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Defining Historical 
Trauma

Historical Trauma, is a term used by social workers, psychologists, 
and historians, it is best defined as the cumulative emotional and 
psychological wounding of an individual, population or generation 
caused by a traumatic experience or event, such as the genocide of 
the Jewish people during World War II, the institution of human chattel 
slavery in 18th and 19th century America and the treatment of the Native 
American population since first contact 

These experiences, shared by communities, can result in cumulative 
emotional and psychological wounds that are carried across generations  
Researchers and practitioners call this concept Historical Trauma [1] or 
Intergenerational Trauma 

A phrase first used by social worker and mental health expert, Dr  Maria 
Yellow Horse Brave Heart in the 1980s, education surrounding historical 
trauma has expanded to fields outside of the Lakota communities 
where Yellow Horse Brave Heart studied  Her studies focused on the 
ways in which the psychological and emotional traumas of colonization, 
relocation, assimilation, and American Indian boarding schools have 

Melissa Walls,    
Dodging Bullets 
Loss and Resilience 
Segment 

“From a social justice 
perspective Historical Trauma 
is absolutely a very real thing ”

Genocide. Ethnocide. Forced relocation. Destruction of culture. Abuse. 



manifested within generations of the Lakota population  Yellow Horse Brave 
Heart’s article “Wakiksuyapi: Carrying the Historical Trauma of the Lakota,” 
published in 2000, compares the effects and manifestations of Historical 
Trauma on Holocaust survivors and Native American peoples  Her studies 
concluded that the manifestations of trauma, although produced by different 
events and actions, are exhibited in similar ways within each afflicted 
community  

The effects of the traumas inflicted on groups of people because of their 
race, creed, or ethnicity linger on the souls of their descendants  As a result, 
many people in these same communities experience higher rates of mental 
and physical illness, substance abuse, and erosion in families or community 
structures  The persistent cycle of trauma destroys family and communities and 
threatens the vibrancy of entire cultures [2]

Defining Historical 
Trauma (cont.)

Historical trauma is most commonly seen through high rates of substance abuse, alcoholism, 
depression, anxiety, suicide, domestic violence, and abuse within afflicted communities.



Film 
Synopsis

Native Americans have dodged bullets since first contact with 
Europeans  This film brings a cross-generational sampling 
of Indigenous people, researchers, and politicians to reveal 
stunning reasons for their disproportionately high incidences 
of health and social issues  This collection of remarkable 
stories, names Historical Trauma as the unique and insidious 
part of the genetic code that resilient Native American 
populations are still finding ways to dodge 

The film focuses on Native Americans and is not the typical 
“tragedy porn” film about Indian Country, it is an accurate 
portrayal of life 

Dennis Banks  
co-founded AIM 
Research interview  
with Dodging Bullets

“We’ve been dodging bullets 
for generations ”



Film Overview
Introduction
The film introduces the viewer to Historical 
Trauma from a high level  Two researchers and 
AIM Legal Resources worker explain Historical 
Trauma and a young 14-year girl explains the 
trauma she is living through while living in the 
same house where her brother was involved a 
shoot out with law enforcement 

Segment Features:
Rick McArthur, AIM Legal Resources
Dr  Rachel Yehuda, Professor of Psychiatry and 
Neuroscience
Winona LaDuke, Program Director, Honor the Earth
Dr  Melissa Walls, research sociologist, UMD
Chy (Native Youth)
Music by Tall Paul and Keith Secola

First Contact
This segment of the film introduces First Contact from an Indigenous 
point of view and opposed to a Colonial point of 
view  It touches on organized religion, education, 
and a new patriarchal society for the Indigenous 

Segment features:
Mike Her Many Horses, Oglala Historian
Melvin Lee Houston, Santee Treaty  
Rights Advocate
Michelle Johnson-Jennings, PhD, Ed  M   
clinical health psychologist
Clyde Bellecourt, co-founding the  
American Indian Movement
Music by Karlee Fellner



Film Overview (cont.)
No Honor in Racism
This segment of the film discusses the current 
day issues of the Washington Football Team 
and how they are rooted in the past and affect 
Indigenous people today 

Segment features:
Vanessa Goodthunder, Director of Cansayapi 
Wakanyeza Owayawa Oti
Jesse Ventura, Governor, State of Minnesota
Clyde Bellecourt
Dr  Melissa Walls
Richie Plass, Curator Bittersweet Winds
Tara Houska, tribal attorney,  
National Campaigns Director of Honor the Earth
Dr  Anton Treuer, Professor of Ojibwe at Bemidji State
Rep  Keith Ellison
Rep  Betty McCollum

Boarding School Era
This segment of the film takes a very close look 
at the US governments efforts to “Kill the Indian, 
Save the Man”  Witnesses give first-hand stories 
about their time in the boarding school system 
as youths and the abuse they went through 

Segment features:
Melvin Lee Houston
Mike Her Many Horses
Dr  Michelle Johnson-Jennings
Dr  Melissa Walls
Dr  Anton Treuer
Don Coyhis, President and Founder of White Bison
Linda Eagle Speaker, Elder In Residence, MIWRC
Joseph Marshall III, historian, writer, teacher, actor, and public speaker



Film Overview (cont.)
Treaty Rights
Indigenous Treaty rights are a fuzzy subject for 
non-Natives  But for the Indigenous they are 
contracts the Federal Government seems to 
break at the will  This segment looks at the 1855 
Treaty (Treaty with the Chippewa)  In this treaty, 
two Ojibwe groups ceded a large tract of land 
in northwest Minnesota, while retaining their 
usufruct rights upon the land  The segment 
follows a treaty right advocate as he attempts to 
harvest wild rice 

Segment features:
Dr  Melissa Walls
Dr  Anton Treuer
Leonard Thompson, Treaty Rights Activist
Music By Dorene Day Waubanewquay

Social Justice
Although a popular a phase today, social justice in Indian Country is 
very difficult to understand  The disparities 
between Natives and non-Natives when it comes 
to health care, law enforcement, and access are 
so widespread that it is difficult to grasp  In this 
segment Historical Trauma is explored as the 
root cause of the social injustices incurred by the 
Indigenous people of the United States 

Segment features:
Dr  Melissa Walls
Dr  Anton Treuer
Rick McArthur
Chy (Native Youth)
Lester Johnson III, Ed  D , Adjunct Professor  
University of Montana-Missoula



Film Overview (cont.)
Loss and Resilience
Suicide rates are the second leading cause 
of death for Native American youth  This final 
segment tells the story of loss of friends and 
family and what the Indigenous are working to 
do to be resilient 

Segment features:
Dr  Melissa Walls
Dr  Anton Treuer
Dirk Whitebreast, runner and board member 
for the Center for Native American Youth
Emmy May, Red Lake
Lester Johnson III
Mike Her Many Horses
Dr  Rachel Yehuda



One Director’s  
Statement

When I was in my teens, I drove alone to Wounded Knee in order to see 
life in Indian Country  At the memorial, I got out of my car to experience a 
part of history that I knew little about  I had grown up in the ’60s and my 
understanding of Native American history was primarily based on two men; 
Christopher Columbus, who was portrayed as a great man who deserved 
his own holiday and Jim Thorpe, a sports hero and one of the only Native 
American biographies found in my grade school library  Little did I know that 
my lack of knowledge could have gotten me killed  While at the Wounded 
Knee memorial, I was chased at gunpoint by three men for just looking around  
I have often thought to myself that I dodged a bullet that day 

Three years ago while researching diabetes in the United States, I ran across a 
man named Raymond White Tail Feather at the Dakota Trading Post in Poplar, 
Montana  We talked for over an hour, and during that time, I told him about my 
experience at Wounded Knee  He told me that I was naive not to understand 
why this happened and that I needed to learn the truth for myself  Not the 
“truth” taught in history books, but the truth about first contact, relocation, the 
Dawes Act, and the boarding school era  He said only until I learned about 
these events, would I be able to understand why I was chased at gunpoint 

Dodging Bullets has four co-directors, this is one co-director’s story 



One Director’s 
Statement (cont.)

It is well known that Native Americans have endured horrible traumas in their 
collective history that they are still working to overcome  This film hopes 
to build an understanding that struggles the indigenous people of North 
America face today may be caused by the trauma that their ancestors faced 
many generations ago  It has only been recently discovered that traumatic 
events of past generations may cause epigenetic changes in the DNA, and 
those DNA changes are passed down from generation to generation 

Just as Raymond White Tail Feather gifted me this journey, diabetes clinician 
Cheryl Bighorn-Savior gifted me the story about her brother in Poplar, 
Montana  It became the first step on a journey that led me around North 
America; from Santee to Browning to Red Lake  My adventure will never end 
because as a non-native, I want to continue to learn historical life lessons to 
better understand what the First Nation’s people have to do to survive in this 
world 

Dodging Bullets is metaphorical, yet it is part of life in Indian Country  When 
you are marginalized and damaged, health and social issues come at you from 
all directions  The survivors are like a character in “The Matrix”; they work to 
protect their Spirit while flexing and bending out of the way of denigrating 
bullets in order to survive 



Viewer Surveys

Survey results taken from film festival and university screenings at 21 locations across the United States 



Viewer Comments
“Such a personal, heart-wrenching dive into an area of social 
injustice that is consistently put on the back burner of American 
ineptitude ”

“It was hard to watch, but the stories must be told  Miigwetch to all 
who sent those voices!”

“Strikingly moving and educationally exploratory at the same time, 
this movie should launch a societal unpacking of Historical Trauma ”

“A wonderful piece of information and necessary for Americans 
to be better educated about the continuous oppression among 
indigenous people ”

“A story that is desperately needed and can teach many people 
about something may have no clue about ”

“This was an amazing educational and empathetic look into the lives 
of Native American people ”

“I learned so much from this film and it made me want to take 
action ”

“This film offers the viewers information that explains the long-lasting 
effects of Historical Trauma on Native Americans without turning the 
Native Americans into victims ”

“Important exploration of an issue that can be projected onto other 
parts of society as well ”

“More documentaries like these need to be made in NDN Country”

“Very touching film with a strong and important message that 
people need to see ”

“Educating, awaking, and moving ”

An important film about the effects of Historical Trauma, the growing understanding of its 
impact, and the work that Native peoples are doing to heal their communities 

“I think that it is the most powerful documentary I have seen in quite a while ”

“This movie truly encompasses cultural difference and diversity going into the history, 
perspective’s and education of trauma ”

“This film should be required viewing in schools!”



Awards

North Dakota Human Rights Film Festival (NDHRFF) selected Dodging 
Bullets as the winner of “Best Documentary Feature Competition”. 

Bigfork Independent Film Festival “Best Documentary” Competition

Minneapolis St. Paul International Film Festival (MSPIFF) Awards 
Dodging Bullets “Best of Fest” and “Best Minnesota Made Feature 
Documentary” Competition

MSPIFF Jury Statement: The documentary feature Dodging Bullets breaks new 
ground in form and subject matter  The filmmakers offer a series of largely episodic 
stories, intimately documented, about Native American individuals who have been 
impacted by ethnic genocide in the United States  These episodic narratives are 
joined narratively in an analysis of how each of these events has contributed to an 
ongoing experience of unresolved historical trauma for many in the Native American 
community, in which many traumatized individuals and communities epigenetically 
transmit unresolved trauma to future generations  Compelling in its visual and 
narrative approach, it is ultimately a story of resilience and hope as the filmmakers 
bring a nuanced perspective to a difficult topic, demonstrating the dignity of their 
subjects and offering the possibility of freedom from generations of inherited 
traumatic stress 

BEST of FEST

2018



Low-barrier 
Engagement
“Low-barrier engagement” refers to pledged actions—actions 
that are positive and in support of the overall cause, but 
require a substantial next step and commitment to generating 
the intended change  For Dodging Bullets, the most common 
low-barrier engagement opportunities were to subscribe to 
information on the website, show support on social media 
outlets, and to engage on the Dodging Bullets Facebook 
page  Dodging Bullets helped to facilitate these low barrier 
engagements by creating content that was clear, visually 
appealing (e g  pictures, content, etc ), easily shareable, 
and customizable  Dodging Bullets is active on Facebook, 
Instagram, and Twitter  Facebook “Likes” provide a way for 
supporters to simply raise their hands in support of a general 
cause without having to take any sort of follow-up action, 
thus serving as a great example of low-barrier engagement  
Dodging Bullets’ has  an engagement level of over 500,000 on 
Facebook and over 5,000 followers on Twitter  



Outreach
Because of its timely and relevant storyline, Dodging Bullets 
has been receiving press response worldwide in the form of 
radio, TV, print, and pixels, the story is being spread viral and 
creating impact 



Defining Impact
Produce a high-quality, enlightening, focused documentary about 
Historical Trauma in the Indigenous population in North America 

Enter the documentary into film festivals to earn recognition and 
generate conversation 

Oversee a targeted release to human rights influencers  

Create exposure to the film to increase the publics understanding 
of the problems of, and potential solutions to, the country’s 
knowledge of intergenerational trauma, increasing the 
conversation around the movie and issues and beginning a public 
dialogue 

Build partnerships with law enforcement, Indian Health Services, 
Native healthcare professionals, educators to increase viewership 
and catalyze a grassroots movement

Move the conversation among the general public and within 
target audiences (law enforcement, social justice, and healthcare 
industry),  beyond “drunk Indian on the street corner” towards 
“understanding the root cause” of the problem 

Present key stakeholders and decision makers to the film and its 
core issues 

Key decision makers within the healthcare industry change their 
practices and policies to provide traditional and more integrative 
understanding 

Key decision makers within the law enforcement and Congress,  
change policies to provide a better understanding of the problems 
in Indian Country—and how they can provide support while 
recognizing Native sovereignty and autonomy 



Impact: Suicide

“It can change, it can get 
better  It may take work, it may 
take time but we’re here to 
help we can do it together, we 
can get through this together ” 

The film features the struggles and successes that Native 
youth face today  The film conveys peer to peer visions 
that are projected to better understand suicide and the 
storytelling by individuals relate first-hand paths that others 
have taken to overcome Historical Trauma 

A growing numbers of Montana high school students report considering 
or attempting suicide — and Native American students are at particular risk  
[3]

Dirk Whitebreast 
Dodging Bullets 
Loss and Resilience 
Segment 

Outcome Goal



Impact: Social Justice

Outcome Goal
The film brings to light the social injustices occurring every 
day in Indian Country  For example: How are Natives treated 
by law enforcement? They are more likely to be pulled over, 
(known as DWI—Driving While Indian), more likely to charged 
with crimes, sent to jail, etc , than non-Native populations  
The film will help elicit a change among law enforcement and 
offer a better understanding of Native communities as well as 
expand their knowledge of how to interact with Indigenous 
people 

“Native Americans are more often pulled over on a per 
capita basis, are more often charged with crimes in 
similar circumstances than the mainstream  Are more 
often brought to trial after being charged, are more 
likely to be convicted, are less likely to be paroled at 
every level  There is a major issue in our justice system  “ 

Dr. Anton Treuer  
Dodging Bullets 
Social Justice Segment

Analysis of CDC data from 1999 to 2014 shows 
that Native Americans are 3 1 times more likely  
to be killed by police than white Americans  [4]



Impact: Treaty Rights
New oil pipelines in northern Minnesota violate the treaty rights of the 
Anishinaabeg by endangering critical natural and cultural resources in  
the 1842, 1854, and 1855 treaty areas  [5]

“We know that if you try to defame a people, if you try to put down a whole 
people, then that is an insult in and of itself, but it also leads to denial of 
treaty rights  It also leads to denial of housing and human rights ”

Rep. Keith Ellison 
Dodging Bullets 
No Honor in Racism Segment

Outcome Goal
Throughout history, the United States Federal government has 
signed and violated treaty rights with Native Nations in efforts to 
obtain land and mineral rights for economic reasons  Treaties are 
known as the “Supreme Law of the Land”— agreements ratified 
by two sovereign governments so that both can prosper  These 
violations of treaties are yet another example of how a dominant 
society exposes a population to Historical Trauma  Discussing 
treaty rights can lead to an understanding of the importance of 
culture and lower the prejudiced feelings that non-Natives have 



Impact: Mascots
After years of contentious debate, votes, policy reversals, and almost 100 
years of tradition, Skowhegan High School will no longer be allowed to 
use the name “Indians” as its mascot 

“Like the other day I was walking in Dupont Circle and I saw a dad and 
his son, his very young son, wearing a school jersey with his dad and 
his dad’s wearing the jersey too  I mean they’re learning that Native 
Americans aren’t people from a very young age  They’re learning that 
we’re caricatures from a very young age and they’re learning that the 
term “Redskin” is okay and that it’s just a word and that’s very sad to see ”

Tara Houska 
Dodging Bullets 
No Honor in Racism Segment

Outcome Goal 
Many athletic teams have changed their names and/or logos  
Unfortunately this takes time, education and understanding 
to overcome the concept that the R-word and imagery is just 
as racist as the N-word  Recently after watching a segment 
of Dodging Bullets, a suburban Minneapolis youth hockey 
association decided to retire the Indian head logo as their  
teams mascot  Change can happen 



Impact: Education

“A lot of times history books don’t even talk about American 
Indians  It’s nothing that you aren’t, if you learn about it in 
school it’s always in the past  We used to have American 
Indians on this land, they used to be here but they’re not 
living everyday people ”

Dr  Brian McDougall, Adjunct Professor, Indigenous & Canadian Studies – 
Carleton University, brought Dodging Bullets to be screened as a fundraiser 
to provide scholarships to Huichol University students  The discussion period 
after the film demonstrated the film had a serious and very positive impact 
on our audience of American and Canadian expats, assisting them  
to understand the phenomena of historical trauma and colonialism 

The film showing raised enough to offer an additional one and a half 
scholarships to Huichol university students in the fall of 2019  That is 
significant, because Mexico has very low average educational levels (e g , 
second to last among 30+ OECD countries), with Indigenous educational 
levels being much worse than those of the general population  

Dodging Bullets Raises Funds for One And One Half Scholarships 
for Indigenous Huichol (“Wixarika”) University Students

Dr. Michelle Johnson-Jennings  
Bullets Interview 

Outcome Goal



Conclusion
Dodging Bullets gives an intrepid look at what is this “thing” 
we call Historical Trauma and how it has affected Indigenous 
populations in North America for centuries  Not only does it 
reflect past traumatic events of first contact, treaty rights, and 
boarding schools, it also conveys how those experiences are 
still being felt today with high suicide rates, drug and alcohol 
abuse, and on-going marginalization issues like school and 
sports team mascots as well as pipelines being forced through 
Indigenous lands 

To this end, the film provides an overview of what Historical 
Trauma is—how it’s continuing today and how people are 
working to overcome it   This film can help educate and 
connect communities by bringing forward discussions of 
these issues and working at a more organic level towards a 
deeper cultural understanding  The impact of this film is found 
in both wisdom and awareness, a textbook case of how film 
can be used as a means to attempt both immediate and long-
term change, working within the present field but also adding 
layers of significance and context to encourage collective and 
personal action 



[1] Historical trauma and cultural healing University of Minnesota  
https://extension umn edu/mental-health/historical-trauma-and-
cultural-healing

[2] Wikipedia Entry https://en wikipedia org/wiki/Historical_trauma

[3] In a state troubled by suicide, teens learn mental health skills 
- 2017 Montana Youth Risk Behavior Survey - https://www hcn 
org/articles/the-montana-gap-in-a-state-marked-by-suicide-teens-
learn-basic-mental-health-skills

[4] The Police Killings No One is Talking About - In These Times 
Magazine - http://inthesetimes com/features/native_american_
police_killings_native_lives_matter html 

[5] Treaty Rights Fact Sheet - Honor the Earth Website - http://
www honorearth org/treaty_rights_fact_sheet_text
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