust-mortgage-myths_us_5b3bc8f7e4b07b827cbb9ff5
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/experts-bust-mortgage-myths_us_5b3bc8f7e4b07b827cbb9ff5
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/can-you-get-an-std-from-receiving-oral-sex_us_5b3e232fe4b09e4a8b2aac3c
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/can-you-get-an-std-from-receiving-oral-sex_us_5b3e232fe4b09e4a8b2aac3c
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/unhealthy-boundaries-with-mom_us_5b3bb8a8e4b07b827cbb887f
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/unhealthy-boundaries-with-mom_us_5b3bb8a8e4b07b827cbb887f
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/cottage-cheese-nutritional-benefits-yogurt_us_5b3a33cbe4b0f3c221a2e136
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/cottage-cheese-nutritional-benefits-yogurt_us_5b3a33cbe4b0f3c221a2e136
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/where-europeans-go-for-summer-vacation_us_5b170897e4b09578259caa0d
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/where-europeans-go-for-summer-vacation_us_5b170897e4b09578259caa0d
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/is-bug-spray-toxic-or-is-it-safe-to-use_us_5b325103e4b0cb56051c5c17
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/is-bug-spray-toxic-or-is-it-safe-to-use_us_5b325103e4b0cb56051c5c17
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/
https://facebook.com/share.php?u=https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/suicide-native-americans_b_7520490.html
https://twitter.com/share?text=Suicide+and+Trauma+May+Be+Woven+in+DNA+for+Native+Americans&url=https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/suicide-native-americans_b_7520490.html&via=HPLifestyle&hashtags=
mailto:?subject=Suicide%20and%20Trauma%20May%20Be%20Woven%20in%20DNA%20for%20Native%20Americans&body=Article:%20https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/suicide-native-americans_b_7520490.html

7/9/2018 Suicide and Trauma May Be Woven in DNA for Native Americans | HuffPost

" Suicide and Trauma May Be Woven in DNAf... 160 f ¥ =

ABOUT US RSS
ADVERTISE FAQ

' ‘ About Our Ads Careers
Contact Us Archive

User Agreement

Privacy Policy

Comment Policy

HuffPost Press Room

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/suicide-native-americans_b_7520490.html

©2018 Oath Inc. All rights reserved. HuffPost Lifestyle

717


https://www.huffingtonpost.com/static/about-us
https://www.oath.com/brands/huffpost/
https://adinfo.aol.com/about-our-ads/
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/static/contact-us
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/syndication
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/static/faq
https://careers.smartrecruiters.com/Aol/huffington-post/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/archive/
https://policies.oath.com/us/en/oath/terms/otos/index.html
https://policies.oath.com/us/en/oath/privacy/index.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/static/comment-policy
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/press-room
https://www.oath.com/
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/unhealthy-boundaries-with-mom_us_5b3bb8a8e4b07b827cbb887f
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/cottage-cheese-nutritional-benefits-yogurt_us_5b3a33cbe4b0f3c221a2e136
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/is-bug-spray-toxic-or-is-it-safe-to-use_us_5b325103e4b0cb56051c5c17
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/
https://facebook.com/share.php?u=https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/suicide-native-americans_b_7520490.html
https://twitter.com/share?text=Suicide+and+Trauma+May+Be+Woven+in+DNA+for+Native+Americans&url=https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/suicide-native-americans_b_7520490.html&via=HPLifestyle&hashtags=
mailto:?subject=Suicide%20and%20Trauma%20May%20Be%20Woven%20in%20DNA%20for%20Native%20Americans&body=Article:%20https://www.huffingtonpost.com/mary-annette-pember/suicide-native-americans_b_7520490.html

