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TAIBU Africentric Healing Circles Project is
a three-part short film series exploring Black 
Mental Health and Africentric Healing circles 
in Toronto’s Black communities. Each film is 
designed to stand alone; however, they tell
a compelling story when watched together.

Film one explores Black mental health from 
a structural approach, with an emphasis on 
systemic anti-Black racism as a determinant 
of Black Mental Health.

The second film explores Healing Circles
and Toronto’s Black Community.

The last film explores TAIBU’s unique 
Africentric approach to healthcare in 
conversation with our 2022 Africentric 
healing circles participants’ experiences in 
these spaces.  
 
The films are intended to be an educational 
tool to engage mental health stakeholders 
on the importance of understanding Black 
Mental health and healing in relation to 
systemic anti-black racism. More than this, 
this film forwards the need for culturally 
significant and meaningful practices such as 
Africentric Healing Circles to promote good 
mental wellness in Black communities. 
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Mental health has always been a concern for Black people 
of African descent. Since time immemorial, communities 
developed various traditions and rituals to support 
individual mental wellness by drawing on the incredible 
power of the collective.

Introduction

Omogwu is a vivid example of such 
practices. Among the Igbo people of 
today’s Nigeria, Omogwu represents an 
important postpartum tradition to support 
the health and well-being of mothers and 
their children. In this tradition, a family 
member (typically the grandmother) 
would move in for 40 or more days to 
provide support and knowledge to the 
new mother1. This includes information 
and support about foods they should 
incorporate in their diet, producing healthy 
breast milk, providing insight on why a 
baby may be in distress and how to provide 
the proper comfort to a crying baby2. 

Additionally, the family member would 
often provide massages with hot water 
and help with household chores3. This ritual 
allows the new mother to learn but to also 
rest and recuperate her strength. When the 
mother is comfortable, the family member 
will move out and often receives a gift as 
appreciation4.

This tradition persisted for centuries due 
to its effectiveness in promoting good 
physical and mental wellness among new 
Igbo mothers3. Omogwu requires strong 
kinship ties and relationships where 
members of a community have a sense of 
unity, collective responsibility, trust, and 
commitment to supporting the health and 
well-being of its members. 

Many practices like Omogwu have been 
disrupted or lost due to the Trans-Atlantic 
slave trade, colonialism, and migration 
which all impacts the continuation of 
culture, kinship, and community. In most 
cases, these traditions are replaced 
by Eurocentric models of health that 
prioritizes individual health without 
recognizing the importance of community 
and the diverse cultures that shape them. 

There are 3 distinct and overlapping 
sections that correspond with each of the 
3 films: 
 
Section I: 
Black  Mental Health and Healing 

Section II: 
Circle Practices and Black People of 
African Descent

Section III: 
Finding Our Healing

To effectively use this Guide, we 
recommend that you get familiar with 
the corresponding section for the film(s) 
you are facilitating. The Sections are 
chronological, and we suggest interacting 
with the film and the Guide in this way. 
 
Each section ends with “Discussion 
Questions.” These are carefully designed 
to guide group conversations or personal 
reflections about Black Mental Health and 
Africentric healing in Black communities. 
These questions center on important 
themes and ideas in the film.

Written by:
Justin Rhoden, Nathanael Bailey 

Graphic Design:
Michael Scheianu (fiveline.ca)

This discussion guide is a must have 
companion to the TAIBU Healing 
Circles Film Project. 
 
It explores key themes in the film, 
expands on important concepts, 
and  provides prompting questions 
to meaningfully engage with Black 
Mental Health, healing, and the 
importance of Africentric and 
African–centred Healing Circles
for Black communities.

How to use this Guide

4
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Toronto:
An Historical Perspective

 
Toronto is the largest city in Canada, 
located on the north-western shore of Lake 
Ontario on the traditional territories of the 
Mississaugas of the Credit, the Wendat, 
the Chippewa, the Anishnabeg and the 
Haudenosaunee Peoples. The first European 
settlement was established in 1750 by
French settlers and subsequently the British 
on ceded land under Treaty 13, the Williams 
Treaty, as well as unneeded territories that 
continue to be contested. Toronto’s Black 
population developed after Toronto was 
established, initially consisting of enslaved 
women, men,  children, Black loyalists, and 
enslaved Africans fleeing the United States4. 

In 1799 there were 10 freed documented 
Black residents in Toronto and the growth of 
the Black population remained relatively low 
and at times would shrink. This is credited to 
immigration policies at the time. However, 
in the 1950s the population significantly 
increased due to the need for workers5,6. 
In the 1960s Canada’s immigration schemes 
began to transition from evaluating eligibility 
based on race and country of origin to a 
point-based system that valued youth, 
education, experience, fluency in language 
and so forth6,7. This led to the population 
of Black peoples to expand to 40, 000 
consisting mainly of Black Canadians, 
Caribbean immigrants and Black Nova 
Scotians. From the 1980s to the 1990s
there was a huge migration of people from 
areas in East Africa such as Somalia,
Ethiopia and Eritrea to Toronto seeking
a better quality of life7.

Throughout this period, Black communities 
were marginalized in the city by virtue 
of blatantly discriminatory policies and 
racist societal norms. For example,  white 
business owners, provincial and federal 
government agencies did not traditionally 
hire or promote Black people across various 
sectors. As such, Black communities were 
limited to jobs within the service sector such 
as barbers, waiters, janitors, sleeping car 
porters, general laborers, domestic servants, 
waitresses, and laundresses; regardless of 
their educational background8. Additionally, 
it was difficult to buy property. This is 
because many land titles included special 
provisions that allowed the residents within 
the neighborhood to come up with agreed 
upon rules called a covenant. These rules 
created mostly by white residents were 
legally enforceable and often did not permit 
land sale to Black peoples. Overtime these 
forms of systematic discrimination created 
dense Black population within major urban 
areas of Toronto8.  

Today, Toronto has the largest Black 
population in Canada, with more than 
440,000 people that identify as Black. 
Nonetheless, Black communities still 
experience systematic discrimination which 
premeates all aspects of life in Toronto with 
significant implication for health and well-
being.

A look at the Numbers:

Housing Statistics

•  12.9% were living in crowded conditions 
(compared to 1.1% of White Canadians)

•  28.6% were living in unaffordable 
housing (compared to 16.1% among 
White Canadians)

• Black youth were also less likely than 
other youth to live in a dwelling owned 
by a household member (56% vs. 83%)

Labour Market Trends

• Black men were about 40% less likely 
to work in management occupations 
than non-visible minority men 
(6.3% compared with 11.3%).

• Black Canadians with a university 
degree had a lower employment 
rate (86.1%) than their non-visible 
minority counterparts (91.1%)

• Black men reported unemployment 
1.5 times as often as White men  

•  Black women worked in jobs for 
which they are overqualified 
1.5 times as often as White women 
(5.9% vs. 3.9%)

• Black Canadians make up 9.5% of the 
Canadian prison population while 
representing only 2.5% of the overall 
Canadian population 

• People of color were 1.2 to 1.6 times 
more likely to face violence when 
interacting with Toronto police in 
2020

•  24% of Black Ontarians qualify as “low 
income”, as compared to 14.4% of the 
general racialized Ontario population. 

• Black Canadians are more than twice as 
likely to be among the working poor •  94% of Black youth aged 15 to 

25 said that they would like to 
get a bachelor’s degree or higher 
(compared with 82% of other youth). 
However, only 60% expected that 
they would achieve this (compared to 
79% of other youth)

• black students make up 11% of the 
TDSB’s population, but they make up 
48% of the board’s expulsions

• Black population makes 
up only 3% of high income 
neighbourhoods compared to 
the white population which 
makes up 73%

Employment Rates

Police Interaction Statistics

Income

Education

Environment

6 7

BLACK MENTAL HEALTH AND AFRICENTRIC HEALING CIRCLES     |      DISCUSSION GUIDE BLACK MENTAL HEALTH AND AFRICENTRIC HEALING CIRCLES     |      DISCUSSION GUIDE



Until the establishment of Black Mental 
Health Day in 2020, and subsequently,
Black Mental Health Week in 2021, there 
was no municipal, provincial or federal 
recognition that the mental health of Black 
communities is different and distinct from 
Toronto’s non-Black communities. At the 
community and individual level, some people 
may have access to meaningful support, 
however, there remain systemic and 
structural gaps in services. This gap is a result 
of Eurocentric approaches to Black Mental 
Health. 
 
Eurocentrism within the healthcare system 
refers to the prioritizing of European ideas 
of what health is, what it should look like 

and how healthcare should be designed, 
implemented, delivered and evaluated. 
This includes approaches to Black Mental 
Health and healthcare that routinely isolates 
and addresses individual health without 
attention to community, kinship, history, 
structures and systems. This often leads 
to mental health responses being reduced 
to counseling, and individual action which 
does not address the conditions that cause 
poor mental health in Black communities nor 
reconcile poor mental health experiences.

As a result, mainstream mental health 
services are rendered inaccessible and 
irrelevant to Black communities.

Eurocentrism and
Black Mental Health 

 

Section I: 
Black  Mental Health
and Healing

The World Health Organization (WHO) 
defines mental health as a “state of well-
being in which the individual realizes his or 
her own abilities, can cope with the normal 
stresses of life, can work productively and 
fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution 
to his or her community”10.Similarly, Public 
Health Canada defines positive mental 
health as “the capacity of each and all of us 
to feel, think, and act in ways that enhance 
our ability to enjoy life and deal with the 
challenges we face’’11. 

Black people’s ability to maintain good 
mental health is dependent on a range of 
social and societal factors (also known as 
Social Determinants of Health or SDOH) 
such as education, employment, income, 
housing, the environment, to list a few. 

In 2020, the Government of Canada, in 
recognition of Canada’s history of structural 
inequity, inequality, and violence, declared 
that systemic anti-black racism is also a 
determinant of Black health in Canada9.

The connections between histories and 
legacies of systemic descrimination and the 
health outcomes of Black people of African 
descent means that the mental health 
experiences of Black people’s is distinct and 
in relationship to the legacies of slavery, 
colonialism, segregation.

As such, the “normal” stresses of life and 
the “challenges” Black communities face 
differ from non-Black populations and Black 
Mental Health requires differing approaches, 
framing, and responses.  

Black  Mental Health 
 

9
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Eurocentric Healthcare and
Black Communities

From Individuals to Community
A Personal Narrative

There she goes again. My mother, she’s 
constantly upset and I don’t mean to 
sound harsh but I already have so much 
on my plate. I know the real reason why 
she’s upset.This is because she, at times, 
regrets her decision to move from Nigeria to 
Toronto. 

Six years ago, when I was ten, my mother 
Chioma moved me and my two little 
brothers, Amadu who’s seven, and Abeo 
who’s six to Toronto. She made good money 
back home as a  nurse and figured she could 
do the same here. But, I think her biggest 
reason to come here was to put us in a safer 
environment with  more opportunities for us 
to be successful. 

Since we’ve moved here, things have not 
turned out to be like what mom imagined. 
She always vents to me and although I never 
know what to say, I try to understand. But I 
can never understand why they won’t allow 
her to be a nurse even though she was one 
back home. Now she seems to be stuck in 
an entry-level caregiver job paying a little 
more than minimum wage. Without much 
money, we had to secure Co-op housing, but 
we’re beginning to outgrow the space in our 
apartment and I don’t feel any safer than I 
did before we moved here. On top of that, 
mom doesn’t like us going outside much 

because she thinks we will get in with the 
wrong crowd and end up in trouble like the 
boys in our neighborhood. 

With mom so busy all the time, I have to 
make sure everything is okay at home and 
look after my brothers. Sometimes I don’t 
want to, especially when I want to go out 
and hang out with my friends, but I have to. 
Every morning we walk to school together, 
sometimes they want to walk alone but bad 
things are always happening and I think we 
are better off sticking together. I always 
have to be alert. Things are getting so bad 
that the police are always here. But, seeing 
them around with guns doesn’t make me 
feel any safer and I get even more anxious 
that something will happen to me or my 
brothers. Mom doesn’t trust them either and 
she gets worried when we aren’t home. 

I hope everything will change soon but I 
don’t know what to do about it. Last week 
I went to the guidance counselor at school 
and she thinks I should try to get out more 
on walks and find more hobbies or maybe 
see a therapist. She even recommended 
some meditation apps that she thinks could 
help me relax. I’m not sure that will work, 
but it is a place to start.     

38.3% of Black Canadian 
residents with poor or fair 
self-reported mental health 
used mental health services 
compared to 50.8% White 
Canadian residents
(between 2001 and 2014)

60% said they would be more 
willing to use mental health 
services if the mental health 
professional were Black 

95.1% felt that the underutilization 
of mental health services by Black 
Canadian residents was an issue 
that needed to be addressed

Among Black-Caribbean 
populations, wait times for 
mental health care averaged
16 months, more than twice 
those for Whites (which 
averaged 7 months) 

27.9% of Black visible-minority 
respondents, compared to 
22.9% of White respondents, 
reported fair/poor self-rated 
mental health.

32% of Black visible-minority 
respondents, compared to 
24.2% of White respondents, 
reported symptoms consistent 
with moderate/severe 
generalized anxiety disorder 
in the two weeks prior to 
completing the survey.

Based on a 2018 survey of 328 Black Canadian residents12 ,13
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Key Points 
• Black Communities have rituals and practices that address mental 

health, premised on strong kinship ties, a sense of unity, trust, com-
mitment, and collective responsibility. 

• Many traditional approaches have been disrupted due to the 
Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, Colonialism, migration and systemic an-
ti-black racism. 

• Toronto ‘s Black communities’ everyday experiences are shaped by 
histories of descrimination which creates disparities in all areas of 
life. 

• Black Mental Health is a distinct experience shaped by histories and 
legacies of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, Colonialism, migration 
and systemic anti-black racism. 

• Eurocentric approaches to health and healthcare shapes under-
standings of what mental health is, what it looks like, what impacts 
it and how healthcare is designed, implemented, delivered, and 
evaluated.

• Eurocentric approaches to Black mental health does not acknowl-
edge the distinct and unique factors that shapes Black Mental 
Health

Discussion Questions
Omogwu
• What is necessary for practices like Omogwu to be effective? 
• How might migration to Toronto impact the transmission and continuation of traditional 

practices and rituals such as Omogwu? 

Toronto a Historical Perspective 
• Why is the acknowledging histories of slavery and colonialism important for 

understanding mental health in Black communities? 
• What connections can be made between labor market trends in the 1900s and high rates 

of unemployment or precarious employment for Toronto’s Black population.  
• How does slavery, colonialism, and migration impact the Social Determinants of Health 

for Black communities?
• What do different countries of origins and waves of migration suggest about Toronto’s 

Black population? 
 a.  How might this impact how we interpret Black mental health challenges?
 b.  How might this impact the promotion of good mental health in Black 
communities? 

Black Mental Health 
• How is Black mental health different from the mental health of other communities in 

Toronto? 
• Why is it important to make this distinction? 
• What does the distinction of Black Mental Health suggest about mental health 

healthcare for Black communities? 

A Personal Narrative  
• What are the factors shaping Abeku’s poor mental health? 
• Why would the teacher’s advice be ineffective in Abeku’s situation? 
• What is the relationship between Chioma well-being and Abeku’s well-being? 
• What might be appropriate responses to Abeku’s situation? 
• Why would these be more appropriate? 

12 13
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Section II: 
Circle Practices and
Black People of African Descent

When I think about 
healing, I think 
about healing your 
soul, healing your 
mind, healing 
yourself… I think 
about feeling better.

DARIUS, 
Youth Africentric Healing 
Circle Participant

“
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Healing as a Process
The concept of healing is complex with 
varying significance. There is no one 
universal definition. However, there are 
several common themes that appear across 
different perspectives. These include the idea 
that healing is an ongoing, multidimensional, 
creative and meaning-making process14.

Promoting good mental health in Black 
communities requires continuous healing 
from historical and ongoing trauma’s that 
impact everyday sense of health and well-
being. This includes the dismantling of 
oppressive systems, the creation of healthy 
systems, embracing diverse cultures, 
reclaiming cultural traditions and practices, 
building community, unity, respect, self-
actualization, self-determination, and 
purpose. We forward (African-centered, 
Africentric, Black) healing circles as a 
culturally meaningful practice to support 
diverse Black communities healing processes 
at all levels.  

When I think of 
healing, I think of 
reaching out and 
asking for help, 
getting involved, 
taking some walks, 
(and) meeting some 
other people.

LENORA, 
Older Adult Africentric 
Healing Circle Participant

“

17
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Intensifying the Gap
The disparities across the Social 
Determinants of Health intensified 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Toronto 
neighborhoods with a high concentration of 
Black peoples, particularly in the northwest 
and northeast recorded transmission rates 
among the highest in the country16. These 
areas predominantly included low-income 
communities where many members are 
essential workers with less access to sick 
leave and few options to self-isolate. 
Additionally, inequitable services make Black 
communities more vulnerable to COVID-19-
related challenges. This included inadequate 
housing, rising food prices, school closures, 
and dependence on public transit16. 

Challenges related to these can create 
constant worry and stress which negatively 
impact mental health. Toronto’s Black 
population routinely reports low self-ratings 
of their mental health17 and a 2021 from the 
Wellesley Institute found that the impact of 
COVID-19 led to a 60 percent higher risk of 
experiencing poorer mental health in Black, 
African, and Caribbean communities.19

Alongside the COVID-19 pandemic, incidents 
of police brutality also impacted the health 
and well-being of Black communities. With 
video recording becoming commonplace, 
there have been many incidents that have 
gone viral for extreme acts of police brutality 
against Black people. These incidents 
have created unrest in Black communities, 
fostering anxiety towards policing, police 
presence, police interactions and a sense of 
well-being in public and private spaces. In 
2020, a landmark report investigating officer 
use of force and strip searches was released 
directly from Toronto police services. It 
revealed that Black Torontonians were 
five times more likely to have force used 
against them than white Torontonians18. 
Furthermore, officers were found to be 
twice as likely to draw fire on a Black person 
they thought was unarmed18. Race-based 
statistics were so striking that the chief of 
the Toronto police service, James Ramer, 
felt the need to offer an apology to the city’s 
Black community.

Coming out of the 
pandemic, our 
community realizes 
that we need different 
options of coming 
together for the 
purposes of healing.

“

ESI, 
Africentric Healing
Circles Facilitator 
Esi Aya Initiatives

18
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African-Centered Healing Circles or 
African Healing Circles refer to spaces of 
healing rooted in African rituals, practices, 
and processes. This may include specific 
practices from any particular region, or tribe 
or the blending of rituals across multiple 
regions and tribes across the African 
continent. These circles are important in 
grounding healing within traditional and 
evolving practices on the continent of Africa 
and may resonate mostly with Black people 
with significant connection to continental 
Africa.

Africentric Healing Circles refer to healing 
spaces rooted in the lived experience of 
Black peoples of African descent with the 
continent of Africa as a starting place. In 
these circles, the use of traditional and 
evolving African rituals and processes are 
included but also the many practices and 
rituals developed by diaspora populations 
(African-Canadians, African-Americans, 
Caribbean, etc.). This may include a blending 

of African philosophies such as Ubuntu and 
African-American principles such as the 
Ngozo Saba. Africentric Healing Circles are 
fluid and dynamic as they respond to the 
communities involved. 

Black Healing Circles refer to healing 
spaces that are designed for members of the 
Black community and are typically concerned 
with the racialized experiences of Black 
communities. In these spaces, the emphasis 
is on the coming together of Black peoples 
impacted by systemic anti-Black racism. 
Black healing circles do not explicitly center 
African-lineage, African traditional rituals 
or processes but centers Blackness and 
racialized solidarity at different intersections. 

The Circle
Circle traditions have great significance 
in many African-Indigenous and diasporic 
cultures. However, circle practices also have 
a strong and rich history on Turtle Island 
(North America).

Many First Nations communities contributed 
to the use of the Circle within non-Native 
communities in Canada and the US. The 
Hollow Water First Nation on Lake Winnipeg 
and members of the Carcross-Tagish and 
Dahka T’lingit First Nations in Yukon, 
played an essential role in forwarding the 
effectiveness of the Circle as many non-
Natives learned about Circles through their 
work15. 

When non-Native people, including many 
radicalized peoples, experienced the power 
of the Circle process to address harms and 
conflicts, they began to use the process 
with other non-Native people and in other 
areas of life as well. For example, the 
Frogtown–Summit University Circle in Saint 
Paul, Minnesota, was used for many years  to 
prevent young African-American men from 

going directly to prison15.
Using Circles in schools quickly became 
another major area of use, especially to stop 
the school-to-prison pipeline15. In Minnesota, 
Dakota-Ojibwe playwright and scholar 
Chuck Robertson was a strong advocate 
for using Circles with Native and non-Native 
communities, especially in schools. With his 
Circle associates Jamie Williams and Oscar 
Reed, Dr. Robertson trained and worked 
with hundreds of educators to bring the 
Circle process into school settings15.

In acknowledgement of circle traditions in 
Turtle Island’s First Peoples traditions, we 
distinguish the use of circle traditions in 
Black communities with the terms African-
centered, Africentric, and Black as these 
practices differ. 

African, Africentric and
Black Healing Circles 
The immense diversity across Black communities is always accompanied by 
diverse practices, rituals, and processes. African-centered, Africentric, and 
Black Healing Circles are differing and overlapping circle practices taken up 
by different communities for different reasons. We distinguish these practices 
and what they typically entail to better contextualize the range of circle 
rituals in diverse Black communities. 

20 21
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Key Points

1. Healing is a complex and ongoing process 

2. Promoting good mental health in Black communities requires 
continuous healing from historical and ongoing trauma, structures, 
and systems that impact everyday sense of health and well-being. 

3. The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated pre-existing inequities that 
influences Black communities mental health and well-being 

4. African-Centered, Africentric, and Black healing circles are culturally 
meaningful spaces to support Black communities healing process 

5. Many First Nations communities contributed to the use of the Circle 
within non-Native communities in Canada and the US. 

6. African-centered, Africentric, and Black Healing Circles are differing 
and overlapping circle practices taken up by different communities 
for different reasons. 

Discussion Questions
Healing
• What does healing mean to you?  

a. Why? 
b. What does this look like? 

• What are Black communities healing from? 
• Why is healing important for promoting good Black Mental Health? 

Intensifying the Gap
• Why would the COVID-19 pandemic impact Black communities at disproportionate rates?
• How might the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic differ across Black communities? 
• What might be the impact of COVID-19 on the factors that produce and sustain poor Black 

mental health? 
 

Circle Practices 
• How do First Nations circle practices differ from Healing Circles in Black communities? 
• What is the difference between Africentric, African-centered, and Black healing circles? 
• How might different circle practices shape different experiences? 
• How do circle practices differ from Eurocentric approaches to mental health?

22 23
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Section III: 
Finding Our Healing

Our strength comes 
from creating our 
own system of 
support and healing.

LIBEN,
Executive Director
TAIBU CHC

“
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TAIBU’s Africentric Approach
to Healthcare
Africentricity is a mode of thought 
and action that centers African 
interests, values, and perspectives. 
Africentrism advocates for 
the right of Black people of 
African descent to strive for self-
determination by centering their 
own histories, traditions, and lived 
experiences in the fulfillment of 
their health and well-being.  

TAIBU Community Health Center 
draws on an Africentric approach 
to healthcare to address Black 
Mental Health and wellbeing. 
This is done by using the Nguni 

Bantu concept of  Ubuntu and the 
Ngozo Saba or seven principles of 
Kwanzaa as guiding principles. 
At TAIBU, Ubuntu and the Ngozo 
Saba are used to guide the design, 
delivery and implementation of 
Africentric healing spaces. For 
example, TAIBU’s Africentric 
Healing Circles are designed to 
promote unity and are deemed 
effective when participants 
express a sense of unity. Similarly, 
all 7 principles are thought of as 
both guiding principles and health 
outcomes.

About the Africentric
Healing Circles
Taibu’s CHC Africentric Healing 
Circles (2022) were a series of 
healing spaces designed to 
support the mental health and 
well-being of diverse Black 
communities. The Africentric 
Healing Circles is a part of TAIBU’s 
Black mental health response 
which also consist of awareness 
campaigns, knowledge production 
and dissemination, and systems 
change strategies. 

TAIBU’s Africentric Healing Circles 
consisted of 3 distinct iterations:

1. Older Adult Women’s Group 
2. Youth Group (ages 13-17) 
3. Francophone New Mothers 

 

Each circle had 10 members. 
The size of the groups were 
determined to encourage small 
intimate Africentric healing spaces 
where members are able to build 
authentic connection, trust, 
collective responsibility, unity, and 
patience. Each circle lasted for 
10 total sessions. 5 sessions were 
facilitated, Africentric healing 
circles infused with traditional 
rituals, customs, art, food, music, 
drums and more. 5 sessions 
were activity based sessions that 
included outdoor hikes, picnics, 
and sporting events. 
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The Ngozo Saba as guiding principles and health outcomes means that TAIBU’s Africentric 
Healing Circles are designed and implemented with the goal of achieving each principle. This 
is infused in every decision such as the number of participants, the number of sessions, when 
they meet, how they meet, where they meet and so forth.  Below we have provided an 
example of how the Ngozo Saba guides the process, reflection, design and implementation 
of our Africentric Healing Circles (2022). 

The Ngozo Saba Guiding Principles

                Purpose 

• What is the purpose of the circle?
• How do we achieve this purpose?
• How do we encourage community 

members to internalize this purpose? 

                Creativity

• How can we channel the creativity of 
members to build an engaging space?

• How can art, music, and dance connect 
members and fulfill the purpose of the 
circle? 

• What kind of creative expressions do 
members resonate with the most and 
how do we ground them in healing 
spaces?  

                Self-Determination

• How do we allow members to define and 
determine how the space unfolds over 
time?

• What processes, rituals, and protocols 
are necessary for embracing the self-
determination of everyone in space?

                Cooperation

• What does cooperation look like in 
these circles? How do we encourage 
cooperation among members?

                Spirituality

• How do members connect with their 
spiritual selves?

• How do we build upon these 
understandings of spirituality?

• How can we highlight African spirituality 
and connections to self?                   Unity

• What may unity look like in these spaces?
• How do we encourage unity among 

members and their broader communities?
• What rituals can help to produce a sense 

of unity and solidarity?  

                Collective Responsibility

• How do we promote a sense of service and 
accountability among members and their 
broader communities? 

The Djembe is a 
way to put the songs 
together, a way to 
unite people and 
likewise the joy.
And these are what 
bring us together 
around a circle.

AMADOU,
Drum Master and Griot

“
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Addressing the Effects of
the Inequities 
The effectiveness of TAIBU’s Africentric 
Healing Circles (and any other spaces 
promoting good Black mental health well-
being) is dependent on our ability to address 
the effects of systemic anti-Black racism on 
the everyday lives of participants. Namely, 
the disparities in the SDOH, family dynamics, 
fear and mistrust of institutions and other 
peoples. WIthout addressing the immediate 
effects of systemic anti-Black racism, the 
Africentric Healing Circles (and any other 
healing spaces) are rendered inaccessible, 
and ineffective as community members’ 
participation becomes restricted. 

Access to these healing spaces therefore 
requires sound attention to the everyday 
socioeconomic conditions of community 
members. However, these conditions differ 
across Toronto’s immensely diverse Black 
communities. As such, we must consider 
who is in the circle. 

Who is in the Circle?
To address access, it is important to 
understand who is in the circle and the 
relations and responsibilities they carry 
with them. Importantly, members of the 
Black community do not live in isolation and 
are in constant relation to family, kin, their 
communities, environment, and histories. All 
these things shape agency, their perception 
of self, and the world around them. Our 
Africentric Healing Circles effectiveness 
relied on understanding who was in the 
circle and what that means for engaging in 
an Africentric healing process. For example, 
our youths (13-17) ability to participate in the 
circles were shaped by their family dynamics, 
household responsibilities, parental 
income, access to transportation, parents 
comfortability with public transit and other 
modes of transportation and so forth. 

When a youth enters the circle, we have 
to see their parents, their neighborhood, 
their siblings, and environment- they bring 
all these things with them and more. This 
acknowledgement allows for actionable 
steps such as connecting with parents to 
support them and their youth’s participation, 
addressing some of the impacts of systemic 
anti-black racism such as mobility, time, 
mistrust, and  fear. Additionally, this 
recognition allows the circle to be rooted in 
the complex lives of all members who meet 
in it- shaping circle logistics, process, themes, 
foods, and so forth.

30 31

BLACK MENTAL HEALTH AND AFRICENTRIC HEALING CIRCLES     |      DISCUSSION GUIDE BLACK MENTAL HEALTH AND AFRICENTRIC HEALING CIRCLES     |      DISCUSSION GUIDE



Where is the Circle?
Another significant consideration 
is understanding where the circle is 
taking place. This, of course, intersects 
with questions of who is in the circle.
While people may meet in a room, 
outdoor, or in a virtual circle, the circle 
is not  limited to these immediate 
spaces.

TAIBU’s Africentric healing circles are 
considered to be a part of members’ 
everyday lives. In doing this, the 
Africentric circles seek to interact 
and engage with the realities of 
peoples day to day. This is important 
for designing and implementing 
these circles: determining when, 
where, why, and how they take place. 
More than this, it is important for 
encouraging a sense of unity, and 
collective responsibility.

I wasn’t sure what the 
circle was all about but 
my mom thought it 
would be good for me 
and my mental health 
so I thought why not.

KEMMEL
Youth Africentric Healing Circle 
Participant

“
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“If you want
to go fast, go alone.

If you want to go far, 
go together”

African Proverb 

Promoting good mental health and well-
being across Toronto’s diverse Black 
communities requires a robust, dynamic, 
creative, systemic, and culturally 
meaningful response. Africentric 
healing circles demonstrate incredible 
potential and promise in promoting 
good mental health at the individual and 
community level while allowing us to 

better understand, identify, and address 
ongoing systemic violence that negatively 
affects Black health and well-being on a 
structural level. In centering the lived and 
historical experiences of Black people of 
African descent, Africentric healing circles 
are an important node in an evolving 
system of support and healing that draws 
on our shared humanity. 

“
I definitely got more 
social because I am
a really shy person.
 
JULIEANN
Youth Africentric Healing Circle 
Participant
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Key Points 
• Africentrism is a mode of thought and action that centers the 

historical and lived experience of Black peoples of African descent  

• AIBU’s Africentric Approach to healthcare centers Ubuntu, a 
relational ethic of being, and the Ngozo Saba or 7 principles of 
Kwanzaa 

• The 7 principles are used as guiding principles and health outcomes, 
determining how healing spaces are designed and implemented as 
well as how spaces are deemed effective 

• The effectiveness of TAIBU’s Africentric Healing Circles depends 
the ability to identify and address the immediate effects of systemic 
anti-black racism 

• Members in an Africentric circle are not isolated people but bring 
with them many relations and responsibilities that shape their 
agency, participation, sense of self and well-being 

• Africentric circles are located in the everyday lives of people and 
should not be treated as isolated spaces

Discussion Questions
Africentrism
• What is Africentrism? 
• How does an Africentric approach to Mental Health 

differ from a Eurocentric approach? 
• What makes TAIBU’s Africentric approach distinct? 
• What is the difference between Ubuntu and the 

Ngozo Saba?

TAIBU’s Africentric Healing Circles 
• How does using the principle of self-determination 

(or any of the 7 principles) shape the Africentric 
healing circles? 
a. What questions and consideration would arise? 
b. How may this look in practice? 

• Why is the size of the groups important? 
• Why is it important to understand who is in the circle? 

a. How does this acknowledgement shape access to 
these healing spaces?  
b. What challenges may arise trying to understand 
who is in the circle?
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Glossary 

Trans-alantic slave trade: Transatlantic slave trade is a segment of the global slave trade 
that transported between 10 million and 12 million enslaved Africans across the Atlantic 
Ocean to the Americas from the 16th to the 19th century. It was the second of three stages 
of the so-called triangular trade, in which arms, textiles, and wine were shipped from Europe 
to Africa, enslaved people from Africa to the Americas, and sugar and coffee from the 
Americas to Europe

Colonialism: Domination of a people or area by a foreign state or nation : the practice of 
extending and maintaining a nation’s political and economic control over another people or 
area

Human Migration: Human migration is the movement of people from one place to another 
with intentions of settling, permanently or temporarily, at a new location (geographic 
region)

Eurocentric models: This refers to different modes of thinking that is based on european 
norms and values. This often leads to an exclusion of alternative cultural beliefs.

Treaty 13: The Toronto Purchase of 1805 (also known as Treaty 13) was negotiated in 
an attempt to clarify and confirm the terms of the Johnson-Butler Purchase of 1787-88. 
Ultimately, it failed to do this and additional negotiations were required. These later 
discussions resulted in the Williams Treaties of 1923 and a compensatory settlement 
between the Government of Canada and the Mississaugas of the New Credit First Nation in 
2010

Williams Treaties: The Williams Treaties were signed in October and November 1923 by 
the governments of Canada and Ontario and by seven First Nations of the Chippewa of Lake 
Simcoe (Beausoleil, Georgina Island and Rama) and the Mississauga of the north shore of 
Lake Ontario (Alderville, Curve Lake, Hiawatha and Scugog Island). As the last historic land 
cession treaties in Canada, these agreements transferred over 20,000 km2 of land in south 
central Ontario to the Crown; in exchange, Indigenous signatories received one-time cash 
payments.

Unceded territories: Unceded means that First Nations people never ceded or legally 
signed away their lands to the Crown or to Canada

Black loyalist: This refers to the thousands of free or enslaved black people that fought for 
the British during the American Revolutionary war (1775-83), who hoped to gain freed along 
with the promise of land 
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