
O N T R A C K  P R O G R A M  R E S O U R C E S   |  S U M M E R  2 0 2 5

SOUL SPACE 
CALIFORNIA REDUCING DISPARITIES PROJECT

KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT

RACIAL IDENTITY AND MENTAL HEALTH IN THE

TIME OF MONSTERS

INTRODUCTION

This paper examines the mental health of Black people and

suggests understanding racial identity as an existential site

of struggle - - as we connect with current unrest and

upheaval.

WHAT THIS PAPER ARGUES

How dominant narratives erase Black histories

Essential concepts such as belonging and social death

How metrics of identity and hierarchy are rewritten

Specific “monsters” of this moment (e.g., strawman

laws, data erasure, federal financial strangulation,

capitulation, historical erasure) as familiar patterns of

oppression themselves in updated forms.

By Will Walker, PhD

“The old world is dying and the new
one struggles to be born:  now is the

time of monsters.”

-Antonio Gramsci



ONTRACK Program Resources is pleased to present this follow-up Black Paper for the

Summer 2025 Edition of Soul Space, a publication of the African American Technical

Assistance Provider for the California Reducing Disparities Project (CRDP). The Winter

2019 Black Paper described the ways racial identity among Black people is not

peripheral but central to Black Americans’ mental health. The paper traced how the

descendants of enslaved Africans, subjected to what Orlando Patterson calls "social

death," and Cornel West refers to as “existential homelessness," developed strategies

to cope with their history of exclusion and quest for complete belonging in the only

home they’ve ever known (Gordon, 2012).     

   

The main argument of the 2019 paper was that the centuries-long fight for self-

definition among Black Americans (African → Negro → Colored → Black → African

American) wasn’t just a matter of words but an empowering survival tactic, with each

name symbolizing collective resistance against an American system of racialization

that defined them negatively, and limited their access to public goods such as the

freedom to live where one chooses. (See PEW Research Center’s reconstruction of the

diagram, which was recently removed from the US Office of Management and Budget’s

website.) The paper also highlighted that self-definition is crucial for psychological

wholeness. In this context, group identity serves as a protective factor for Black

Americans in the United States, and individual healing encompasses self-acceptance, a

positive connection to African American communities, and active participation in the

struggle to find a sense of belonging.  

Introduction: From Racial Identity to Dignity and Belonging 
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Measuring Race and Ethnicity Across the Decades: 1790–2010 

Mapped to 1997 U.S. Office of Management and Budget Classification Standards,

U.S. Census 

    

Perhaps most importantly, the paper demonstrated that belonging in the United States has

always been the question for Black Americans. What West calls "existential homelessness"

isn't a problem to be solved but a condition to be fought for. Consequently, the mental well-

being of individual Black Americans can’t be addressed without addressing the fundamental

wound of non-belonging. The only cure for the wound “includes both the public healing of a

society for which racialization is normative, and of individuals who have borne the conscious

burden of racialization” (Walker, 2019) through the development of a strong racial identity

that connects individuals to collective history, community, and resistance.  

CLICK ON FIGURE TO VIEW ENLARGED VERSION
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The world has undergone significant changes since that Black paper was written. What,

at that time, seemed like steady—even triumphant —racial progress now feels like it's

crumbling. To understand this moment, we must place today’s unraveling in a broader

historical and political context: what Gramsci called the collapse of an old order and the

emergence of a new, uncertain one. 

BETWEEN TWO WORLDS

The Italian theorist Antonio Gramsci offers us a helpful metaphor to describe the

historical transition the United States is currently undergoing, which makes the Black

struggle for belonging all the more challenging. Gramsci had been arrested under the

“Emergency Laws” that forbade opposition to Mussolini’s fascist government. During his

trial, the prosecutor famously stated that “we must stop his brain from functioning.”  

Nevertheless, he found ways to continue writing and produce his “notebooks,” which

were smuggled out of his prison cell. It was during this time that Gramsci purportedly

wrote words that are relevant today.   

"The old world is dying, and the new world struggles to be born: Now is the time of

monsters." 

For Gramsci, “monsters” were dangerous forces that appeared during interregnum

periods—times when an established social, economic, or political order was collapsing.  

And a new, stable social order had not yet replaced it. In Gramsci’s time, these

“monsters” represented authoritarian mechanisms of power and domination—

reactionary movements, tyrannical leaders, and oppressive laws. (See Steven Mintz,

Gramsci’s Warning for a world-historical explanation of Gramsci’s Monsters).  

We are currently in such a time of historical transition in which an old racial social order

inspired by the Civil Rights Movement is under assault, and a new social order has not yet

been fully established. Jamelle Bouie, writing for The New York Times, refers to this

moment as "The Death of the Fourth American Republic" (linked here as a gift article).

Concerning this “Fourth American Republic,” Bouie writes:  

This was an American republic built on multiracial pluralism. A nation of natives and immigrants

from around the world. Of political parties that strove to represent a diverse cross-section of

society. Of a Black president and a future “majority-minority” nation. There was an ugly side —

it’s no coincidence that state retrenchment from public goods and services followed the

crumbling of racial barriers. But for all its harsh notes and discord, this was the closest the

country ever came to the “composite nation” of Frederick Douglass’s aspirations: a United

States that served as home to all who might seek the shelter of the Declaration of

Independence and its “principles of justice, liberty, and perfect humanity equality.”   .
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According to Bouie, then, the Civil Rights Movement, with its crowning achievements—

the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 —produced the Fourth

American Republic, a period dedicated to the principles of the Declaration of

Independence and a commitment to multicultural democracy.   

This Fourth American Republic that Bouie describes is the world that is currently under

attack by the current regime. The description is apt. This regime clearly aims to return

the United States to a pre-multicultural era, claiming it will make America Great Again. A

direct assault against the old order has been a hallmark of historical transitions, both

past and present. The Illustration below shows how the social status of Black

Americans has been central to four key transitions in American history.   

1776-1865:  From 1776 to 1865, despite the Declaration of Independence proclaiming

that "all men are created equal," the nation was also enslaving millions. However, hope

and persistent efforts, along with protests from White Americans who couldn’t accept

the contradiction, contributed to the outbreak of the Civil War. 
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1865-1877: Reconstruction was the brief attempt to create a new social order that

promoted freedom, equality, and Black citizenship. During this period, more Black men

held public office at the local, state, and federal levels than they do today. But, violent

backlash to “Black Power” and freedom produced the Jim Crow era of organized

terrorism and systemic racism. 

1877-1954: The Jim Crow era was characterized by Southern states developing

systems of racial control and punishment designed to restore racial hierarchy and

secure cheap labor. These systems included convict leasing, debt peonage, Black codes,

and poll taxes. The period also featured immigration restrictions that favored Northern

European immigrants while heavily restricting immigration from other parts of the world. 

1954-2024: The Civil Rights movement, of which the Black Power and Liberation

movement was a key part, was the most significant effort since the Reconstruction

period to establish a social structure that guaranteed Black Americans' freedom and

dignity by law. The murder of George Floyd and the rise of a Black Power movement and

resulting protests led to nationwide efforts at inclusion that, in some ways, may be seen

as going too far, and therefore can be seen as the capstones or tombstones of this era.   

The historical pattern is clear: 

1. This isn't the first time America has reversed its progress on racial issues. It is baked

into the fabric of a country founded on foundational principles of freedom and

dignity; 

2. Each effort at national progress follows the same pattern: promise, progress,

betrayal, and backlash - one step forward, two steps back.   

3. The "monsters" aren't new but recurring mechanisms of unfreedom: policies, threats

of violence, and retribution used to reestablish racial hierarchy. 

Black American history can be read as a map of escape routes of Black Americans to

freedom. The Underground Railroad was Black bodies moving from slavery in the South

to the North. The Great Migration during the era of Jim Crow was the history of millions

of Black bodies moving out of the South, North, West, and East to what James Baldwin

called the “cities of destruction.” The Second Great Migration spread West, ending in

California. Each movement followed the basic logic of hope: somewhere, some place,

Black people could live with dignity and be free. Our freedom is inextricably linked to this

country’s founding promise.
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The march to freedom was never just a metaphor; it was a literal survival strategy.   

Mississippi, from where my father fled, was too dangerous? So, go to Chicago, Detroit,

Oregon…nope, state bans against Black migration there.   The search for freedom was

not just about believing that racism ended at state borders, but also about believing

that a better life was possible—one of dignity and freedom.   

We are now at another crossroads, marking the end of another moment of historical

progress. The Post-Civil Rights Fourth American Republic that had opened borders and

birthed the first Black American president reached perhaps its apex, or multi-racial

breaking point, in 2020-2021, when institutional America briefly acknowledged

structural racism following George Floyd's murder. Corporations pledged billions to

racial equity. Universities created new positions focused on diversity, equity, and

inclusion, and mental health organizations and local governments declared racism a

public health crisis, launching initiatives such as the California Reducing Disparities

Project. The American Psychological Association issued its first apology for promoting

white supremacy (APA, 2021). The establishment of funding streams for programs

serving Black communities, and the emergence of instruments like the University of

Connecticut Racial/Ethnic Stress & Trauma Scale (UnRESTS) and the Race-Based

Traumatic Stress Symptom Scale (RBTSSS), which document the psychological toll of

racism (Williams et al., 2018; Cenat, However, the social order that led to these

advances is now collapsing at an alarming speed.

Page 7 of 17

https://www.psychiatry.org/news-room/apa-apology-for-its-support-of-structural-racism#:~:text=The%20APA%20apologizes%20for%20our,that%20all%20human%20beings%20deserve.
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10186562/


As we experience this collapse, we're not only seeing rights being eroded but also the

emergence of the reactionary forces and mechanisms of domination Gramsci

described as "monsters.” In our case, they are shifting forms of control and domination

that restore old racial hierarchies while pretending to be neutral, all under the banner of

making “America Great Again.”  Although these monsters are not new, they have been

reconfigured and redeployed for today's context. They're specific mechanisms of

unfreedom that seek to empower some while limiting others. During reconstruction,

the monsters were literacy tests, poll taxes, grandfather clauses, Black codes, and

terrorism. These mechanisms restored racial hierarchy without, in some cases,

explicitly naming race, as seen in poll taxes. Today's monsters seek to do the same

thing: maintain racial hierarchy through facially neutral mechanisms that everyone

understands but may not be able to challenge legally. 
  

THE MONSTER OF THE STRAWMAN STRATEGY   

Similar to literacy tests that were never really about whether someone could read or

write, today's laws ban something that no one was ever actually teaching. For example,

Florida's Stop WOKE Act (HB 7, 2022) forbids instruction suggesting that anyone

"bears responsibility for actions committed in the past by other members of the same

race.” This exemplifies the strawman fallacy. Instead of showing that discussions

about racial history imply guilt or responsibility, the Stop WOKE Act claims that all

“diversity trainings and multicultural teaching are WOKE.”

Source: https://www.flsenate.gov/Session/Bill/2022/7/BillText/er/PDF Christopher

Rufo, the mastermind who’s most effectively used this strategy applied to race,

explains how it works: “The goal is to have the public read something crazy in the

newspaper and immediately think ‘critical race theory.' We have decodified the term

and will recodify it to cover the entire range of cultural constructions that are

unpopular with Americans.” As the strawman narrative fuels a “CRT panic” and provides

political justification for dismantling all race-conscious efforts, the next target is

disaggregated data, which removes the very evidence of disparity. The law has been 

Death Rattles and The Monsters of This Moment
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permanently blocked by courts based on the First Amendment, but its status in

schools and universities remains undecided.   

The strawman strategy can also be seen in the current regime’s invoking of a “rampant

crime wave” to justify deploying National Guard troops in Washington, DC, while crime is

actually at a near 30-year low and has declined significantly in the last two years.

Watch for the militarization of the strawman.   

THE MONSTER OF DATA ERASURE AS "ANTI-RACISM"

Once in office, the current administration began to purge data from government

websites that related to such “divisive concepts” as diversity, equity, and inclusion,

“gender ideology,” and LGBTQ related issues. The history of the US Census, as included

in this paper, was also removed.  

The justification for the removal of disaggregated data is that collecting racial data is a

racist act because it "could lead to racial quotas to remedy alleged racial

discrimination." Project 2025, 615).  

Without disaggregated data showing disparities, it isn’t easy to justify funding for

programs addressing them. Making measurement "racist" renders racial disparities

invisible, without documentable receipts. 

Without data, disparities can be ignored. However, even where data can be collected,

the federal government now exerts pressure through the exercise of its power of the

purse: financial starvation. 

THE MONSTER OF FEDERAL FINANCIAL STRANGULATION 

On January 21, the current regime issued Executive Order 14151,” Ending Radical and

Wasteful Government DEI Programs and Preferencing, which directed all federal

agencies to terminate all equity action plans, actions, initiatives, programs, related

grants, and contracts focused on eliminating disparities. One result of this was that 

Death Rattles and The Monsters of This Moment (Cont’d)

Page 9 of 17

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/24088042-project-2025s-mandate-for-leadership-the-conservative-promise/?mode=search


the Center for Medicare and Medicaid disbanded its Health Equity Advisory Committee,

which had been tasked with examining systemic barriers, including systemic racism, to

access to health-related services for LGBTQ+ people of color and residents in rural

communities. Although a lower court has temporarily blocked the enforcement of this

order, it and other orders directly follow Project 2025’s clear outline on how to use

federal funding to enforce ideological compliance and to make Medicare/Medicaid

funding dependent on avoiding "divisive concepts."  

On January 21, the administration issued an Executive Order “Ending Racial

Discrimination and Restoring Merit-Based Opportunity.” This Order reversed Lyndon B.

Johnson's, effectively ending the federal government’s longstanding affirmative action

requirements for federal contractors. It contains a section “Encouraging the Private

Sector to End Illegal DEI Discrimination and Preferences”. It includes specific measures

to do so, including “identifying “ the most egregious and discriminatory DEI

practitioners in each sector of concern.” 

Even without legal mandates, many institutions are voluntarily retreating from equity

commitments under pressure, a capitulation that echoes the silent compliance.

THE MONSTER OF CAPITULATION    

Although many Northern states lacked laws specifically requiring racial segregation,

numerous theaters, hotels, and amusement parks had policies that excluded Black

people. For example, even in cities without ordinances demanding separation, business

owners often imposed their own race-based restrictions, such as denying Black

customers entry or refusing service. Sundown towns excluded Black residents,

especially after sunset. These practices highlight how segregation under Jim Crow was

upheld not only through laws but also through deliberate social and institutional

decisions, reinforcing broader patterns of racial hierarchy and inequality.

 

Death Rattles and The Monsters of This Moment (Cont’d)
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Today's version of this leads to companies such as Target and Meta eliminating DEI

programs due to the pressure of the regime rather than because of the law. 

Like businesses that posted "Whites Only" signs before any law required them to do so,

today's corporations retreat preemptively. The mechanisms of unfreedom don't need

enforcement.  

Finally, capitulation paves the way for the more dangerous monster of the rewriting of

American history itself to eliminate the memory of injustice and resistance and any

recurrence of the multi-racial coalition that spontaneously emerged after the murder of

George Floyd.  

THE MONSTER OF HISTORICAL ERASURE   

Jim Crow rewrote history through "Lost Cause" mythology—portraying slavery as a

benevolent institution where enslaved people were content and benefited from their

condition. Similarly, there is an effort to reshape American history into a patriotic story

of national greatness that downplays or erases the systemic oppression against Black

Americans, Indigenous Americans, and other marginalized groups.  

The Executive Order, Restoring Truth and Sanity to American History, aims to ensure

that federal historical sites, educational resources, museums, and monuments

highlight “uplifting” moments in American history and avoid “national shame." The Order

includes a plan to eliminate what it calls a divisive revisionist history that depicts

America as "inherently racist, sexist, or irredeemably flawed" (See the Monster of the

Strawman).   

The Executive Order, Ending Radical Indoctrination in K-12 Schooling, calls for ending

federal funding for un-American and “discriminatory equity ideologies” in public schools

and reestablishing the President’s 1776 Commission to develop a “patriotic education”

for America's children.  

For CBOs: We’re not facing new monsters but evolved mechanisms of the same 

Death Rattles and The Monsters of This Moment (Cont’d)
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assault on our dignity and freedom on a national, pervasive scale. Recognizing them as

mechanisms of domination, rather than policy disagreements or differing

understandings of racial difference, is the first step toward resistance.   The same

strategy is happening within states, reinforcing national policies. 

This map pictured above from The World Population Review, 2025 shows that eighteen

states have currently enacted laws banning or restricting discussions of Critical Race

Theory, an academic legal framework, which these laws use as a “strawman” to

perniciously outlaw nearly all discussions, trainings, and programs related to “diversity,”

“implicit bias,” “structural racism,” or “historical prejudice,” in settings like the

workplace, schools, and government agencies. These terms are considered "divisive

concepts."  Another nineteen states have such laws moving through their legislatures

Death Rattles and The Monsters of This Moment (Cont’d)
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or have had them vetoed or overturned. Only Arizona’s Senate Bill 1694, currently

moving through the legislature, specifically names “cultural competence” as a

prohibited concept.   
 

The good news is that California’s public health system remains legally and politically

supportive of culturally responsive and community-defined practices that take into

account race and other social factors. But the fact is that the pressure to capitulate to

the political pressures and federal funding environments outlined here can very rapidly

eviscerate the quality, availability, and sustainability of community-defined programs.

The greatest threats may not be based on laws, but as a response to the scarcity of

resources and a monstrous national climate that, at minimum, undermines confidence

in race-conscious care, and at most views it as racist.  

For community-based organizations serving Black populations, these changes create

something similar to what organizational theorist Karl Weick calls a "cosmological

episode.’ A cosmological episode is an event or experience that disrupts an individual's

or a group's sense of meaning, social order, and purpose

(https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303091872_Cosmology_episodes_a_recon

ceptualization). Similarly, when our work in community-defined practices is rapidly

operating in an environment where our efforts are viewed as “divisive,”

“ideological,” and potentially unsupported and unfunded, we experience professional

dis-ease. The tools and frameworks that define our professional calling and role in the

community are under question. This isn’t just a legal or political crisis. It is a crisis of

meaning, of memory, and belonging.    

Death Rattles and The Monsters of This Moment (Cont’d)
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To preserve our communities’ well-being, we must defend the spaces where our full

humanity is recognized. According to Weik, cosmological episodes compel individuals

or groups to engage in sensemaking, reframing, and reimagining their work and the

world around them. For community-based practitioners, if this regime is successful,

this may mean: 

Finding new language that honors the community’s needs while avoiding politically

targeted terminology (e.g., “belonging” instead of “equity”).  

Navigating legal and administrative boundaries to preserve as much of the

practice as possible, even if the name or formal structure changes. 

Building solidarity with other marginalized communities, sharing survival

strategies, and co-creating new forms of care. 

Public Advocacy for the value of community-defined practices, even as the

environment becomes more hostile. We know this one works. We’ve seen it work

before when our work was on the chopping block. It can work again. 

These acts are actions of resistance. The fight for culturally rooted care isn’t only

about programs or funding. It’s about the very foundation of well-being for this

generation and the next generation of Black people in this society: telling the truth until

it hurts, defining our realities, and building futures in which our dignity is fully realized.  

If we are indeed living in the time of monsters, those reactionary forces of domination

that arise between social orders, then our self-care and communal care, clarity about

the truth, and our ability to adapt as we always have, are how we survive them. And

perhaps, how, in our friend Eddie Glaude’s words, we “Begin Again.”  

 

The next issue of Soul Space will explore how to do just that. 

 

Conclusion (Cont’d)
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