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I’m writing this exactly seven weeks, 49 days, after the mass murder in Atlanta in 

which eight people, six of them Asian American women, were killed by a gunman 

allegedly seeking to cleanse himself of those who sparked his sexual desire, 

which his church taught him was ‘evil.’  

 

Forty-nine days is the traditional mourning period for the deceased in many 

Buddhist traditions, after which the deceased person’s consciousness enters a 

new life. This afternoon, I attended a virtual Buddhist ceremony (maywegather.org) for all Asian 

American ancestors killed in racist incidents over our history in the United States. On April 22nd, I 

attended a multidenominational memorial organized by members of the Sikh community, honoring 

those who were slaughtered at a FedEx facility in Indianapolis just a week before, four of them Sikh 

(solidarityvigil.com). A few hours spent grieving and uniting with thousands of others, all of us 

affected by our collective trauma, made a difference. But on my mind were some of the most recent 

attacks, including an Asian woman who was beaten with a hammer in New York City just yesterday. 

There have been over 4000 documented verbal and physical incidents of hate against Asians in the 

last year, and 16 Asian Americans have been killed, by my count. Asian American women, elders and 

youth have been disproportionately affected, and Asian Americans around the country fear violence 

against themselves, their elderly parents, or other loved ones. But violence and the threat of violence 

affects all of us. This country was not exactly founded on nonviolence and respect for diverse 

identities. No, this continent was colonized in pursuit of safety, wealth, and power for Whites. I know 

White people, like all peoples, have had a running dialogue between power and compassion. 

Personally, I’d like to get out of that dialogue which has killed and harmed so many (Whites included) 

and create a new narrative not centered on White people and their needs, but on our common 

humanity and the necessity of safety and nurture for our collective survival. A narrative based on 

cooperation, mutuality, and interdependence as opposed to self-centered individualism, tribalism, 

greed, antagonism, and competition. To get there, we have to amplify our activity as engaged citizens 

and psychiatrists. We have to break out of the cycles of self- and other- judgment, denial, alienation, 

suppression, and repression to affirm and see ourselves and each other as fully human. 

 

We are all on journeys of identity, belonging and wellness, and as psychiatrists, we help others on 

their journeys as well. Our journeys are connected. I’m grateful to be a member of the Committee on 

Asian American issues of the NCPS chaired by Dr. Jacquelyn Chang, which has fostered the individual 

and collective journeys of Asian American psychiatrists for 22 years. Over the last six months, we’ve 

grown even closer. We’ve had two modified healing circles on racial justice, hatred, and violence, 

during which members have shared intensely personal accounts of how racism has impacted us 

personally. I learned about healing circles from Psychologist Satsuki Ina, who is known for her work 

on trauma, particularly the intergenerational trauma of Japanese Americans. Her film Children of the 

Camps (available on Kanopy and Amazon Prime) is a must-see. From her description of Healing Circles 

for Change, “Talking circles, peacemaking circles, or healing circles, though practiced in many 

cultures across the world, are deeply rooted in the traditional practices of indigenous people. In North 

America, they are widely used among the many tribes of Native Americans in the US. Healing circles 

are often called ‘hocokah’ in the Lakota language, which means a sacred circle, consisting of people 

who, sit together in a talking circle, in prayer, in ceremony, and are committed to each other's 

All Mental Health is Cultural Mental Health  

~ By Ravi Chandra, MD, DFAPA 

Continued on page 27 

https://www.maywegather.org/
https://www.solidarityvigil.com/


NORTHERN CALIFORNIA PSYCHIATRIC SOCIETY          Page 27 MAY/JUNE 2021 

 healing.” Our modified healing circles centered on the practice of weaving, or each speaker resonating 

with the previous speaker’s account. This circle of compassionate listening and resonance creates what 

I call ‘an island of connection in a sea of suffering.’ 

 

All mental health is cultural mental health. I am because you are. People become people through other 

people. We are who happens to us and what we make of the happening. Or as Dr. King wrote in his 

Letter from a Birmingham Jail: 

 

“In a real sense all life is inter-related. All men are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied 

in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. I can never be what I 

ought to be until you are what you ought to be, and you can never be what you ought to be until I am 

what I ought to be… This is the inter-related structure of reality.” 

 

One of the main insights of Relational Cultural Theory, pioneered by Jean Baker Miller, is that suffering 

is a crisis in connection, and the opposite of suffering is belonging. We have hardly seen the apogee of 

belonging yet, but we know what it feels like. It feels good, unforgettably good. I hope we as a 

psychiatric community can further our commitments to the deepest causes of alleviating suffering and 

creating islands of belonging that may one day be a continent and even a world. 

 

Ravi Chandra, MD, DFAPA is a psychiatrist and writer in San Francisco. You can find more of his writing, 

including articles for Psychology Today and East Wind Ezine through his website ravichandramd.com. 
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