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Dr. William Smith coined the term racial battle fatigue (RFB) in 2003 in
what is now a seminal paper (Black faculty coping with racial battle fatigue:
The campus racial climate in a post-civil rights era). Originally applied

to the experience of Black faculty working on college campuses, the
understanding and application of Smith’s RFB has grown and is now used
to deepen our understanding of racism’s impact in a variety of contexts. In
its most simple meaning, RBF refers to the physical, mental, and emotional
toll that results from the continual navigation of and exposure to racism and
anti-Black violence.

RBF has entered the national conversation on racism because it provides
a powerful framework for understanding racism as an experience beyond a
momentary flight or fight physical response to seeing anti-Black violence or
the depression and frustration of a microaggression. Smith’s theory of RBF
understands that witnessing and/or experiencing racism will simultaneously
include physical, mental, and emotional responses, always. Overtime, RBF
leads to mental and emotional fatigue, professional burnout, and even
long-term adverse health outcomes for a target of racism.
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RBF is empowering other scholar researchers, the media, and the
public by naming the effects of racism on the health and well-being of
African Americans and other people of color. Through RBF, we are able
to more fully grasp the threats of racism to our individual and collective
physical, mental, and emotional health. And this understanding is
spreading; the conversation Smith began has already surpassed our
borders, with his recent presentations in Canada, Australia, Europe,
South America, and Africa.

"If you can name your pain, you can develop effective
strategies for resistance and resilience!"

— William A. Smith
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