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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Peter Leese and Jason Crouthamel

The defining event of Jonas Mekas’s life was the moment in July 1944 when,
to escape arrest for anti-German resistance activities, he was forced to leave
his village, his family and his beloved Lithuania. Travelling towards Vienna,
he was quickly arrested by a German patrol; the next 5 years he lived in
Displaced Person camps before being “dumped” in New York, as he put it,
by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. Robert Vas, like-
wise, was compelled to leave Budapest and his homeland following the failure
of the Hungarian Uprising in the autumn of 1956. He travelled to London
and found another life, but was unable to forget his departure. The Cold War
had hardly begun to thaw when he died in 1978; he never returned home.
Neither Mekas nor Vas was directly involved in Second World War
combat, though both became active propagandists against their respec-
tive occupiers. Neither was clinically diagnosed with any kind of traumatic
condition, although Vas’s failure to conform did land him in a Soviet-
style mental institution not long after the war. Yet both were undoubt-
edly damaged by their experiences of forced migration in the aftermath
of armed conflict, and their respective careers as filmmakers in New York

D. Leese ()
University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark

J. Crouthamel
Grand Valley State University, Allendale, MI, USA

© The Author(s) 2016 1
D. Leese, J. Crouthamel (eds.), Traumatic Memories of the Second
World War and After, DOI 10.1007 /978-3-319-33470-7_1



2 D LEESE AND J. CROUTHAMEL

and London are, among other things, vivid, artful explorations of trau-
matic memory played out in film. Their fuller stories are explored later in
this collection. Their sufferings, and remarkable achievements, are evoked
here to illustrate the elusive, life-changing effects of traumatic experience,
to suggest that clinical labels and pension files can hardly do justice to the
psychological aftereffects of war. These two lives also raise other historical
questions: about who has the right to be called “traumatized”, how past
and present definitions map accurately onto each other or fall beyond a
boundary and whether those whose experiences and psychological reac-
tions are not recognized can be reconciled with their past.!

Since the early 1980s, when post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
was named, defined, and institutionalized by the American Psychiatric
Association, public awareness and academic interest in trauma have dra-
matically risen. Several related phrases, Gulf War syndrome for instance,
circulate widely in public discourse; PTSD is no longer a mere clini-
cal designation, it is widely used as the name of a disease. Soldiers who
returned from Afghanistan or Iraq suffering prolonged battlefield expo-
sure are viewed compassionately, but often are misunderstood or feared
as irrational and dangerous. Scholars in the humanities, historians among
them, know well that those who have experienced violent circumstances
and are subsequently troubled by them have often been subjected to this
odd mix of curiosity, sympathy and anxiety. Research into the social and
cultural histories of trauma can shed much light on the emergence of these
present-day responses. Yet, while there has been an extensive discussion
of trauma as a theoretical concept, surprisingly little attention has been
given to particularities of time or place, to varieties of response beyond the
English-language conception of PTSD.

The Second World War and the changing meanings of trauma in the
second half of the twentieth century are a particularly rich setting for case
studies on the subject, as we discovered when these essays were first pre-
sented as research papers in Copenhagen at the “AfterShock: Post-traumatic
Cultures since the First World War” conference (May 2013). The extent and
variety of recent research and thinking in the field of historical trauma stud-
ies led us to a follow-up Copenhagen University meeting on “Comparing
Traumatic Cultures” (hosted by Peter Leese, November 2013). On this sec-
ond occasion, a group of scholars gathered to consider the current state of
historical trauma studies: Mark Micale (University of Illinois, Champaign-
Urbana), Susan Derwin (University of California, Santa Barbara), Jessica
Meyer (University of Leeds), Bill Niven (Nottingham Trent University),
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Adam Lowenstein (University of Pittsburgh), Irina Reyn (University of
Pittsburgh), Robert Dale (Kings College London), Stefan Schilling (King’s
College London) and Birthe Hoffmann (University of Copenhagen). We
also discussed methodological questions and considered future research
directions. Important to our thinking on this occasion were two papers,
Susan Derwin’s “The Embattled Mind of the Veteran” and Mark Micale’s
“Historical Trauma Studies: Recent Work, Future Agendas”. A group of
new themes emerged from these debates, including the ways and extent
to which traumatic responses vary, and by implication how we ought to
define trauma, the gendered nature of traumatic experience, recognition
and diagnosis, and the malleable forms of traumatic memory and traumatic
symptoms across time; the distinctions between non-perpetrator and per-
petrator trauma also emerged as a subject of particular current interest.
Many of the essays in Traumatic Memories incorporate these themes,
but this also led to another consideration: the need to place varied meth-
odological approaches from the humanities (historical, literary and visual
media readings) in proximity to each other as a way to tackle the com-
plexities of the past.> This proximity reflects the remarkable variety of
approaches which are now brought to bear on the subject of trauma, but,
in our view, also the need to think beyond the various historically bound
clinical definitions of what constitutes traumatic experience. Historical
documents—medical records, pension appeals and civil service memos—
appear as the product of medical, state and financial negotiations. They
are defined by the limits of state and bureaucratic interest, and not least
by financial liability. While these engagements with the state are them-
selves of intrinsic interest, they in no way coincide with the human experi-
ence of trauma, which historically extends far beyond that which can be
recorded in official documentation, or for that matter in family memoirs
or intergenerational memory. There is an urgent need, then, for a broader
cultural and historical analysis of trauma, which takes account of social
dynamics, politics, and medical conceptualization, but which is not con-
fined to them. Hence, the deliberately eclectic approach and choice of
subjects, authors and disciplines included in this collection. This is also a
question of how trauma is defined. Overwhelmingly, attention to the his-
tory of trauma has focussed on male experience, particularly in wartime.
This important subject fully deserves the attention it has received, but
is possible because soldiers and ex-servicemen leave relatively traceable
paper trails, while others caught up in trauma-inducing events and their
consequences, non-combatant women, for example, are far less visible in
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the historical record. Because of selective memories, traumatic war experi-
ences are made predominantly male by definition. Yet, it is equally impor-
tant that there are limits on what constitutes a traumatic experience, that
current media definitions, which incorporate the aftereffects of any mildly
disturbing or upsetting “bad event” into the definition of trauma, do not
dissipate the usefulness of the term.

HISTORIOGRAPHY AND METHODS

Historical trauma studies are today an expanding, urgent subject for
scholars and students, yet despite widespread attention in academia and
mass media, comparative, interdisciplinary and historically grounded stud-
ies remain few. Moreover, discussions of the subject do not often bring
together varied approaches in order to examine a particular historical
moment. Among the earlier collections that have used this approach, we
would cite Mark Micale and Paul Lerner’s edited volume Traumatic Pasts.
History, Psychiatry and Tranma in the Modern Age, 1870-1930 (2001) as
a rich attempt to contextualize trauma at a particular moment, and within
its particular set of social and cultural conditions. Richard Bessel and Dirk
Schumann’s Life after Death: Approaches to a Cultural and Social History
of Europe Duving the 1940s and 19505 (2003) is also an exemplary inves-
tigation into many aspects of the human, often mental fallout from the
Second World War. A closer attention to specifically psychological after-
effects is explored in The Politics of War Trauma. The Aftermath of War
in Ten European Countries, edited by Jolande Withuis and Annet Mooij
(2010), which was written by an interdisciplinary group of scholars across
the humanities and social sciences and which attempts a systematic survey
of war-related trauma after 1945.% To date, this account remains a rarity
in historical trauma studies because it attempts a comparative investiga-
tion beyond the borders of Western Europe.

The First World War and the Holocaust have between them been the
most sustained subjects of historical trauma studies.* A fleshed-out his-
torical and theoretical framework that can link different times and places,
interpret the dynamic relations between patients, medics and financial
institutions, or understand the interrelationship between memory, rep-
resentation and ideology remains to be fully developed.® There are, of
course, already several detailed studies on particular aspects of post-
war traumatic experience, among them Ben Shephard’s study A War of
Neryes (2002), which was the first to survey the entire twentieth century
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and which delineated its subject through a detailed study of patients,
but especially their medics. The only comparable volume is Jones and
Wessely’s Shell Shock to PTSD: Military Psychiatry from 1900 to the Gulf
War, which takes a more narrowly defined thematic approach, concen-
trating on the connections between clinical practice, evolving medical
conceptualization, and the experience of soldiering.® Traumatic Memories
complements these earlier studies by concentrating in several essays on
personal experience, by focussing on a relatively narrow time frame, and
by expanding as far as possible the comparative scope. This arrange-
ment captures the present lively state of investigation, with its recently
expanded geographies, thematic interests and more radical questioning of
the origins and significance of trauma before and after the current post-
1980 iteration of PTSD.

There is also an overlap between our collection and the more abstract
investigation of “trauma theory”, which includes historically oriented
work by practitioners, questions about the clinical and ontological sta-
tus of trauma as well as the broad area incorporating literary and cultural
theory.” Likewise, there are various investigations into “trauma and cul-
ture”, which cover more anthropological and sociological themes. These
are often related to both recent past and present, including lively debates
around cinema, popular literature and the arts as they relate to the cultural
conditions which produce traumatic discourse and clinical practice.® One
methodological puzzle that has yet to be solved is how to research and
write a history of trauma which concentrates not on one particular gen-
der experience but on the instability of gender categories. This instability
is present in many kinds of traumatic experience, but matters greatly in
wartime, when normative roles (nurturer, warrior) assume much greater
prominence: when gender roles are patrolled so actively, traumatized men
may be either unmanly or heroic, while traumatized women become sym-
bolic or invisible. The question remains as to how these sets of circum-
stances and representations might be connected. Likewise, we have not yet
managed to historicize the wider dynamics of traumatic memory within
families and between generations.

Gathered in this collection are essays which begin to address some of
these themes, and which together highlight the possibilities of a com-
parative and interdisciplinary approach to trauma, an approach which is
grounded in the local particularity of past attitudes. Our common purpose
is to investigate how trauma changes, diagnostically, politically, discursively,
according to the social and cultural milieu in which it is manifested. As it
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turns out, “the return of the soldier”, to take one example, is “universal”
in that it happens everywhere, but despite this, it is never unproblematically
the same. Many soldiers never return, many are very different, and so is the
society into which they arrive. In this sense, it is not the “bad event” which
makes trauma, but the material, emotional and communal context within
which it is remembered. At many times, and in many places, potentially
traumatizing events do not result in chronic or acute symptoms. Rather,
such symptoms tend to emerge and to persist when there is inadequate clini-
cal consideration, when acknowledgement and recognition are not forth-
coming from the receiving community, or when families and employment
fail. The ways in which the sick role is sanctioned or censured are also highly
variable. It is in the intricacy of particular historical circumstances that the
unstable, malleable formation of trauma takes on a certain appearance.

THEMES

There is then no straightforward or easily described relationship between
culture, trauma, and history; social psychologies are differently inflected
according to time and place. This collection tries to explore how these
variations change origins and symptomatology as well as medical and
social responses. Within this research area, there are a number of sub-
questions, among them: whose traumatic experiences gain attention and
why? By implication, whose experiences are ignored? What are the particu-
lar, localized mechanisms of recognition or non-acknowledgement? How
do collaborations and antagonisms between doctors, patients and social
institutions vary and with what consequences? How do different groups
such as doctors, patients or the public define and claim the authority to
understand traumatic conditions? How and why does collective memory
and representation of traumatic experience change?

That such questions are only now beginning to be asked is no surprise
given the very gradual acknowledgement of trauma, which is still stigma-
tized as “mental illness” or “disorder” even in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries rather than understood as legitimate responses to
extreme circumstances. Some of these questions have already been raised
in relation to the First World War and the Holocaust. These two particular
instances continue to provoke new questions, to be explored from new
angles, as the essays by Sophie Delaporte and Lisa Pine in this collection
show. But there are now also several specialist studies in various European
countries, and attention is increasingly turning to the wider history of the
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Second World War and to other, later wars, precisely because they provide
such instructive contrasts.

The Second World War is a critical moment because its trauma cases
become more recognizably connected to present-day definitions of PTSD,
historical sources are greater in number as well as more varied in type, and
the possibilities to compare military, medical or social aspects are all greater.
Predating current definitions of PTSD, the trauma cases of the Second
World War and after are viewed very differently than in current medical
aetiology. These past definitions of trauma are less driven by medical, insur-
ance, or pharmaceutical industry profits, or the recent medicalization of
emotional states.” In short, the Second World War and its aftermath con-
stitute a formative moment in the social, cultural, and political history of
trauma. A focussed examination makes it possible to investigate anew given
concepts, diagnoses, and moral assumptions. Comparing specific, localized
instances, this collection of essays rethinks the history of war trauma at an
interim moment: after its first large-scale appearance during the First World
War, but before the current socio-medical paradigm of PTSD.

The terms of the reinvestigation, to give three examples, include look-
ing beyond existing studies of male experience among active combatants,
considering varieties of personal experience and their wide-ranging impli-
cations for the medicalization and social positioning of psychological con-
ditions, and examining various cultural inflections of traumatic experience
and diagnosis. Finally, taken together, the essays in this collection ask criti-
cal questions about what we now call PTSD. They do so at a time when
the usefulness and legitimacy of the diagnosis are increasingly questioned.
The issues here include the diagnostic, gender and institutional biases of
trauma definition—the ellipses, blind spots and taboos on describing cer-
tain forms of traumatic experience (rape, non-compassionate responses,
forgetfulness); the requirements and methods by which perpetrators and
victims are identified and categorized; the trauma archive: witness, testi-
mony and the erasure of “inconvenient” versions of traumatic experience;
trauma, voyeurism and sexual violence; and the clash between private his-
tories and public representations.

ORGANIZATION

The collection is divided into five parts, respectively, on the “Archive” of
trauma, on “Wartime” and “Postwar” experiences, then on “Recollection”
and “Representation”. Each part addresses a theme that has emerged in
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recent thinking on historical trauma studies; any of these headings might
be the basis for more sustained investigations.

“Archive”, Part I, explores some of the recent thinking on alternative
sources, but also on why and how this research area might be reconfig-
ured. Both of the authors here consequently look at important ways in
which historical trauma studies can be enriched and expanded to create
a fuller cultural history of trauma. Sophie Delaporte’s essay, “Making
Trauma Visible”, by one of the leading French scholars of war trauma in
the twentieth century, puts forward an alternative history of diagnosis and
treatment. By contextualizing its history anew—initial conceptualization,
competing schools of interpretation and treatment—Delaporte challenges
fundamental assumptions about the nature of trauma and the way it is
understood in both past and present. In particular, she notes the tendency,
built into the Anglo-American tradition from its beginnings, to abandon
psychoanalytic explanations in favour of more pragmatic and environmen-
tal interpretations. In place of this approach, Delaporte calls for historians
to give new emphasis to the psychic experience of individuals, to the ways
in which they respond to the encounter with death, which she argues
is the source of trauma. In a detailed case study, Delaporte refines this
down to a “visualizing” of trauma through an analysis of one remarkable
piece of evidence from the First World War, the “Amiot Object”, a paint-
ing maquette made by a French soldier following his experiences on the
Western Front in 1915. The implications of this analysis are not only in the
artwork itself and the conclusions Delaporte draws from it, but also in the
detailed engagement with an object made in the aftermath of traumatic
experience, in this case very directly interpreting that experience. Such
objects are rare, but the idea of reading visual evidence—sketches, pho-
tographs, home movies—as a way to reach the “unspeakable” experience
of trauma and its aftermath (“traumatography”) is timely and evocative.!?
Two other themes emerge from Delaporte’s essay, which echo through
the studies that follow: first, the limitations of what is clinically defined as
trauma, and the way in which such definitions mismatch the social reality
of those who experience traumatic aftershocks; second, and related to this,
the continuing “invisibility” of the traumatized as historical subjects, or
rather the very selective description of legitimate or “acceptable” trauma
in any particular time and place.

Susan Derwin’s exploration of “moral injury” poses another critique of
PTSD as a diagnostic category. She stresses that in the recent experience
of traumatized individuals survivor guilt, injury through the transgression
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of moral boundaries, and a sense of betrayal by leaders are often present,
but beyond any clinical remit. In the setting of this collection, Derwin’s
observation that the moral uncertainties of modern, non-conventional
warfare (how to identify the enemy, how to safeguard the innocent) is
especially pertinent, though it would be wrong to assume greater moral
certainty in the past. The question of return and the morally ambigu-
ous situation of the ex-combatant are also highlighted. Here, it is the
reluctance of peacetime society to accept the violence it sanctions during
wartime which causes damage: when killing becomes taboo, the killer is
a reminder of acts which in retrospect come to be seen as all the more
shameful. Derwin’s case study parallels Delaporte’s attempt to explore dif-
ferent trauma archives. The problem of addressing moral injury to the
perpetrator is, if anything, harder to consider, making imaginative inter-
pretations in fiction or film one of the few sources available. Through a
reading of Toni Morrison’s Home (2011), Derwin raises critical questions
about how the experiences of peace and war are inseparable, how those
who are violated may themselves become violators, and how injury is done
to those who are required to commit acts of violence on behalf of the
state and its citizens. This raises a wider question about the ways in which
the experience of traumatized perpetrators should be further explored in
other historical situations, and the rationale for any such investigation.
“Wartime”, Part II, returns to two apparently familiar areas, but in so
doing, challenges existing understandings of traumatic experience. What
becomes immediately apparent in these essays by Lisa Pine and Hazel
Croft are the ways in which material, ideological, and political circum-
stances frame concepts of mental health and illness. To put it another way,
how the perceived presence or absence of trauma depends on surround-
ing vested interests in the immediate aftermath of traumatic events, but
also at greater distance among various interest groups. Local conditions
alter drastically the conception, expression and articulation of trauma both
inside and outside the clinic. Consequently, some groups are granted rec-
ognition, while for others it is denied. Lisa Pine’s work on “Testimonies
of Trauma: Surviving Auschwitz-Birkenau” addresses this question
directly. Pine stresses the gendered nature of traumatic experience, and the
superimposition of gender, patriotic, and other ideological values onto its
interpretation. Using survivor testimonies from the Auschwitz-Birkenau
death camp, the study explores aspects of women’s dehumanization, the
ways in which they sought to maintain connections with their former lives
and identities, and aspects of camp life—non-compassionate responses,
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or the giving of sexual favours, for example—which have often been
passed over. This is one of the first historical studies to outline a possible
future gendered history of trauma, and it is an especially welcome example
for its investigation of the nuanced ways in which both women and men
experienced gender identity as an enabling resource towards their psycho-
logical survival.

Hazel Croft’s study of “Civilian Neuroses in Second World War Britain”
illustrates a different aspect of the ways in which trauma has historically
been erased or downplayed for ideological reasons - what we might call
the “myth of resilience”: the tendency to emphasize ideals of heroic self-
sacrifice, of inherent “national” courage, of a “no neurosis” society. Croft
details the emergence of this idea in the recollection of Britain’s Home
Front during the Second World War, but it is hardly a unique instance,
and tends to recur wherever political advantage, national self-respect or
prestige are in play. As Allan Young noted in his keynote speech at the
Copenhagen AfterShock conference in May 2013, “resilience” became
a prominent theme in public discourse after the US terrorist attacks in
2001." In Britain’s case, the difficulties of managing “shell shock” for
propaganda and military advantages during the Great War led to a later
“no shell shock” policy for combatants, and a parallel “no neurosis” policy
for non-combatants. Croft points out that these policies, political deci-
sions as much as clinical judgements, resulted from anxiety about psy-
chological damage due to large-scale civilian bombardment campaigns.
A reluctance to acknowledge such conditions is not, though, the same as
their absence. Croft’s investigation into the medical encounters between
doctor and patient during the Second World War begins to reveal, then,
how medics served as the frontline police for such conditions. While
this non-conceptualization of trauma had all too obvious financial and
practical advantages to the state, the reality of trauma could only be de-
emphasized, not eliminated. Hence, medics tended to suggest the best
cure was tea and rest, while patients turned to stronger sedatives such as
alcohol. The standby treatments from the trenches of the Western Front
were still very much used by civilians during the Second World War. By
the Second World War though, soldiers’ traumatic conditions sometimes
obtained social prestige, which might be parlayed into heroic status or
victim compensation. Civilian trauma, by contrast, was much less likely
to accrue benefits. Rather, anxiety, depression and “hysteria” suffered the
same under-funding, overcrowding and social stigma as was attached to
those who actually entered “mental hospitals”.
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“Postwar”, Part III, addresses the immediate conditions of return
and re-stabilization following the cessation of World War Two hostili-
ties. Soldiers returning to civilian society and home societies adapting to
the new conditions of peace, exist in a system of mutual reciprocity: each
perceives, shapes and responds in light of the other. The exact nature of
postwar material circumstances, medical insights and morale is critical to
the ways in which each understands the other, and the extent to which
“bad events” are transformed into traumatic responses. Here too there is
the likelihood that traumatic conditions among both soldiers and civilians
will go unacknowledged, be disguised or otherwise be rendered more or
less invisible. Robert Dale’s essay ““No longer normal’: Traumatized Red
Army Veterans in Postwar Leningrad” provides a parallel to the case of
women as trauma victims in the death camps by exploring a similar ideo-
logical erasure among Russian veterans of the Second World War. Yet, the
elusive nature of traumatic responses, and the very different conditions in
which its presence might be acknowledged or retarded, makes any such
parallels less than straightforward. It turns out not to be the case that
war-traumatized soldiers were entirely unacknowledged in late Stalinist
society, but their conditions were nevertheless not as much acknowledged
or treated clinically as managed socially. Traumatized ex-servicemen were
re-acclimatized or failed to reintegrate within the postwar context of fam-
ily and community life. The development of medical ideas in 1920s and
1930s Russia was organic and materialist in ways that were not very differ-
ent, for example, from those of the inter-war German medical establish-
ment. The consequences of traumatic wartime experience were, therefore,
much more likely to be expressed in alcoholism, criminal and anti-social
behaviour. Political ideology may partly account for the failure of medicine
or state institutions, but it appears too that there was a genuine cultural
difficulty in conceptualizing and naming trauma both by professionals and
within communities of wider social interest: in families, in the courts. Since
medical definitions of traumatic aftereffect were so narrow, their range and
extent could never be fully acknowledged or measured, only glimpsed at
a distance. One important implication of Dale’s essay is that unexamined
ideological assumptions dating back to the Cold War have stymied our
historical understanding of trauma as it existed in eastern central Europe,
when the subject is considered at all, which is rarely.

The ways in which trauma can be manipulated—stressed, repressed,
reworked—for social and political ends come to the fore in a different way
in Mikkel Dack’s essay on the Fragebogen, denazification, and trauma in
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Post-WWII Germany. Dack’s argument is that the denazification survey
undertaken by the Allies at the end of the war implicitly invited Germans
to identify themselves as victims, and thereby to dissociate themselves from
difficult or uncomfortable past identifications and events. Against this is
the need to understand historically the human, social and psychological
destruction not just of individuals, but of an entire defeated nation, and,
again, the difficulty—both archival and moral—of exploring the experi-
ence of perceived perpetrator trauma. In Dack’s view, the long-lasting
effect of this victim identification was a collective failure to process suffer-
ing and loss. Deceit and denunciation seemingly sanctioned by the state
bureaucracy made it all the more difficult to reframe individual life stories
or to reconnect communal bonds. Compared to Russia, the advantages to
claiming the status of a traumatized victim in postwar Germany were sig-
nificantly greater. Yet while there was the opportunity to articulate a “use-
able” past, the implications of that use were not fully thought through,
nor perhaps could they be under the circumstances of a defeated, troubled
nation struggling with loss and attempting to survive the difficulties of
day-to-day living. It is no surprise that many were convicted of falsifying
the facts of their former lives. All of this raises important questions about
the complex psychological, social and political reasons why traumatic pasts
might be falsified or exaggerated, about the kinds of traumatic experi-
ence which are socially acceptable, and about the historical conditions
which might lead to a particular instance of trauma commodification or
vilification.

“Recollection”, Part IV, considers the retroactive interpretation of trau-
matic experience within public discourse, and extends the theme of ideolog-
ical manipulation or reworking for explicitly nation-state political purposes.
The role of ideology is highlighted by Sandra Kessler in her essay on remem-
bering the Korean War. “Public and Private: Negotiating Memories of the
Korean War” explores a less well-known setting for traumatic experience,
and in so doing her essay calls into question many of the current western
assumptions about the nature of trauma. With particular stress on mem-
ory making in South Korea, and with a particular interest in cross-cultural
communication, Kessler’s essay highlights the rarity of discussion, not least
across generations, and the ways in which public, politically charged read-
ings of the war can be internalized. This study reveals, then, how traumatic
response may be changed by the very different cultural context of the
Korean War, and in particular what it meant for South Korean participants.
The most intense period of memory suppression, it turns out, was during
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the military dictatorship of 1961-1987. During this time, “wrong” memo-
ries were viewed as politically subversive counter-narratives; bereaved fami-
lies were actively silenced.

Kessler’s account describes too the subsequent era of liberalization in
the 1990s and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 2005, yet the
social dynamics of remembering are not only about political ideologies.
The setting for active recollection—individual, familial, professional—is
also essential to any understanding of how traumatic memory functions
in South Korea today. To examine these processes, Kessler gives a detailed
analysis of the War Memorial of Korea, with its symbolic embodiment
of state ideology. She also reports on two discussions with Korean War
veterans, with as much interest in how they remember as in the content
of their accounts. This is a study of the interrelationship between private
and public memory, of the ways in which political conditions can confuse
and destabilize personal understandings of the past. It is also a study that
reveals the extent to which trauma requires cross-cultural “translation”,
of how clinical categorization and cultural norms differ, and cannot be
understood as commensurate.

Maria Kobielska’s account of the Katyn Massacre in Contemporary
Polish Culture “Endless Aftershock” addresses public and private memory
from another perspective. This chapter is a case study on the public repres-
sion and release of traumatic memory. Kobielska describes some of the
ways in which the traumatic memory of a community, those whose rela-
tives were murdered in 1940, is partially erased, only to find its way back
into public consciousness, reactivated by political changes and later events.
This raises the question of how and in what ways traumatic memory func-
tions under politically repressive regimes such as those in eastern central
Europe during the Cold War. In Kobielska’s account, the repression of
events within public discourse led eventually to a powerful counter-nar-
rative which emerged around anniversary events in the early twenty-first
century. The new prominence of Katyn in Poland’s memory landscape
has developed from a variety of factors, some relatively recent political
developments, but also well-established national traditions: the imposition
and subsequent demolition of the communist state in postwar Poland, the
older political and religious martyrological mythologies, and the Smolensk
air crash of 2010. The methodology of this essay is also worth dwell-
ing on for a moment. First, this analysis moves away from the idea of
trauma defined in relation to a generation that directly experiences it, and
towards the examination of a more dispersed realm of public discourse.
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Second, like Susan Derwin, Maria Kobielska makes a close reading of cul-
tural artefacts. Not an “internal” analysis of the text within itself, but a
social reading of how particular items—a state-sponsored commemora-
tion campaign, a feature film, a poem published in the wake of 1989—
express an evolving, re-interpretive use of the past. This broader form of
cultural analysis is familiar in relation to some well-known, major events
such as the First World War, but remains underused for the examination
of many other moments less familiar in the western memory “canon”.
Here again, by considering the differences between particular kinds of
memory formation, by exploring the ways in which it is directed accord-
ing to localized cultural scripts, it becomes possible to give a more fully
historicized account of traumatic recollection which also has implications
for individual rememberers.

“Representation”, Part V, gives further insight into trauma histori-
cally defined and erased according to gender, manipulated for meta-
phorical and ideological advantage, but equally the ways in which film
can reimagine traumatic memory for witness and healing. Marzana
Sokotowska-Paryz’s essay on “War Rape: Trauma and the Ethics of
Representation” addresses the question of what place rape has in the
representation of war, and how this expresses wider attitudes towards
the traumatic experiences of women. While it is apparent that scholarly
interest is extensive and varied, it is equally clear that rape is especially
difficult to describe as an event in itself rather than as an expression of
some other aspect of wartime experience. More often than not, films
which feature war rape view it through the eyes of the perpetrator, stress
dominant and submissive gender roles, and are comments on character
or situation. Film therefore provides as ideal medium through which to
consider the cultural position of rape in wartime. Through a series of
case studies, the author analyzes filmic representations of rape as meta-
phor and their failed expression of traumatic experience. The author’s
analysis is especially intriguing for its breadth of references, which nev-
ertheless shows a common set of themes across films from Germany,
Poland, Croatia, Russia and the USA. Such an analysis indicates too
that cinema has an important place in the visual analysis of historical
trauma, and that cultural historians of film might well extend and refine
the kinds of analysis initiated by Anton Kaes in Shell Shock Cinema, and
by Sokotowska-Paryz.1?

Peter Leese takes this filmic analysis in a different direction by read-
ing the work of two post-World War Two directors as “ego documents”
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in the archive of traumatic experience. Film is read here as a compul-
sive re-iteration of personal traumatic memory through which individuals
remake successive versions of “bad events”. The forms of these events
can be directly historical, metaphorical, dialogical or even allegorical. The
implication here is that present circumstances direct each successive inter-
pretation of the past, that negotiations to constitute meaning from an irre-
ducible traumatic memory may succeed, but that such memories are just
as likely to remain stubbornly meaningless. Jonas Mekas and Robert Vas
are also significant, as mentioned at the beginning of this introduction,
because their experiences and recollections are beyond the boundary of
what would normally be identified as traumatic. Nevertheless, both men
were caught up with the events of their early years and with their agoniz-
ing moments of departure. Such a reading has much in common with cul-
tural, media and social studies interpretations of film, but equally stresses
the historian’s craft by examining the process and procedures of change
across time. Finally, this examination suggests that traumatic memory is
less a question of binary opposites than a scale of responses, only some of
which have financial, clinical or political implications.

New DIrecTIONS IN HISTORICAL TRAUMA STUDIES

For the “Coda” to the collection, we invited Joanna Bourke, a leading
researcher in the field, to provide a commentary on some of the critical
issues raised by Trammatic Memories, and on possible future directions for
historical trauma studies. Bourke stresses themes that are now emerging
more fully in current research: the history of emotions as a framework, the
language and cultural “reach” of trauma as a concept, and its particular
historical origins and trajectory. Critical difficulties of language, method
and ethics are also raised by Traumatic Memories, not least the problem-
atic ambivalence of trauma scholars towards perpetrators of violence. The
question then arises as to how legitimate it might be to view perpetrators
of'violence as victims of trauma. To name two among the many other criti-
cal issues which demand further investigation: to what extent is “trauma”
a colonizing concept that imposes a western set of expectations and behav-
iours inappropriately and unproductively? How might it help in under-
standing the cultural construction of trauma to consider it as a kind of
“performance”, which can be carried off successfully or fail with disastrous
personal consequences, and which depends on the particular expectations
of any given context and audience?
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Finally, thinking of the emerging themes that run through this col-
lection, and which might be further developed by researchers, the edi-
tors suggest the following. First, historically changing definitions of
trauma: there is an implicit challenge in several of these studies (Croft,
Pine, Dack) to the current PTSD definition of trauma as well as to the
conditions in which it might exist, or be partially erased, and to its “gen-
der neutral” interpretation. Second, sources for the study of trauma: the
use of alternative written and other non-written materials of historical
analysis, for example, fiction and poetry, art objects and films, oral history
and survivor testimony, museums and memorials (Delaporte, Derwin,
Sokotowska-Paryz’s). Third, trauma and agency: to what extent, and
in what ways, do the traumatized have control over their own circum-
stances? In what ways is trauma made or unmade by those who experience
it (Pine, Kobielska, Leese)? Fourth, trauma and return: the varied cir-
cumstances and meanings of homecoming, how personal and communal
responses change the experience, and forgetting as an aid or hindrance to
postwar social development (Dale, Dack, Kessler). Fifth, trauma as ideol-
ogy: the bureaucratic procedures, political interests, and social processes
which act upon trauma to manipulate its meaning through the suppres-
sion or promotion of particular symptoms; the wider context of state,
communal values, and, for example, the Cold War as they shape medical
discourse and popular culture (Pine, Croft, Sokotowska-Paryz). Sixth,
trauma and memory: the interconnectedness of family, communal, state
social dynamics of recollection within a particular society; late memory
and its transmission across generations (Croft, Kessler, Leese).

This collected volume is intended to be a companion to Psychological
Trauma and the Legacies of the First World War, which also emerged out of
a conference at the University of Copenhagen in May 2013. Both of these
volumes contend that the traumatic impact of the world wars was more
complex than the particular, limited symptoms identified by military-
medical establishments. Historians can reconstruct subjective traumas by
using more diverse sources produced by wider groups beyond medical
and political authorities that have been the epicenter of recent scholar-
ship, including family archives, documents from film and photography,
and memoirs of soldiers and civilians. In this context, both combat and
non-combatant wartime experience can be seen as an initial encounter
with trauma. War equally unleashed waves of violence that eventually
resulted in socio-economic marginalization, and sometimes in abuse at
the hands of medics; soldiers, civilians and physicians could all be affected
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by wartime brutalization and its after effects. Wartime psychological
trauma was thus not confined to the battlefield: combat was the epicen-
ter of a chain reaction of traumatic experiences that require historians to
broaden their approach, to locate “hidden” psychological wounds, and to
confront the continuing, long-term effects of war.
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CHAPTER 2

Making Trauma Visible

Sophie Delaporte

The question of psychic trauma first arose in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century in the exchanges between Freud and Breuer. Thus, it
was during these prewar years that the initial framework for understand-
ing trauma was outlined. In a text published in 1895, Studies on Hysteria,
Freud wrote: “Psychical trauma—or more precisely the memory of the
trauma—acts like a foreign body.” He also highlighted the suffering
endured by the patient when confronting reminiscences: “The traumatic
memory does not wear away”, adding: “It must be abreacted.” The theory
of abreaction came a little later, in 1905, in the text entitled Psychical (Or
Mental) Treatment, the mental treatment advocated by Freud being that
of a “treatment (whether of mental or physical disorders)[...] that uses
words, the essential tool of mental treatment”. Freud goes on to evoke the
“magical power” of words in this respect. His analytical technique as well
as his concept of trauma thus gradually came to be defined in the course of
these writings, nourished by the discussions he maintained with his main
disciples: Ferenczi, Abraham and Jung.

From this point of view, the question of psychic trauma would appear
to be inextricably linked to the birth of “psycho-analysis”, and on the
eve of the Great War a rough outline of Freud’s clinical theory and his
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definition of trauma would already seem to be in place. While “Freudian”
thinking had reached the USA, the UK, Germany and France, the num-
ber of converts remained fairly low. The one element missing from the
construction of this thinking on trauma was supplied by the Great War,
which transformed the relationship to death due to the very high number
of casualties and to the violence of their deaths (let us recall that death
in war now almost exclusively meant violent death). Added to the great
number of dead were the huge numbers of psychically wounded and the
diversity and spectacular nature of their psychic suffering in its various
expressions, particularly through the inscription of traumatic experience
in the body. The number of traumatic experiences observed and the vari-
ety of their forms were a factor in heightening the awareness of medical
staff in their examination of the sources of the trauma as well as in their
responses to it.

The various studies on the subject produced by historians highlight the
great variety of terms used in the medical discourse to qualify the trauma:
mental shock, shell shock, “commotion”, psychoneurosis, Kriegsnenrose
(war neurosis) and so on. But the words used to describe the observed
phenomena, the causes identified to explain them and the methods used
to treat the men suffering from mental and/or nervous disorders attest
to the medical staff’s powerlessness to grasp the mechanisms of psychic
trauma and to conceive of it as a clinical entity. The descriptions essentially
point to organic causes and predispositions as triggers for war trauma.

Care practices emphasized brutality as a means of flushing out simula-
tors. Rather than a simple denial of psychic suffering, this approach must
be seen as a failure to understand the symptoms being observed. But the
war helped change the conditions of care for the psychically wounded:
doctors insisted on the need to provide care rapidly by having medical
facilities set up near the battlefield, as early as February 1915 in the French
case, so as to avoid creating a rupture between the injured soldier and the
primary group, or of separating him from the “battle atmosphere”. The
organization of these conditions was elevated into a set of principles by the
American psychiatrist Thomas Salmon, now a reference for all contempo-
rary scholars of the psyche.

As Freud stated in 1920: “The question [of psychic trauma] was
not closed.” He had already written in August 1919: “I have now cho-
sen as nourishment the theme of death.” The fundamental step in the
construction and articulation of thinking on the question of psychic
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trauma occurred after the war, with the text written between March and
April 1919 and published in 1920, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, not
long after his Reflections on War and Death, which appeared in 1915. In
Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud describes the psychic apparatus and
the infraction caused by the direct experience of death. This text therefore
completed his thinking on trauma by identifying the decisive element in
psychic trauma: death. It describes the terror caused by being confronted
with death and its breach of the psychic membrane where it poses as a
foreign body in the psyche, obsessively and recurrently presenting itself to
the patient in the form of reminiscences.

Beyond the Pleasure Principle provided Freud with the arguments he
needed to affirm his clinical conception of trauma. The paradox here is
that Freud theorized psychic trauma without ever treating psychically
wounded soldiers. While he had an intimate relationship with the war, as
his sons were on the battlefield, his relations with the psychically injured
were indirect: they were based on the experiences and analyses of Ferenczi,
Simmel or Abraham, his main disciples, who were all involved in the war
(Figs. 2.1,2.2,2.3,and 2.4).

Distinguishing between the impact of stress and trauma on the psyche
does not come from Freud, although he described it in so many words. In
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fact, these diagrams are taken from a journal founded in 2000 by French
and French-speaking psychiatrists, La revue francophone du stvess et du
trauma. Almost all the contributors are military psychiatrists—Frangois
Lebigot, Guy Briole, Louis Crocq, Bernard Lafont, Dominique Vallet and
so on—and belong to the new school of Val-de-Grice, founded in the
early 1990s. In France, the question of psychic trauma occupies a small
number of psychiatrists (again, almost exclusively military psychiatrists),
who have the triple qualification of psychiatrist, psychologist and psycho-
analyst. The journal publishes the results of their clinical experience of the
trauma induced by war and peacetime attacks (notably those perpetrated
in Paris in 1986) and presents their thinking on psychic trauma.

These psychiatrists propose a “conception” that wishes to be “innova-
tive” but is primarily a reappropriation of Freud’s theory, to which they
adhere very closely. This adherence is reflected in the vocabulary of their
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discourse but also in their clinical principles. Creating a journal provided
an outlet for their theories. This school of thought was born out of oppo-
sition to the conceptions advocated in the 1980s in the English-speaking
world, in particular the inclusion in the third edition of the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disovders (DSM-II1) of the “post-traumatic
stress disorder” (PTSD) diagnosis favoring the “stressing” dimension of
trauma (as reflected in the term “post-traumatic cultures”).!

From 1914 onwards, behind the diagnosis of “mental shock” and
“shell shock” used by doctors to label mental and nervous disorders, one
comes across terms such as “strain”, “exhaustion” and “anxiety” in the
common medical language. From the following year, the word “stress”
appears, cited by the physician William Osler, who, in June 1915, stated:
“An explanation is to be found [for nervous disorders] in the extraordi-
nary stress and strain of trench fighting.”? The term “stress” was widely
taken up by doctors until the end of the war as one of the causes of “shell
shock”. For example, in a paper published in the leading medical journal
The Lancet in 1916, the psychiatrist Elliot G. Smith presented shell shock
as “the culmination of months of mental strain” and “emotional stress”.?

While doctors emphasized exposure to exploding shells in their analy-
sis of “shell shock”, they also identified other primary sources. Indeed,
there were many for whom the etiology of nervous and mental disorders
could be traced to a combination of factors conducive to both physical and
emotional exhaustion, factors related to the permanent state of strain to
which the combatants were subjected. As one author noted: “These phe-
nomena are particularly likely to occur under the effects of the shock of an
explosion and prolonged exposure to states of nervous strain and physi-
cal exhaustion, all superimposed.”* Another pointed out that “the mental
symptoms may come from shell shock or be the result of the prolonged
nervous strain imposed by the conditions of war”.> Doctors were there-
fore highlighting the accumulation of physical and mental fatigue (“The
primary causes are physical fatigue and mental strain”), going so far as to
speak of a “nervous breakdown”.® Shell shock was therefore understood
to be caused by a combination of factors that exhausted physical energy
and made soldiers emotionally vulnerable.

From this period onwards, English-speaking authors emphasized the
various factors that weaken combatants’ nervous resistance, even evok-
ing a “breakdown point”. The term “stress” again features extensively
in the language used in English-speaking commentaries during World
War II. Indeed, in the course of the war, the use of “stress” became
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increasingly prevalent in descriptions of mental disorders, appearing in
a variety of designations: “combat stress”, “battle stress”, “prolonged
stress”, “emotional stress”, “physical stress”, “acute combat stress”,
“stress of battle” and so on.

In Men under Stress)” published on January 1, 1945, Roy Grinker and
John P. Spiegel describe many stress-related patient cases, for the most
part Air Force crew members or pilots. This work was a milestone in the
study of war-induced “psychoneurosis” for the fundamental importance it
attributed to “stress” in the onsct of neuroses. Indeed, henceforth “stress”
stood out as the main factor in determining psychic trauma. The authors
describe the psychological mechanisms subjecting the “normal” individual
to situations of stress, and, more particularly, to the stress imposed during
wartime. They thereby reaffirm that any given individual placed under
“sufficient stress may show failure of adaptation”, reaching the famous
“breakdown point”, an argument they insist on in several places in the
text, referring to “Everyman’s struggle to master his own environment”
or “Everyman’s everyday failures or neurotic compromises with reality”.
The combatant’s environment is what determines the breaking point to
which stress leads. The key idea therefore remains “stress”.

The process started in the middle of the Great War gathered momen-
tum during World War II and during the second half of the twentieth
century with various contributions, in particular the study by Hans Selye
published in 1956, The Stress of Life, which adopted the findings of Grinker
and Spiegel that established stress as a doctrine before it became a diag-
nosis with “post-traumatic stress disorder”. Indeed, the DSM-III PTSD
diagnosis should perhaps only be viewed as the outcome of a reflection on
psychic trauma that started during World War I and was not completed
until the Vietnam War.

I will insist here on French and French-speaking descriptions of psychic
trauma to highlight the split that occurred with those of the English-
speaking world. Indeed, the original split appears to have widened into a
huge gap that is particularly difficult for the historian to understand.

Are there different ways of thinking psychic trauma, of defining it, of
understanding its mechanisms? Is there a right and a wrong way of think-
ing through trauma? What is meant by “aftershock” and “post-traumatic”:
simply after the trauma? Should we focus on the care given in the imme-
diacy of the traumatic event, during and after the war? Does “aftershock”
necessarily mean “after war”? And what are the correct equivalents of
these terms in French? These questions also invite historians to consider
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how they should approach the subject: archival research, identification of
the issues and analysis. The historical approach proposed here intends to
be a reappropriation of the object: psychic trauma. In the French case
in particular, psychiatrists for a long time acted as the historians of their
discipline, which only serves to highlight the reticence of historians to deal
with the subject. In this chapter, I wish to undertake a history of psychic
trauma that goes beyond temporal limits, those of wartime and peacetime,
so as to properly emphasize the porosity that exists between these two
times. One cannot overlook the impact of war experience over time, and
this has been the case since the Great War to the present. I will therefore
examine the concepts of “aftershock” and “post-traumatic” in terms of
the visibility and invisibility of archival tools, while considering how these
sources have been questioned by historians in their analysis of how psychic
trauma has been theorized and treated.

AFTERSHOCK

After the Great War, the demobilization of medical staff and psychically
injured patients largely deprived historians of any insight into psychic
trauma due to the lack of archival sources. In this context, the studies
of the American physician Thomas Salmon have become essential read-
ing. Shortly after the signing of the Armistice, while working under the
auspices of the National Committee for Mental Hygiene in New York,
Salmon undertook an interesting study of psychically injured patients
he had observed during the war at Base Hospital 117, in La Fauche,
France.®

In fact, this was to be the first statistical study providing “follow-up”
and visibility of the psychic patients who returned to the USA after the
war. It was an “epidemiological” study, based on a small number of people
already treated for mental /nervous disorders, gathering feedback on their
posttreatment situations. A second survey on the same population was
conducted a little later again, in 1924-1925.°

This experiment would appear to be the first of its kind and without
equivalent in the other countries involved in the war. While these stud-
ies chart the condition of veterans suffering from war-induced psychic
injury/neurosis in the short and medium term after the war, other cat-
egories of veterans—the able or physically disabled—fall outside of this
type of survey. This omission underlines the non-inclusion of disorders
that manifested themselves after the end of the Great War.
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The purpose of these studies was to define the conditions in which a
small group of combatants diagnosed as “war neurotics” had returned to
civilian life and the ways in which they were or were not rehabilitated. To
this end, a questionnaire was designed and a letter was personally addressed
to each “shell-shocked veteran” in order to determine how these men had
re-adapted to civilian life, especially their ability to work and to reintegrate
socially. Out of the 2590 veterans contacted, 758 responded. Although
we will not go into the details of the results here, it is worth noting that
Salmon’s classification identified the following categories: normal, neu-
rotic, fatigued, disabled and psychotic.

For Thomas Salmon, the most important factor in the reintegration of
veterans into civil society was the efforts made by government agencies.!?
These agencies strove to help veterans socially, by finding them employ-
ment or vocational training, but they also provided them with housing,
care and, most importantly, financial assistance through pensions. Thus,
in the rehabilitation process, acquiring or returning to a job emerged as
an essential step because it opened the door to easier reintegration with
the rest of the civilian community. The other key element in this process
was highlighted by the study on veterans of the two world wars published
by Willard Walter Waller in 1944 entitled The Veteran Comes Back, and
more precisely the contribution of one of his chapters, “The Veteran Must
Adjust To Family Living.” Waller stressed the importance of emotional
and family ties in returning to civilian life, a process that often required the
veteran to “readjust”, which in fact meant lowering the violence thresh-
olds acquired on the battlefield.

In the American case, the tools devised during the Great War to moni-
tor and help veterans readjust to civilian life were taken up and developed
for the second global conflict of the early twentieth century. Such efforts
to assist veterans during and after World War II were made primarily in
English-speaking countries, especially in the USA, which had an estimated
half a million veterans with neuropsychological disorders.!! Many follow-
up studies are available in which the rehabilitation efforts undertaken are
highlighted, particularly regarding the establishment of hospital and social
structures for veterans, programs favoring admission into schools or re-
enrollment and the allocation of financial assistance.'?

Here again, the efforts undertaken to assist the “readjustment” to
civilian life support Salmon’s idea concerning the importance of employ-
ment as a means of fitting back into society. However, the place assigned
to delayed trauma in this range of measures appears nonexistent, with
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practically all the surveys conducted on populations of “war-neurotic”
veterans. In fact, it was not until 1965, with the study by H. Archibald
and T. Tuddenham,'® 20 years after the end of World War I1, that atten-
tion focused on the occurrence of aftereffects. In this study, the authors
drew a comparison between “neurotic” and “non-neurotic” patients.
They emphasized the persistence of common symptoms in these two
groups: high anxiety, loss of attention and concentration, sleep distur-
bance, recurring nightmares and various somatizations, a set of symptoms
that characterize psychic trauma.

Specialists of the psyche then began to include a very large new group
in their studies, that of nontraumatized veterans, who had been neglected
until the Vietnam War.

In the British case, there had been no follow-up in the form of surveys
in the interwar period. The bulk of the efforts went to allocating pen-
sions, which in its own way was a form of recognition. The medical estab-
lishment gradually followed the American practice of conducting surveys
among veterans.

In the French case, the psychically injured veterans still in hospital after
the Armistice were demobilized and transferred to psychiatric facilities,
that is to say asylums. The option of internment had been chosen to the
exclusion of financial compensation or pensions. At the same time, psychi-
cally injured veterans were left out of organizations founded to represent
valid or maimed veterans, which often acted as substitutes for the state,
especially in finding employment for disabled veterans. Moreover, most
of the organizations’ discourse focused on improving veterans’ rights, in
particular with regard to pensions and jobs; in some cases, their demands
concerned “rest homes” (maisons de repos), types of shelters for veterans
who were rejected or marginalized in postwar French society.

Overall, the discourse employed by the organizations was very assertive.
They also largely took over the role of representing the views of former
veterans, whether able or disabled, during the war, but especially after the
war, in a way preventing veterans from speaking for themselves, including
about their suffering, as in the case of amputees.

Subsequently, in the second half of the twentieth century, there was
little change in France in the approach to mental trauma, in terms of both
the recognition and the consideration of delayed trauma. The words used
to describe disorders closely followed the language used during the Great
War and the care methods were modeled on US and British practices, as
shown in one of the few French contributions on this subject for World



MAKING TRAUMA VISIBLE 33

War II (Sutter).' In total, there were very few publications and there are
very few archives to speak of either.

In Indochina, psychic trauma was treated as a social disease in the same
way as alcoholism and tuberculosis. Doctors recorded almost 35,000 cases
of neuropsychiatric ailments, of which 20,000 involved hospitalizations
and 5000 repatriations to France.!®> However, in light of the high fre-
quency of observed cases, they pointed to predisposing factors: debility
(including reference to “mental defectives” and “unstable” personalities),
regretting that such cases had not been filtered out before departure, and
alcoholism, which sometimes was also present before enlistment. But they
did not tie alcohol use to confrontation with “traumatic” events, despite
alcohol being at the time the only treatment available to soldiers to try to
tame “the beast within”.

One finds the same discourse and attitude in the Algerian War.
There seems to have been no care provided to the men of the French
Expeditionary Corps in Indochina during and even after the war upon
their return to France, despite some enduring particularly harsh experi-
ences, notably those held captive in Viet Minh camps. Certainly, no fol-
low-up study on their condition has ever been conducted. One of the
most revealing examples of this “abandonment” was described by Louis
Crocq at a symposium at the Val-de-Grice in 2009-10 and included in
his latest publication in 2012, 16 lecons sur le trauma” ' where it is dis-
cussed in the tenth lesson on “Trauma and sleep” (I have collated both
accounts here). The case concerns a former legionnaire who fought in
Indochina from 1950 to 1954 and participated in the Battle of Dien Bien
Phu, during which he experienced an “explosion-induced concussion”:
he was sent flying by an exploding shell and remained unconscious for a
few moments. After the battle, he was taken prisoner, so, in addition to
his battle experience he endured captivity, hunger, thirst, torture (physi-
cal and psychological) and exhausting marches. One night, during one of
these walks, he collapsed and was left for dead by the roadside. Taken in
and fed by Vietnamese peasants, he preferred to give himself up to be with
his comrades rather than escape.

His captors, a little surprised to see him again, assigned him to a small
team of prisoners in charge of burying their comrades who died in the
camps. Every morning, when they came to bury new bodies, they discov-
ered that the rats had dug up the corpses buried the day before, and had
begun to devour them. This experience marked him deeply and left him
with feelings of guilt.
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After his demobilization, he was confronted with reminiscences that
occurred primarily at night in the form of sleepwalking nightmares, which
became particularly frequent after he retired from the army in the early
1980s. Several times a week, he would rise from his bed in the middle of
the night, go downstairs and outside into his garden, where he picked up
a shovel. After making holes larger than 40-cm deep, he went back to his
room and in the morning, his wife informed him that he had got up in
the night again to dig holes in the garden. It was not until 50 years after
his experience at Dien Bien Phu that he decided to consult a psychiatrist,
at his wife’s insistence. For all the intervening years, he had been haunted
by those terrible images and dug holes in the garden! For all those years,
he received no help to process his reminiscences and overcome the guilt
attached to his trauma.

No provision of care, no recognition and therefore no pensions. Let
us note that here it is the patient who goes to the doctor, not the other
way round. This situation has persisted right up to today, resulting in an
attitude verging on negation. Let us consider this statement by Maurice
Bazot, the former head of psychiatry at the Val-de-Grace: “When a patient
comes to see me in order to be examined and for us to grant him a pen-
sion, I say to him, ‘And what can you do for yourself?””'” Thus, French
psychiatrists played their part in the French state’s failure to provide care
to veterans suffering from trauma as well as its nonrecognition of their
suffering. Recognizing veterans’ trauma means recognizing their right to
a pension and therefore has financial consequences.

MAKING TRAUMA INVISIBLE

The experience of the Vietnam War appears to have played a crucial
role in understanding the impact of traumatic experience over time, with
many studies stressing the influence this event had on how doctors took
the delayed onset of trauma into account. I will not dwell on it fur-
ther here; we are all familiar with the way it shaped thinking on psychic
trauma.

The DSM-III immediately sparked strong resistance among French
psychiatrists. First, because there was already a French classification,
drafted by researchers at the Institut national de ln santé et de la vecherche
médicale (INSERM) and published in 1968, which recognized “neuroses
and neurotic states”. Second, because more generally in Europe, classifica-
tions are based on the notion of disease and therefore on the elaboration
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of psychopathological theories that support nosology. Above all, the noso-
logical framework of “neuroses”—a Freudian concept—is nullified in the
DSM-III and replaced by disorders classified on a descriptive basis. In the
English-speaking world, in its acute form, the state of post-traumatic stress
is considered as lasting longer than one day and up to four weeks, whereas
in the French-speaking world, it is understood as not exceeding one hour.
However, no distinction is made here between stress and trauma, and the
use of the term “traumatic stress” in the English literature is indicative
of the confusion that exists between the two concepts. The view in the
French-speaking world was that stress disappears or else signs of a durable
traumatic neurosis in its latent or “meditation” phase begin to appear,
accompanied by the first flashbacks (post-immediate phase).

Consequently, French doctors categorically refuse to use the word stress
to define these symptoms. In their analysis, stress is defined as “the imme-
diate, biological, physiological and psychological reaction to an alert, the
individual’s mobilization and defense against aggression or threat”. As
such, it remains a short-lived response, the stress disappearing along with
the “stressor”. The DSM preferred to abandon the concept of traumatic
neurosis in favor of PTSD; however, in the PTSD diagnosis, the use of the
word stress poses a problem. For this reason, French clinicians prefer the
term “deferred psycho-traumatic syndrome”.

The conceptions developed in the DSM-III became established as the
international standards used by the World Health Organization (WHO)
and the International Classification of Diseases (ICDs) in 1992. The rati-
fication of the PTSD diagnosis thus affirmed the hegemony of American
thinking on trauma. Let us recall here the example of the recent opera-
tions in Iraq (Operation Iraqi Freedom) and Afghanistan (Operation
Enduring Freedom). While exact figures exist for the number of fatalities
and injuries, the number of “psychically injured” appears more difficult to
quantify.

The medical discourse is predominantly based on epidemiological sur-
veys. For the historian, these surveys are easy to use: the essential infor-
mation is found in the summary while the rest of the survey is generally
confined to statistical methods. Indeed, given their statistical nature, these
studies make no allowance for the individual experiences endured by psy-
chically injured veterans. In almost all cases, they insist on the precocity
and intensity of the occurrence of psychiatric disorders, in particular upon
returning home; they also provide a record of the moment of the trauma’s
occurrence and the number of traumas that occurred. While the percentage
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of medical evacuations for psychic trauma seems very low, the figures are
clearly much higher for deferred disorders diagnosed upon the veterans’
return home.

As pointed out by Sandor Ferenczi: “Psychoanalysis has taught us that
it is not so much the statistical analysis of a large number of cases but the
comprehensive investigation of individual cases that may lead to progress
in the theory of neuroses.”!®

More surprisingly, in the American (and British) medical discourse, we
find a new category of trauma called “Mild Trauma Brain Injury”, desig-
nated by the term MTBI and applied by English-speaking psychiatrists in
their clinical approach to “shell shock”, one symptom of which is minor
concussion.!”” MTBI is involved in approximately 20 % of such injuries.
However, doctors try to distinguish these mild concussions from states
of post-traumatic stress. Indeed, concussions tend to fade quickly with
rest. The blasts of the shells produce lesions that could explain the psychic
trauma—the proof is provided by medical imaging!

Even more than the ineffectiveness of the methods used, what is particu-
larly striking here is their powerlessness to prevent and curb the occurrence
of psychic trauma, as well as to attenuate its manifestations (self-inflicted
violence). The other aspect that emerges from this set of studies—which
attest to a particularly dense medical discourse—is the attention devoted
to war experiences. However, sequences relating encounters with death,
so crucial in the Freudian conception of trauma, are almost entirely absent
from these accounts. When it is mentioned, death is part of a much wider
array of “stressful” factors. When I questioned Frangois Lebigot, one
of the leading French specialists in war-induced psychic trauma, about
the omission of the factor of death in the English-speaking research, he
replied: “It is because they haven’t read Freud.”?°

One of the consequences of this “rejection” of Freud in the English-
speaking world is evident in the types of responses to veterans’ psycho-
logical suffering, which primarily seek to treat the symptoms including
sleeping pills for insomnia, antidepressants for a state of depression, thus
masking the core of the problem and refusing “intellectual” therapies,
to borrow the idea put forward by Rivers in Instinct and the Unconscious
(1920).2

As the medical discourse does not always give insight into the patients’
views, it is important for the historian to draw on other types of sources.
The purpose here in using these sources is not to proceed in the manner
of a clinician, for that would be overstepping the bounds of the historian’s
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function, rather it is to more closely examine the viewpoint of the survi-
vors of traumatic events however they may seek to express it.

Indeed, while the suffering endured by the vast majority of survivors
is shrouded in silence, we have access to a number of written, oral and
pictorial testimonies that have been overlooked by the medical world. It
is important for the historian to use these sources, to understand them as
acts of representation and to analyze their content in terms of encoun-
ters with death. This is the approach we shall emphasize in the following
section.

MAKING TRAUMA VISIBLE

The historian’s ability to see the trauma endured by the psychically
wounded is largely dependent on the work of specialists of the psyche.
Until the end of the two world wars, the latter, as we have seen, empha-
sized the rehabilitation of “shell-shocked” veterans at the expense of undi-
agnosed, “concussed” veterans who also suffered as a result of their war
experience.

Many of them kept this suffering quiet, out of modesty or due to an
inability to express or articulate it, or simply because there was no one to
listen. In fact, very few were able to represent their psychic trauma, in the
sense given by Freud, namely their encounters with death. Their suffer-
ing thus does not seem to have received any support or any consideration
for the delayed occurrence of trauma. Consequently, it also escaped the
attention of historians, who have almost exclusively relied on the medical
sources for their analyses. The historian is apparently at a loss when faced
with the silence of the medical establishment regarding this population
of the interwar and postwar periods. But silence does not equate with an
absence of pain related to the experience of death.

To overcome the almost total lack of medical sources, the historian
must therefore look beyond the medical discourse, especially since this dis-
course was increasingly founded, or in some cases exclusively founded, on
epidemiological surveys. To grasp the viewpoint of the psychically injured
person, it is necessary to reinterpret veterans’ representations of the expe-
rience of war upon their return. In adopting this approach, the aim is not
to propose a psychiatric evaluation, much less a therapeutic analysis, but to
understand how they lived with this foreign body in their minds and above
all what the content of this foreign body was. Can the historian identify or
recognize trauma? Without trying to replace the specialist of the psyche,
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the historian can proceed by focusing more closely on the representation
of the psyche’s relationship with death, in other words, on traumatogra-
phy, whatever the modes of expression used: writing, painting, handicraft,
the spoken word, cinema and so on. The core idea is to render the suffer-
ing linked to the psychic trauma visible beyond a medical discourse and to
closely study the sequences in which the witness expresses his relationship
with death. It is an invitation to examine all accounts afresh, to understand
the history of psychic trauma, the impact of the encounters with death,
what words are used to express the closeness to death, the death of one’s
loved family and friends, one’s own death and that of the anonymous
other. Analyzing this encounter with death is also part of the historian’s
job.

Let us turn our attention to an object here (Fig. 2.5). It is in fact an
object that was held in storage at the Historical Museum of the Great
War in Péronne, France, which describes a “traumatic experience”. We
can safely state that it was made after the war, imagined or manufactured
following the war experience. It is certainly clear that it does not belong
to the “trench crafts” category. Upon closer examination therefore, this
three-dimensional “painting maquette” represents the narrow plot of the
battlefield in Champagne on which, on October 27, 1915, the Germans
launched an attack using chemical weapons. The representation of the
event is not solely based on the object in its materiality. It is also based—as
is the case for most pictorial representations—on a representation in writ-
ing, which is inscribed in the object itself and its header, thus orienting the
viewer’s interpretation, as if the three-dimensional image alone could not
give sufficient meaning to the event.

“Memory of my 21st birthday. On way back from the Sabot woods on
October 27, 1915, the 13th Dragoon regiment relieved the old infantry-
men stationed at La Ferme des Marquises in Champagne at 4 am. We were
waiting on orders. As the wind was from the north, the squaddies were
eager to leave. So we took the full brunt of the attack. The whole first line
was gassed. As the wind changed from north to south the second line was
spared. The Krauts weren’t able to come out of their trenches. At least
our artillery gave them a good pounding. While the second line came up
to take position on the first line those of us still alive were taken back to
the first-aid station located in a deep shelter, left to lie on the ground until
night fell and then evacuated in darkness to Mourmelon-le-Petit through
the fields, on the back of baggage train carts. We were bumped around
so much on the potholed roads so that the most badly injured comrades
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couldn’t help groaning with pain. As soon as we arrived, we were taken
up to the second floor to a room laid out as a dormitory. The only treat-
ment available was to drink water and to smoke cigarettes for those that
could. A lot of comrades died after horrible suffering before our evacua-
tion to Chalon-sur-Saéne on October 29, 1915. T have to say that if I am
still alive, “I have my full 2-litre can of wine to thank”. I drank it in a rage
between the front line and the first-aid station shouting the bastards, they
won’t drink it while I’m asleep. At 3 pm at the first-aid station I spewed
everything I had absorbed, gas and wine. That’s why I’ve held on to that
can ever since. Amiot.”

TEXT ON THE PAINTING (left to right, by line)

Machine Dugout for poilus on Firing bank  Small advanced post for
gunners’ guard during night and night sentry

dugout, 13th day

Dragoon

regiment

Ist line: on October 27 1915, in the early hours, screams of horror (the gas arrives) The
wind was from the north and we had no masks.
The wind from the north

brings death
Dugout for poilus  Barbed wire repair
in reserve with— work and other tasks
2nd line
First-aid station Very deep shelter to

hold the badly

wounded to be

evacuated at night to

the hospital.

Sector known as La Ferme des Marquises
Ammunition depot

Toward the  Storage area for corpses to
field kitchen  avoid them being eaten by
on the 4th rats before being buried.
line.

Amiot, the witness to the event, has depicted a section of the battlefield
in Champagne located at a place called La Ferme des Marquises, where
the Germans launched a chemical weapons attack on October 27, 1915.
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Based on the journey he made from the front during his medical evacua-
tion, Amiot represented the organization of the sector that was the scene
of the traumatic event. He relates, through the means of the modeled
object, what he saw of the event and what he heard. This sensory percep-
tion of the event is typical of a trauma, here that of an encounter with
death caused by asphyxiating gases.

The witness was struck above all by the “spectacular” nature of death by
gas, despite the relatively low mortality rate. Here, I refer to the example
given by the psychiatrist Thomas Salmon in his postwar report on psychic
trauma: “One morning a large number of soldiers were returned to the field
hospital diagnosed as gas casualties. The influx continued for about eight
days, and the number of patients reached about five hundred. The divisional
gas officer failed to find any clinical evidence of gas inhalation or burning
[...] Physical and neurological examination was practically negative, and the
mental findings were inconclusive. Most of the patients had the fixed con-
viction that they had been gassed and would usually describe all the details
with convincing earnestness and generally with some dramatic quality of
expression. [...] It was obvious on examination that they were not really
gassed. Further, it was inconceivable that they should be malingerers.”*

But on closer inspection, one can see that Amiot has only depicted a
portion of the Champagne battlefield. This object made by one of the
survivors of the attack—a gas victim, like many of his comrades in the
front line—in fact represents a pulmonary tree with thick black veins and
alveoli, the same black as the asphyxiated soldiers’ oxygen-deprived blood.

The alveoli filled with lymph and black blood, this liquid flooding the
alveolar sacs until the entire lung cavity was submerged. Pulmonary edema
resembles a “sponge when taken out of water”. This is what causes the gas
victim to die by asphyxiation.??

The victims literally drowned in their own body fluid. But Amiot could
not have depicted the alveoli without having seen them, nor could he
have depicted a part of a drowned/congested lung without also seeing
one firsthand.

It is likely that the witness had to endure serious sequelae as a result
of the attack on October 27, 1915, perhaps to the point of having a lung
partly or fully removed. Or, more simply, perhaps he saw a large diagram
of a lung in a medical office, or had it pointed out to him by the doctor
who treated him after the war.



42 S. DELAPORTE

The representation may have another explanation: Amiot left the part
of his body injured by the gas released on October 27, perhaps also the
day of his twenty-first birthday, behind on the battlefield. Thus, the object
is primarily the representation of the gas attack, that is to say the moment
of infraction, through the confrontation with death, others’ death in “hor-
rible suffering” and his own too. Furthermore, it is a representation of the
aggression against his lungs and the serious aftereffects he endured as a
result. The object is at once a representation of mental distress and of an
attack on his body.

The Amiot object?* also raises the question of the psychological impact
of chemical weapons and the treatment or lack of treatment thereof by
doctors during and especially after the war. It is a question that is mainly
palpable through the English-speaking medical discourse. The writings
of French doctors, whose primary interest was in the visible, anatomi-
cal effects of gas, are almost entirely devoid of reference to psychological
sequelae.

The English-speaking literature on the subject assimilates it with the
issue of shell shock, even if the studies do take note of the specific body
movements observed in gas victims, described in particular by Harold
Hulbert.?® However, the medical discourse does not recognize any psy-
chic “specificity” with regard to the victims of chemical weapons. Terms
such as “gas syndrome”, “gas hysteria” or “gas neurosis” occur, but these
are used in reference to a diagnosis of shell shock, namely the inscription
of the relationship with death in the body through somatization (tics or
unconscious hand movements such as raising the hand to the throat or
putting a mask on), signs of anxiety and suffocation (gasping for air), par-
esthesia, attacks of delirium or stupor, signs of convulsions, for example.
These symptoms may also be associated with nightmares and the reliv-
ing of past experiences. The only sequelae accepted by the American and
British doctors essentially emphasize—as is the case with French doctors—
respiratory, cardiac and pulmonary complications, but not trauma.

Above all, as notably illustrated by a recent study based on veterans’
records by Edgar Jones,?® the doctor’s reports note symptoms such as
shortness of breath, chest pain, wheezing, heart palpitations and chronic
bronchitis without organic lesions. In 1929, Thomas Salmon wrote in
Neuropsychiatry, one of the volumes published in the Medical Department
of the USA in World War*” series, that there were as many cases of gas
neurosis as there were of exposure to gas (US records list some 70,000
soldiers exposed to chemical weapons and admitted for treatment).
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What the studies based on this type of analysis show is, first, the unique-
ness of each of the soldiers’ experiences, and second, that a common
thread emerges, the crux of the soldiers’ experience being based on their
encounter with death, whether consisting of one or several encounters.
There are no rules and there is not always a hierarchy set by the witnesses
with regard to their encounter with the death of the other, or the intimate
encounter with their own. A considerable sensory dimension is associated
with their relationship with death, which is related in visual, tactile, olfac-
tory and acoustic terms and sometimes in terms of taste.

It would seem almost impossible to claim that the act of representation
enables the survivor to definitively put the traumatic event at a distance.
All the more so in the Amiot case given that there is no record of the
patient beyond the object he produced. Nevertheless, one may consider
that representing the event or events that have assaulted the psyche is a
way for the person who experienced them to assert some form of owner-
ship and distancing, which in itself is significant.

CONCLUSION

It is not for the historian to take sides with one or the other camp, but to
assess the facts and to emphasize the rigidity of the stances taken by both,
as broadly described here, in relation to the thinking and treatment of
psychic trauma, whether in the immediacy of the event or at a later stage.
The challenge for the historian is therefore to go beyond the medical dis-
course that for a long time concealed the suffering endured by veterans,
particularly in the first half of the twentieth century, in order to make this
highly particular trauma visible.

While the concept of “stress” first emerged in 1915, with English
and American doctors emphasizing the impact of the soldier’s environ-
ment in their diagnoses of “shell shock” and subsequently “war neuro-
ses”, it became more prominent during World War 11, to the point of
being identified as the main factor in pushing soldiers to “breaking point”.
Paradoxically, the medical discourse in the English-speaking world disre-
gards Freud’s theory regarding death as the factor fragmenting the psyche
but adheres to the therapies advocated by Freud, particularly abreaction.

The principal arguments of Roy Grinker and John Spiegel’s Men
Under Stress were largely taken up by neurophysiologist Hans Selye
in the mid-1950s, contributing to the dissemination of the stress
doctrine until it was definitively defined as a diagnosis in 1980 under
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“post-traumatic stress disorder”. Its adoption by the international clas-
sification attests to the hegemony of American thinking on trauma.
French psychiatrists tried to resist this hegemony, preferring to insist on
the basis of Freudian thought and emphasizing death as the only ele-
ment that causes an infraction in the psyche. These two ways of thinking
draw on rather disparate therapeutic approaches: one (American and
English) promoting drug-based responses; the other (French) essen-
tially advocating verbal therapy. What strikes the historian today are the
difficulties that both approaches experience in their efforts to relieve the
victims’ suffering.
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CHAPTER 3

Moral Injury: Two Perspectives

Susan Derwin

There is a growing awareness that the diagnosis and treatment of post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in military service members has not
been an effective means of dealing with the psychological trauma of war.
Mental health professionals who treat soldiers returning from Iraq and
Afghanistan have perceived a disparity between soldiers’ psychological
responses to combat and the officially identified cause of PTSD), which is
fear. William Nash, who in 2004 served in Iraq as a combat psychiatrist,
notes that after the Battle of Fallujah, not fear, but “survivor’s guilt, moral
injury, [and] feeling betrayed by leaders” were the predominant reactions
among soldiers.!

The mental health profession is working to find ways to address this
newest iteration of these invisible wounds of war, which are being referred
to as “moral injury.” In what follows, I will discuss a current therapeutic
approach to moral injury, focusing on its conceptualization and recom-
mended treatment, which I will then compare to the representation of
moral injury in Toni Morrison’s 2012 novel Home. In its consideration
not only of a therapeutic, but also of a literary perspective, the following
discussion of moral injury is indebted to the age-old recognition that lit-
erary representations of war and its aftermath, including those written by
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civilians, can offer singular insight into the situations of returning soldiers
seeking to reintegrate into their communities. For while modern indus-
trialized society entrusts the psychological care of soldiers to the mental
health profession, as David J. Morris reminds in his study The Evil Hours:
A Biography of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, this has not always been the
case: “For most of human history, interpreting trauma has been the pre-
serve of artists, poets, and shamans. The ways in which a nation deals with
trauma are as revealing as its politics and language [...].” In the classical
world, the ancients in the wake of trauma might look for answers in epic
poetry, such as The Ilind or The Odyssey. Today, we turn to the most cur-
rent edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders.
This fact alone is worthy of further exploration: most of us no longer turn
to poetry, our families or the clergy for solace post horror.? As a literary
and pragmatic response to the recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, Home
can be read as advocating a relocation, or better, a return, to the commu-
nity as the locus of the warrior’s post-combat psychological, spiritual and
moral healing.

Moral injury is rapidly gaining currency as the designation for a constel-
lation of feelings about “perpetrating, failing to prevent, bearing witness
to, or learning about acts that transgress deeply held moral beliefs and
expectations.”?® Unlike the diagnosis of PTSD, moral injury is intended to
identify the distinctly ethical suffering borne of perpetrating, or witness-
ing the perpetration of, violence against others. Journalist Nan Levinson
has described moral injury “as the result of taking part in or witnessing
something of consequence that you find wrong, something which violates
your deeply held beliefs about yourself and your role in the world. For a
moment, at least, you become what you never wanted to be. While the
symptoms and causes may overlap with PTSD, moral injury arises from
what you did or failed to do, rather than from what was done to you. It’s
a sickness of the heart more than the head.”

Like Levinson, Rita Nakashima Brock and Gabriclla Lettini, co-
directors of the Soul Repair Center at Brite Divinity School, formulate
moral injury as an inner conflict that results from a disharmony between
the self’s moral beliefs and actions not in keeping with those beliefs. They
write, “Moral Injury disrupts [the] relationship with [the] self when [the]
inner moral core is doubted,”® when “you feel like you violated some deep
part of yourself.”¢

Moral injury has been cited to account for the high suicide rate among
veterans—on average 22 per day.” Between 2009 and 2011, there was a
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44 percent increase in the number of male veterans younger than 30 who
committed suicide and an 11 percent increase in suicide among female
veterans.® According to data released by the military in January 2013,
the previous year saw the highest number ever of active duty personnel
committing suicide, almost one a day, a statistic that puts suicide ahead of
combat as the cause of death among active duty soldiers.’

The departments of Veterans Affairs and Defense have backed a 4-year
study of moral injury in Marines.!® The researchers conducting the study
believe that the recent wars have had a greater potential than conventional
wars for producing ethical damage, and they cite factors such as fight-
ing against an unmarked enemy, civilian threats and improvised explo-
sive devices, all of which produce “greater uncertainty, greater danger
for non-combat troops, and generally greater risk of harm among non-
combatants.”! The multiple deployments of troops have also been identi-
fied as a contributing factor.!?

Even with this new acknowledgement that troops are particularly vul-
nerable to ethical trauma, neither the Veterans Administration nor the
American Psychiatric Association considers moral injury an official diag-
nosis. The 2013 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
recognizes guilt and shame as symptoms of PTSD but persists in identify-
ing fear as its cause.'® Nash notes that the military is resistant to acknowl-
edging the reality of moral injury, because “just using the term is somehow
pejorative [...] They think we’re saying they’re immoral. But the exact
opposite is true. It’s because soldiers have such high standards that they’re
vulnerable to moral injury.”!*

Moral injury is an experience of the self as an agent of harm. Those with
moral injury feel responsible for harm they have done to others and mor-
ally compromised because of their roles as perpetrators: in harming others
they have also caused damage to themselves.!® The uniqueness of moral
injury may be that the self experiences itself as subject and object of vic-
timization, as if trapped inside a closed loop of psychological wounding.
That moral injury can result from witnessing the harm done to others and
feeling compromised for failing to have taken action to prevent it makes
its psychological self-enclosure all the more salient.

The description of the work researchers are doing suggests that their
approach to healing is predicated on validating the morally injured soldier’s
feelings of guilt. Brett Litz, a lead researcher on the study, writes, “In the
case of morally injurious events, [soldiers’] judgments and beliefs about
the transgressions may be quite appropriate and accurate.”! These beliefs
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and judgments are reassuring. Litz notes, because “inherent in our work-
ing definition of moral injury is the supposition that anguish, guilt, and
shame are signs of an intact conscience and self- and other expectations
about goodness, humanity and justice. In other words, injury is only pos-
sible if acts of transgression produce dissonance (conflict), and dissonance
is only possible if the service member has an intact moral belief system.”!”
Litz’s characterization reflects the assumption that it is the therapist’s role
to affirm the service member’s moral self-judgment, a point I will return
to later.

Describing their therapeutic approach, Litz writes: “We want to pro-
mote—to a degree—a confession-like experience. We do this in a highly
evocative, highly emotionally charged way. We want it to be very real and
very powerful: In this charged moment, a Marine begins a conversation
with their most compassionate, forgiving loved one—someone who will
listen to all the horrible details of their injury and still remind the Marine
that they can have goodness in their life [...] That they deserve it, but
that they have some work to do. And it’s the work to do which we’re just
setting in motion.”!® The morally injured service member is encouraged
to take responsibility for the past by “making amends [...] drawing a line
between past and present and in some way changing one's approach to
how he or she behaves and acts so that one moves towards the positive,
towards better living.”!” Such an approach to rehabilitation is designed to
echo the voice of conscience of the service member and guide him or her
to examine wartimes experience within an ethical framework that affirms
belief'in civic virtues. The therapy encourages behavioral changes through
reflection that also reinforces the morally injured person’s sense of per-
sonal agency as he or she strives toward “better living,” and hence leaves
behind prior, morally deficient behaviors.

This therapy has much in common with religious approaches to sin,
and as such it bears comparison with the early Christian church’s rehabili-
tation of soldiers. Morris notes that during the Middle Ages, “the post-
traumatic condition, such as it was, was treated as a question of theology
and, secondarily, as a matter of tending to the moral needs of warriors
returning to their communities after war [ ...] leaders in the early Christian
church assumed that warriors returning from battle would be racked by
feelings of guilt and shame over their role in breaking the “Truce of God,’
and they paid an unusual amount of attention to their plight, providing
them with what could generously be described as a sort of religious medi-
cine.”?® Warriors were assigned rituals of repentance and reconciliation as
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a means of “ensuring that the potential sins associated with warfare were
properly understood and accounted for and that a sort of balance could
be maintained between the politics of the time and the need to please
God.”?! Morris’s account suggests that the concern of Church authorities
for the spiritual well-being of soldiers constituted an acknowledgement
of the irreconcilable tension between the demands of warfare, on the one
hand, and Christian morality, on the other. In this regard, the Church’s
involvement in the healing of soldiers’ spiritual wounds reflected both an
understanding of those wounds as an inherent liability of war and a recog-
nition that the process of reintegrating soldiers into the community was a
societal responsibility.

Whereas the Medieval Christian Church recognized that the soldier’s
spiritual injuries were born of the competing demands made by allegiance
to God and service to feudal lords, the spiritual injuries of today’s service
members are seen as a private consequence of war, a view that is consis-
tent with the split that currently exists between the US military and the
rest of the society. As Mark Thompson writes, “The past decade of war
by volunteer soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines has acted like a cen-
trifuge, separating the nation's military from its citizens [...] Over the
past generation, the world's lone superpower has created—and grown
accustomed to—a permanent military caste, increasingly disconnected
from U.S. society, waging decade-long wars in its name, no longer rep-
resentative of or drawn from the citizenry as a whole. Think of the U.S.
military as the Other 1 %—some 2.4 million troops have fought in and
around Afghanistan and Iraq since 9/11, exactly 1 % of the 240 million
Americans over 18. The U.S. Constitution calls on the people to provide
for the common defense. But there is very little that is common about the
way we defend ourselves in the twenty-first century.”?? In the absence of
a collective societal investment in the military, the warrior’s moral injury
has come to be understood as an existential liability of having voluntarily
served, one that does not implicate the larger society. In this regard, the
confessional exercise of the experimental therapeutic approach could be
seen as symptomatic of the divide between military and civilian culture,
insofar as it bespeaks a receptivity to certain emotional effects of com-
bat—guilt, shame, self-loathing—and a disinclination to recognize other
feelings for which a confessional approach may be inadequate. Guilt and
shame are responses that civilians can accept, and even feel reassured by,
insofar as they indicate that the warrior has an intact conscience and hence
will not be a societal danger. But sympathetic attunement to warriors’
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remorseful emotions may also discourage warriors from sharing more vol-
atile emotional responses to having served that cannot be assimilated to a
civilian frame of reference.

In his memoir What It Is Like To Go To War, Vietnam veteran Karl
Marlantes writes that warriors hold dual memberships in worlds whose
codes of conduct are antithetical to one another; they inhabit two worlds,
“the world where they are acting in the role of God [i.e. where they have
the power to deprive others of life] and the world where they are acting
in an ordinary societal role.”* Warriors kill because they are authorized by
society to “take life away from others.”?* In Marlantes’ words, “Killing is
what warriors do for society. Yet when they return home, society doesn’t
generally acknowledge that the act it asked them to do created a deep split
in their psyches, or a psychological and spiritual weight most of them will
stumble beneath the rest of their lives.”?® In gradually allowing himself to
examine his feelings about his service in Vietnam, Marlantes discovered
that the guilt and self-blame he felt about decisions he made and actions
he took as a 23-year-old Army lieutenant were in fact defenses against
other emotions that were more difficult for him to acknowledge—rage,
helplessness and grief.?® In light of Marlantes’ self-discovery, we might
ask what effect a therapy has that seeks to strengthen the warrior’s voice
of self-judgment, and even encourages that voice to dominate, and also
ask whether such an approach does not send a message to warriors that
they will be accepted back into the community on the condition that their
perspective on their military experience affirms civilian expectations and
frames of reference. As Marlantes reminds, “War is the antithesis of the
most fundamental rule of moral conduct we’ve been taught—do unto
others as you would have others do unto you. When called upon to fight,
we violate many codes of civilized behavior”(48). It is perhaps because of
these violations that there is little support in the community for warriors as
they “learn how to integrate the experience of killing, to put the pieces of
their psyche back together again” and why, “for the most part, they have
been left to do this on their own.”?”

Psychoanalyst Martha Bragin has addressed the difficulty civilians have
in admitting veterans back into society, noting that too often they are
perceived as “unwelcome reminders of the violence that the whole society
pays for and of which [...] all people are capable [...] but which they wish
to forget.?® The waging of the recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan by a
“volunteer” army has made it easier for civilians to disavow the violent
propensities of individuals and of society more broadly.?” Jonathan Shay
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has also noted the widespread resistance among civilians to recognizing
the universal human capacity for violence that Bragin calls attention to
and that manifests in ambivalence toward soldier. Shay writes that when
civilians are terrified and enraged by an “enemy attack,” we value the sol-
dier’s fighting qualities.?® “In fear of the enemy, nothing is too much or
too good for the ‘great hearted spirit’ (#humos) of our fighting men,”3!
but “when the enemy no longer scares us, and the soldiers come home as
veterans | ... | we see their needs as greedy, demanding, uncultivated.”??

Psychoanalyst Tom Helscher believes that in face of this societal ambiv-
alence toward veterans, moral injury may serve a self-preservative pur-
pose.?® Through self-condemnation, the logic goes, the veteran takes the
badness of the world upon him or herself. Believing that he or she is
“bad” enables a veteran to preserve belief in the goodness of the world.
Such loss of faith in one’s own rectitude, though painful, nonetheless pro-
tects against an even more devastating loss of faith in the community,
whose acceptance the veteran may perceive as conditional, because predi-
cated on preconceived ideas about what “acceptable” responses to war
are. Many veterans of the recent wars have observed how little interest
there is in nonconventional accounts of soldiers’ experiences and how,
instead, a “stubborn and misleading narrative [...] persists in the minds
of many Americans: Every veteran is cither a hero or damaged.”?* On a
similar note, Iraq veteran Roy Scranton has criticized “the continuous
media appetite for war as narratives of derring-do and of heroism, [...] and
[...] an appetite for war where soldiers are just pawns in various political
polemics. It's all for people who often, to the soldier, seem like they have
no genuine interest in what it’s really like, they just want to be entertained
or have their opinions validated.”®® Helscher’s view suggests that expe-
riencing moral injury, while devastating, nonetheless helps maintain the
connection to the civilian world in face of'its resistance to recognizing the
totality of the warrior’s emotional responses to wartime violence. Painful
as moral injury is, the alternative may be even more intolerable for the
warrior: admitting to feelings other than those associated with contrition,
and thereby risking rejection by the community.

The foregoing discussion has endeavored to present, and raise ques-
tions about the therapeutic understanding of moral injury as an individual
and private consequence of war, and to argue instead for a conception that
takes into account the social component of the injury. The absence of such
a social component in the therapeutic discourse raises the possibility that
the discourse itself may be more a symptom of the military-civilian divide
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than an objective narrative about the psychic wounds of war. Indeed, it is
crucial to bear in mind that moral injury 4s a narrative about the warrior’s
psychic and spiritual burdens, and as such, that it lends itself to compari-
son with other narrative accounts of war trauma, such as Morrison’s novel.

In distinction to the individualistic and moralizing narrative
characteristics of the recent clinical approach to moral injury, Home brack-
ets the question of individual guilt and expiation in favor of a collective,
social understanding of wartime violence and the reparative work that
needs to be undertaken in its aftermath. In exposing the unrecognized
societal tributaries that feed into the warrior’s post-war feelings of guilt,
Home offers an understanding of moral injury as a societal wound. In so
doing, it demonstrates the broad relevance of what novelists know first-
hand: that the creation of narrative is a social and socializing activity. As
we will see, the literal journey of Morrison’s protagonist from a mental
ward back into the community is simultaneously a journey from silence
into narrative in which the community plays a crucial role—as a receiver/
container of the soldier’s traumatic experiences and co-constructor of its
meanings. As itself such a narrative, the novel is also an exemplary social
space for the holding and containment of the trauma of war.

In Home, an African-American veteran of the Korecan War, named
Frank Money, is suffering from moral injury, because he has killed inno-
cent Korean civilians; one of those killings is especially traumatic. Frank
relates his memories of the events surrounding this killing to an uniden-
tified narrator, who includes Frank’s words verbatim in the text. In one
respect, the novel’s dialogical structure is reminiscent of the relationship
between the mental health professionals treating moral injury and the
soldiers undergoing treatment. But the similarities between the medical
and novelistic approaches stop here, for in addition to Frank’s story, the
narrator of Home also provides the histories of the significant people in
Frank’s life, thereby indicating the importance of societal context and the
veteran’s pre-combat history in coming to terms with moral injury. And
whereas the therapeutic discourse of moral injury understands guilt as an
indicator of a soldier’s ethical soundness, in the novel, Frank’s post-war
feelings of guilt serve as a point of departure for an exploration of their
connection to the societal traumas that predate Frank’s military service.

When the novel opens, Frank has returned from Korea and is confined
in a mental ward, having lost the two close childhood friends who had
enlisted along with him, and now suffering from PTSD. As Frank thinks
about how his friends were killed on the battlefield, he is reminded of his
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sense of helplessness and of his desire for revenge, both of which drove
him to commit the acts that caused his moral injury. He recalls, “And all of
that killing you did afterward? Women running, dragging children along.
And that old one-legged man on a crutch hobbling at the edge of the road
so as not to slow down the other, swifter ones? You blew a hole in his head
because you believed it would make up for the frosted urine on Mike’s
pants and avenge the lips calling mama. Did it? Did it work? And the girl.
What did she ever do to deserve what happened to her? All unasked ques-
tions multiplying like mold in the shadows of the photographs he saw.”3¢
The mention of the girl is a reference to a particular killing whose memory
is the greatest source of Frank’s guilt and shame. It took place at a time
when Frank was guarding the hills above the village where his army unit
would dump its trash. On the particular day of the incident, Frank hears
a crackling in the bamboo. First thinking it is a tiger, since enemy soldiers
never traveled singly, and then a dog, Frank is surprised to see the hand
of a young girl emerge from beneath the bamboo, patting the ground in
search of scraps to eat. Frank does not disturb the girl, who returns almost
daily to scavenge. The first time Frank relates this incident to the narrator,
he recalls how his relief guard approached the girl as she was reaching for
a rotting orange. Frank states that upon seeing the guard, the girl stands
up and “in what looks like a hurried, even automatic gesture she says
something in Korean. Sounds like “Yum-yum.” She smiles, reaches for the
soldier’s crotch, touches it. It surprises him” (95). As Frank is looking into
the girl’s face, the other guard “blows her away” (95). “Only the girl’s
hand remains in the trash, clutching its treasure, a spotted rotting orange”
(95). Frank supplies an interpretation for the guard’s actions: “Thinking
back on it now, I think the guard felt more than disgust. I think he felt
tempted and that is what he had to kill” (96).

Towards the end of the novel, Frank narrates the same scene again, this
time with a crucial alteration. He states, “I have to tell the whole truth. I
lied to you and I lied to me. I hid it from you because I hid it from me.
[...]Ishot the Korean girl in her face. I am the one she touched. I am the
one who saw her smile. I am the one she said ‘Yum-yum’” to. I am the
one she aroused. A child. A wee little girl. I didn’t think. I didn’t have to.
Better she should die. How could I let her live after she took me down to
a place I didn’t know was in me? How could I like myself, even e myself
if I surrendered to that place where I unzip my fly and let her taste me
right then and there? And again the next day and the next as long as she
came scavenging. What type of man is that? And what type of man thinks
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he can ever in life pay the price of that orange” (134). Frank’s motive for
killing the girl suggests that he was attempting to hold on to an image of
himself that was threatened by the desire he felt for her: “How could I
like myself, even &e myself if I surrendered to that place,” he states (134).
To his mind, letting the girl live would have meant surrendering to a bad
temptation. According to Frank’s logic then, killing the object that tempts
him is actually a way of upholding the moral order of the world, insofar as
it prevents Frank’s evil impulse from injecting its toxicity into the world.
And because violence is the quotidian norm of war, and given that Frank
is enraged by the loss of his closest friends, killing the girl is an expedient
way for Frank to make his own badness disappear, after first projecting it
onto the girl. But once Frank is back from Korea and immersed in civilian
culture, his prior attempt to preserve the goodness of the world now feels
like a morally injurious act that dogs him with guilt. His “self-loathing
disguised as somebody else’s fault” leads him to seek outlets to relieve his
self-condemnation: he picks fights, curses strangers and schoolchildren,
and urinates on the sidewalk (15). And he also targets himself, banging
his head against walls, “weeping before trees—apologizing for acts he had
never committed” (15).3

Neither condoning nor condemning Frank’s actions, the narrator offers
a perspective on Frank’s pre-war life that brings into view connections
between the badness Frank perceives within himself and the social deter-
minations of this perception. The social origins of Frank’s bad internal
objects—his evil desire—is saliently represented in the first scene of the
novel, which takes place in Lotus, a small town in segregationist Georgia,
where Frank and his family settled after being chased from their home in
Texas. In Lotus, Frank’s parents spend their days laboring in the fields
and their nights working other menial jobs, leaving Frank and his younger
sister, Cee, to the care of unsympathetic and angry relatives who neglect
and abuse them. In the novel’s opening scene, Frank recalls an event that
occurred on a day when he and Cee had wandered into a fenced field on
the outskirts of town. There, they behold two male horses, rising on their
hind legs, fighting one another to determine who would have first rights
over the mares. As they are leaving the field, the children hear the voices of
approaching men. Hiding themselves in the tall grass, they witness the men
dumping the body of a black man into a shallow grave. Cee begins to trem-
ble when she sees “that black foot with its creamy pink and mid-streaked
sole being wacked into the grave (4). Confronted with this graphic exercise
of racial violence, under whose threat the children perpetually live, Frank
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does his best to protect his sister. He recalls, “She trembled when we hid
from the shovels. I covered her face, her eyes, hoping she hadn’t seen the
foot poking out of the grave [...] As a brother four years older, I thought
I could handle it” (4). The scene concludes with Frank’s comment to the
narrator: “Since you’re set on telling my story, whatever you think and
whatever you write down, know this: I really forgot about the burial. I
only remembered the horses. They were so beautiful. So brutal. And they
stood like men”(5). The horses represent to Frank an image of compelling
strength and action: upright like men, they fight one another as equals, in
contrast to the relationship of inequality between the white murderers and
their black victim, who, the novel later discloses, had been captured and
forced by his captors to battle his own son in a “men-treated-like-dog”
fight to death (138). The horses thus provide an idealized image for Frank
of his own role as the fierce protector of his sister. In contrast to her pas-
sivity, which is registered in her “sad waiting eyes,” Frank can identify with
the active fearlessness of the horses, which in turn enables him to repress his
more threatening identification with the dead black victim (103).

The black man’s burial is the repressed primal scene of violence that
haunts Frank’s later encounter with the Korean girl. When he first observes
the girl rummaging for food, Frank associates to his own past: “I have
eaten trash in jail, Korea, hospitals, at table, and from certain garbage
cans. Nothing, however, compares to the leftovers at food pantries [...]
I remember standing in line at Church of the Redeemer waiting for a tin
plate of dry, hard cheese already showing green, pickled pigs’ feet—its
vinegar soaking stale biscuits” (40). The sight of the girl’s reaching for a
rotting orange triggers Frank’s memory of his own scavenging. He recalls:
“[We] used to steal peaches off the ground under Miss Robinson’s tree,
sneaking, crawling, being as quiet as we could so she wouldn’t see us and
grab a belt” (94). If, in Frank’s mind, the girl is a version of his earlier self,
when she comes too close to him, she triggers a defensiveness that inter-
rupts his identification with her and instead aligns him with the threatened
Mrs. Robinson, who did not tolerate children in her garden. From this
point on, the girl ceases to exist as a distinct other in Frank’s eyes, and the
assumptions he makes about her own neglect cannot be disentangled from
the abandonment he experienced as a child. He states, “Every civilian I
ever met in that country would (and did) die to defend their children.
Parents threw themselves in front of their kids without a pause. Still, I
knew there were a few corrupt ones who were not content with the usual
girls for sale and took to marketing children” (95-96).
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The significance of the desire the girl triggers in Frank is overdeter-
mined. It can be read as a sign of Frank’s wish to “approach” the very vul-
nerability that had to be split off from his inviolable “protector” self.3® By
the same token, insofar as that vulnerability stood to undermine Frank’s
ability to protect his sister, it remained a threat. In killing the girl, Frank
thus destroys that vulnerable, split-off part of himself. Killing her can also
be seen as a displaced enactment of Frank’s rage against the social environ-
ment’s failure to have provided him the necessary protections, since, like
the girl, he too had been a child lacking “parents who threw themselves
in front of their kids without a pause” (95). Finally, as a symbolic attempt
to destroy the evil within himself, the killing can also be understood as
Frank’s attempt to uphold the order of the world that had abandoned
him, notwithstanding the fact that in the eyes of that world, as embodied,
for example, by Mrs. Robinson, he, like the girl, held little value.

Frank’s experience of loss in Korea also reduplicates his prior societal
abandonment. Discussing the fatal wounding of the childhood friends
with whom he had enlisted, he recalls, “I dragged Mike to shelter and
fought off the birds but he died anyway. I held on to him, talked to him
for an hour but he died anyway. I staunched the blood finally oozing
from the place Stuff’s arm should have been. I found it some twenty
feet away and gave it to him in case they could sew it back on. He died
anyway” (103). The following internal dialogue reflects the link between
the rage Frank expresses through civilian killings, and his sense of help-
lessness: “Why didn’t you hurry? If you had gotten there sooner you
could have helped him. You could have pulled him behind the hill the
way you did Mike. And all of that killing you did afterward? Women run-
ning, dragging children along. And that old one-legged man on a crutch
hobbling at the edge of the road so as not to slow down other, swifter
ones? You blew a hole in his head because you believed it would make up
for the frosted urine on Mike’s pants and avenge the lips calling mama.
Did it? Did it work? And the girl>? What did she ever do to deserve what
happened to her?” (21-22).

By including Frank’s backstory, the text establishes a framework
through which to grasp the connection between Frank’s moral injury and
the societal persecution and neglect to which he was subjected as a child.
Frank’s transgressions come into focus not as the acts of an autonomous
self that has betrayed its core values, but as events in which the prior
failures of the social environment continue to exact their price. The rage
that motivates his killing of the girl attests to his inability to accept that he
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could not have prevented his friends’ deaths. His helplessness is unbear-
able, and so he projects it onto the girl and destroys it, in an act that sym-
bolically replicates his prior childhood experiences of psychic annihilation.

Upon returning from Korea, Frank receives a letter alerting him to
his sister’s precarious situation. The letter acts as a summons for him to
resume his earlier role as her protector. Impelled by the thought that
“maybe his life had been preserved for Cee, which was only fair since she
had been his original caring-for, a selflessness without gain or emotional
profit,” Frank breaks out of the mental ward and makes his way to Atlanta,
where Cee is being held captive by her white employer, a physician who
conducted life-threatening experimental procedures on her reproductive
organs (34-35). As Frank travels to Georgia, the train he is on stops on
the tracks for a necessary repair. While waiting for the trip to resume,
Frank takes a walk, and he stumbles onto a scene of two women fighting
one another as a man stands by watching. When the man aggressively
approaches Frank, he counter-attacks, pushing the man to the ground and
beating him. “Unable to stop and unwilling to, Frank kept going even
though the big man was unconscious,” until the women pull at Frank,
screaming at him to stop (101). Afterwards on the train, “Frank wondered
at the excitement, the wild joy the fight had given him. It was unlike the
rage that had accompanied the killing in Korea. Those sprees were fierce
but mindless, anonymous. This violence was personal in its delight. Good,
he thought. He might need that thrill to claim his sister” (102). The scene
suggests that Frank does not feel the weight of civil society’s prohibition
against killing, and as such, it recalls his feelings while watching the fight-
ing horses with Cee: “guarding her, finding a way through tall grass and
out of that place, not being afraid of anything—snakes or wild old men.
I wonder if succeeding at that was the buried seed of all the rest. In my
little-boy heart I felt heroic and I knew that if they found us or touched
her I would kill” (104). Now with only himself to rely on to save his sister,
he is prepared to kill if need be.

It is only after rescuing Cee, who is feverish with infection, that Frank,
frantic to save her, has no other recourse than to enlist the help of the
community. He brings Cee to the home of Ethel Fordham, a woman
who lives in the neighborhood where he grew up. Ethel, along with the
other women in the neighborhood, takes charge of Cee, admonishing
Frank to stay away from his sister, because “his maleness would worsen
her condition” (119). This marks a shift in Frank’s relation to his commu-
nity. He experiences a “feeling of safety and good will,”a feeling that, he
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writes, is “exaggerated, but savoring it was real.” (118). Frank’s feeling of
well-being, however qualified, gives him a sense, for the first time, of the
social environment as a supportive, rather than neglectful, presence, and it
enables Frank to accept the limits of his ability to protect his sister without
plunging into the rage that had accompanied feelings of powerlessness in
Korea.

Before Frank returned with Cee to Lotus, she had been a vulner-
able “someone” for him to protect, not a person whose otherness Frank
could recognize. Frank tells the narrator, “She was a shadow for most
of my life, a presence marking its own absence” (103). But as she heals,
Cee becomes a presence, now changed by Ethel’s nurture and counsel:
“‘Look to yourself. You free. Nothing and nobody is obliged to save
you but you. Seed your own land [...] Somewhere inside you is that free
person I’m talking about. Locate her and let her do some good in the
world”” (126). Determined to become “the person who would never
again need rescue,” Cee accepts the reality of her loss—the doctor’s
experiments have left her unable to bear children (129). When she tells
Frank about the reason for her grief, Frank tries to offer his customary
words of comfort, which Cee refuses: “‘I can be miserable if I want to.
You don’t need to try and make it go away. It shouldn’t go away. It’s just
as sad as it ought to be and I’m not going to hide from what’s true just
because it hurts’” (131).

While Cee was convalescing, the women of the neighborhood taught
her to quilt. They “took over the sickroom and started sorting pieces [...]
while they stitched together the palette they had agreed upon,” practic-
ing a skill that their mothers had taught them (141). Once recovered,
Cee, who now “could know the truth, accept it, and keep on quilting,”
becomes a model for Frank (132). When she tells Frank about the unborn
baby whose presence she senses, Frank thinks of the unmourned losses
of his own life, coming to the realization, “Maybe that little girl wasn’t
waiting around to be born to her. Maybe it was already dead, waiting for
me to step up and say how” (133). The text of Home is the “how” that
Frank offers in concert with the narrator. Unlike individual confessional
stories, such as the ones that current clinical approaches to moral injury
are eliciting from soldiers, Frank’s story is a communal one, constructed
like the quilts of the Lotus women: as a patchwork of individual stories
placed in constellation with one another, so as to reveal a pattern of racial
discrimination that implicates the social world in the acts that engendered
Frank’s moral injury.
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At the conclusion of the novel, Frank and Cee return to the unmarked
grave of the nameless black man, so that Frank can exhume the bur-
ied bones, enshroud them in Cee’s quilt and give them a proper burial.
After carrying “the gentleman”(143) — a descriptor that emphasizes the
humanizing effect of Frank’s actions — to a stream on the outskirts of
Lotus, Frank digs a narrow grave beneath a sweet bay tree “split down
the middle, beheaded, undead—spreading its arms, one to the right, one
to the left” (144). Frank and Cee slide the shroud-turned-coffin into the
vertical grave, and on the tree trunk Frank nails a wooden marker bearing
the epitaph “Here Stands A Man” (145). Having rescued the dead man
from oblivion, Frank asserts his newfound sense of agency by laying the
dead man’s bones to rest, an indication that Frank has gotten past the rage
born of helplessness. He has done so by creating a space of meaning where
the death of the black man, which was denied a place within the symbolic
order, can now be inscribed into it. The anthropomorphic description
of the tree underscores its iconic status as an emblem of Frank himself—
split between the military and civilian worlds, a survivor of traumatic loss
(beheaded), but still receptive (open-armed) to the future. After finishing
his task, Frank relates,

I stood there a long while, staring at that tree.
It looked so strong

So beautiful.

Hurt right down the middle

But alive and well (147).

Like the tree, which is permanently split but still able to thrive, Frank
may now be able to thrive, not because the “psychological and spiritual
weight” that comes with killing can ever be lifted, but because it can now
be shared by the community.?® Just as the man buried beneath the tree
has been encased in Cee’s quilt, itself a symbol of the community’s role as
witness to his death, so too have Frank’s war secrets been folded into and
disclosed through a narrative that enables the public to become a custo-
dian of those stories.

In The Evil Hours David Morris writes, “In the wake of overwhelming
events, after the fateful moment has passed, the mind is often consumed
by questions of cosmic responsibility and the dimensions of one’s role in
the world. For the veteran, in particular, these sorts of questions carry a
special weight because, as a device of the state, the fateful responsibilities
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of soldiering were never intended to be borne alone [...] Soldiers are ulti-
mately vessels and vassals of the state, and they do not go to war of their
own accord, so why shouldn’t the state or the community help relieve
them of their guilt when they return home?*® Home offers an approach
to moral injury that resonates with Morris’s call for the community’s
engagement in the process of healing. The novel constructs a communal
narrative that does not judge Frank but that instead considers his moral
injury within a framework of social violence and thereby “takes the prob-
lem out of the hands of the mental health profession and the military and
attempts to place it where it belongs—in society, in the community, and
in the family [...] It transforms ‘patients’ back into citizens and ‘diagno-
ses’ into dialogue.”*! The account Frank and the narrator co-construct
represents healing as an experience of the social environment’s supportive
capacities, demonstrated through the integration of Frank’s war trauma
it into the larger “quilt” of a literary text, an integration that serves to
distribute the burden of Frank’s wartime guilt between himself and the
community. Now that this has happened, Frank stands a chance of find-
ing his way home.
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breakable things inside each one. Whatever their personalities, smarts,
or looks, something soft lay inside each. Like a bird’s breastbone,
shaped and chosen to wish on. A little V, thinner than bone and lightly
hinged, that I could break with a forefinger if I wanted to, but never
did. Want to, I mean. Knowing it was there, hidden from me, was
enough” (68—69). When he meets Lilly, “He could not take his eyes
away from the backs of her knees. As she stretched, her dress of a soft
cottony flowered fabric rose up, exposing that seldom noticed, ooo-
so-vulnerable flesh. And for a reason he still did not understand, he
began to cry. Love, plain, simple, and so fast it shattered him” (22).
Karl Marlantes, What It Is Like, 26.
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CHAPTER 4

Testimonies of Trauma: Surviving
Auschwitz-Birkenau

Lisa Pine

INTRODUCTION

The emerging field of trauma studies from the 1990s onwards has engen-
dered a variety of important new research in this area of scholarship. The
Second World War and the Holocaust provide the context for a crucial
moment in the social and cultural history of trauma. This chapter considers
the historical implications of the traumatized body, mind and emotions at
a particular time and place within this context, analysing the psychologi-
cal trauma of the impact of the Holocaust upon its victims at Auschwitz-
Birkenau. The research for this chapter is based on the testimonies of male
and female survivors of Auschwitz-Birkenau. This type of witness testimony
to trauma forms a significant part of our understanding of the Holocaust as
a whole. This chapter analyses how male and female survivors have remem-
bered their experiences and how they have written their narratives about
Auschwitz-Birkenau. These testimonies of trauma detail events in the death
camp most associated with the horrors of the Holocaust and the atrocities
carried out by the Nazi regime during the Second World War.

This chapter examines some of the distinctions faced by victims of the
Nazi regime in regard to their gender, as men’s and women’s testimonies
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have many aspects in common, but also some significant differences. The
distinctions in their memories are of much interest because they illustrate
subjectivities of trauma. Furthermore, the experiences faced by survivors
of Auschwitz had a great impact on their own subsequent lives and on how
they chose to relate their narratives and histories. This is especially note-
worthy in terms of the development of the historiography—whose trau-
matic experiences gain attention and why, and whose have been ignored?
Women’s Holocaust histories and narratives have not been examined until
comparatively recently. No longer are women’s voices unheard and there
is now substantial literature on women’s writing and the Holocaust.!

This is an area of research that is constantly growing. The diversity
of experiences faced by Holocaust victims requires greater scrutiny.
Furthermore, particular aspects of experience that have been difficult or
taboo subjects have also been neglected in the historical writing. However,
such angles are important to our knowledge of the Holocaust as a whole
because they give us a breadth of comprehension and a greater insight into
the diversity of victims’ experiences.

This chapter begins with a discussion of survivor testimonies as his-
torical sources. It then analyses the writings of both male and female
Auschwitz survivors, illustrating the specific experiences they faced as men
and women and examining the coping and survival strategies they adopted.
It explores both men’s and women’s experiences and behavior that chal-
lenged gendered expectations. A gendered approach has now become a
mainstream part of the history of the Holocaust.? Yehuda Bauer has sug-
gested that “the problems facing women as women and men as men have
a special poignancy in an extreme situation such as the Holocaust”.? Dalia
Ofer and Lenore Weitzman emphasize that rather than distracting us from
the Nazi brutality against all Jews, a gendered approach enhances our
understanding of it “by locating it in the specificity of individual experi-
ences”.* It expands our knowledge base and provides a greater and more
differentiated understanding of the experiences of victims. Pascale Bos has
examined the place of gender in the study of Holocaust victims and survi-
vors.> She calls for a more critical approach to the evidence of gender dis-
tinctions in Holocaust narratives, emphasizing the discursive construction
of the experience, memory and representation of the past. Indeed, Bos
argues that “precisely in acknowledging (and highlighting) the elements
of choice and subversive power in the creation of (gendered) personal
narratives we can conceive of survivors’ agency in compelling new ways”.%
Hence, she underlines the need for and movement towards a significant
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change in our understanding of what narrative truth means and how it
is used in historical analysis. The lens of gender enables readers to con-
sider what is distinctive between the ways in which women and men have
selected and constructed their narratives. As Bos rightly argues: “Men and
women experience, remember, and recount events differently”, because
of their socialization.” The particularity and diversity of individual experi-
ences makes it impossible to universalize Holocaust experiences, whether
these are female or male ones.

SURVIVOR TESTIMONIES AS HISTORICAL SOURCES

Holocaust survivor testimonies—both written and oral—are essential
historical sources, which provide a unique insight into the unfolding of
events precisely because they are reflections of personal and individual
experiences.® Langer’s work on the oral testimony of survivors illuminates
the forms and functions of memory in the reliving of traumatic events and
experiences by Holocaust survivors. He argues that oral narratives allow an
unshielded truth to appear.” Representations of memories and experiences
in written and published memoirs and testimonies are also powerful and
significant as historical sources. As Benzion Dinur has stated: “from every
point of view, memoirs and reminiscences of persons who witnessed and
experienced the European catastrophe, watched it develop... are of major
importance”.!? They offer fruitful opportunities for analysis of the diversity
of traumatic experiences during the Holocaust with wide-reaching impli-
cations for our understanding of this historical event. Paul Bartrop under-
lines the crucial role of testimonial accounts in forming our understanding
of what life was like in the Nazi camps.!! The richness of the narratives
in written testimonies allows readers to gain a greater understanding of
the Holocaust. Each writer has a different story to narrate, even in the
description of intrinsically similar events, because it is the way in which the
writers have comprehended and related their experiences that comprises
the true core of their work. However, it is important to take into account
that such written accounts yield “a represented rather than an unmediated
reality” and to comprehend the constructed nature of evidence itself in
written testimony.'? Holocaust survivor narratives have been written in a
variety of circumstances—some soon after the event, some after the pass-
ing of several decades, some with the help of a ghostwriter. Whilst this
does not make them less legitimate or valuable as historical sources, there
may be problems such as the accuracy and reliability of recall, of which
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historians must be aware. Moreover, on the whole, the people writing
down their narratives were not practiced authors and survivor testimonies
are not always elegant or polished. Furthermore, as they were written for
publication, a sifting process took place in the mind of the writer and/
or the editor. This means that some memories were omitted and others
retained or even enhanced. The writing, as Waxman notes “comes from
the careful representation of experience, or the perceived ‘appropriate-
ness’ of experiences for publication”.!® This means that traumatic events
have been rendered invisible because they were too hard or distasteful to
write down. Difficult aspects of traumatic experiences can be erased from
the historical narrative, as survivors’ reconstructions of their experiences
may “smooth corners” in their stories, particularly of events or episodes
that they find painful or hard to confront. As Waxman notes: “published
accounts not only relate witnesses’ experiences, but also tell us something
about collective understandings of the Holocaust”.1*

Nevertheless, published survivor accounts are certainly “subjectively
true”.!® Their authors chronicle events they witnessed themselves. As
Bartrop states, they “do no attempt to make magic, nor do they attempt
to imagine the unimaginable. They simply try to tell the stories from their
own individual perspectives”.!¢ It is their intention to tell the “truth” as
they comprehend it, as clearly as possible in order to convey the essence of
their experience to their readers. This chapter uses published testimonies
as its main source base. Whilst there may be some qualitative distinctions
between published and unpublished accounts, these are not of a nature
to make a difference to understanding the gendering of narratives. For
example, archival testimonies of the responses of German Jews to Nazi
persecution during the 1930s yield very similar gendered perspectives to
those sources used here, in terms of men’s and women’s experiences and
how they were remembered and described.’” Do these narratives tell or
intend to tell the full or the only story? The answer is no. Holocaust sur-
vivors may have different reasons for writing down their narratives, but
none of them claim to tell the full or the only story of the Holocaust. The
historian must keep this in mind and not have unrealistic expectations
about the nature of these sources. In Holocaust testimony, “the writer’s
personal experience is representative and used to provide a perspective on
the common plight”, not to give full histories of camps or even necessar-
ily to relate major incidents that occurred.'® Not one of them can tell the
whole story on its own and nor do they intend to do so. Survivor testimo-
nies are intimate accounts of personal experiences, which the writers wish
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to convey to their readers. The process of testifying then is “not merely to
narrate, but to commit oneself, and to commit narrative, to others”.!” In
so doing, for many survivors, the process of writing their narratives was
also a means of resurrecting their identities, which had been so starkly
removed from them by the Nazi camp system.

Furthermore, historians may overlook difficult subjects or types of
behavior that are not expressed in written memoirs or testimonies, thus
excluding them from the historical narrative. Testimonies that homog-
enize women’s experiences and identities can be misleading.?’ The ten-
dency in historical writing has been to define Jewish women as mothers,
sisters and nurturers, “with a very particular notion of what constitutes
female behavior”.?! Sara Horowitz challenges the type of interpretation
that “erases the actual experiences of women and, to an extent, domesti-
cates the events of the Holocaust”.?> Anna Hardmann cites examples of
women fighting for their own existence at the expense of others.?* Zoe
Waxman has also argued that assumptions that women only had motherly
and care-giving roles “obscure the diversity of women’s Holocaust experi-
ences”.?* She further argues that the valorizing of sacrifice also means that
the struggles surrounding temptation are “glossed over”. Waxman states
that “the collectivization of Holocaust memory has led to a homogeniza-
tion of Holocaust comprehension that eschews difficult testimony or sto-
ries that fall outside accepted narratives”.?® As many people find it difficult
to confront the full horrors of the Holocaust, the literature has tended to
overlook the desperate actions undertaken by victims in order to survive
under the appalling conditions in which they found themselves. But this
does not mean that they did not occur. As so much of the existing litera-
ture has represented women as nurturers, the intention here is to form a
more nuanced picture by looking at different types of action or conduct
among women and men than traditionally accepted normative behavior.
An analysis of survivor narratives allows for a greater awareness of these
distinctions.

MEN’s EXPERIENCES AND BEHAVIOR AT AUSCHWITZ

The terrible privations and circumstances of internment at Auschwitz
included thirst and hunger, extremes of temperature, arduous physical
labour, overcrowding, inadequate food and foul water, lengthy roll calls,
exhaustion, illness, injury and the constant fear of “selection” for the
gas chambers. In terms of men’s behaviour, gendered expectations were
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centred on strength and hardness, toughness and determination.?® Signs
of weakness fell short of normative behaviour for men. Viktor Frankl states
that “it was necessary ... to keep moments of weakness and furtive tears to
a minimum”.?” Men did not wish to appear cowardly or weak. As a result
of different social constructions of gender, men were less likely to discuss
emotions, admit to weakness or the need for another person with whom
to share their burden. Lagerwey notes that “male survivors framed their
narratives in order and coherence, and often de-emphasized emotions” and
that they told of “personal isolation, personal survival at any cost, ruthless
competition”.?® It appears that because men had been socialized into being
independent and autonomous, that these characteristics were the ones most
often portrayed in their narratives. Male and female survivor accounts also
represent work as a means of survival very differently. Pride in work and
its impact on their identities is much more common in male writings. By
contrast, female accounts have tended to be much less specific on work and
how it was conducted. This suggests that work was more central to men’s
experiences in line with contemporaneous gendered norms. Whilst “food
talk” amongst women at Auschwitz has been much analysed, Viktor Frankl
also recounts men engaging in food talk. He states that the majority of pris-
oners, when they were working near each other and not closely watched by
guards “would immediately start discussing food” asking each other about
their favourite dishes. Frankl writes: “Then they would exchange recipes
and plan the menu for the day when they would have a reunion—the day
in a distant future when they would be liberated and return home”.?®

Male memoirs have tended to underplay bonds and relationships and
to emphasize instead examples of individual valour, strength or auton-
omy. Bruno Bettelheim has explained his view on the subject of survival
in the camps as follows: “Survival in the camps—this cannot be stressed
enough—depended foremost on luck ... While nothing one could do
could assure survival, and while chances for it at best were extremely slim,
one could increase them through correctly assessing one’s situation and
taking advantage of opportunities; in short, through acting independently
and with courage, decision, and conviction, all of which depended on
the measure of autonomy one had managed to retain”.3® Dutch survivor,
Loius de Wijze, underlined the need for care of the self in his memoirs as
well: “Everyone lives for himself. Our one and all-encompassing credo is:
Survive! Between the outer limits of life and death, previous values and
norms lose their meaning, and our spiritual baggage gradually erodes. The
only norm that counts is ‘I’”.3!
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It is important to note and add, however, that references to close rela-
tionships do appear in male narratives and there are instances of male writ-
ing that show men behaving in ways that differed from expected male
gender norms. Primo Levi tells of an Italian civilian worker, Lorenzo, who
brought Levi “a piece of his bread and the remainder of his ration every day
for six months”.3? Without Lorenzo, Levi believes that he would not have
survived Auschwitz. He states that this was: “not so much for his material
aid, as for his having constantly reminded me by his presence, by his natural
and plain manner of being good, that there still existed a just world outside
our own, something and someone still pure and whole, not corrupt, not
savage ... Lorenzo was a man; his humanity was pure and uncontaminated,
he was outside this world of negation. Thanks to Lorenzo, I managed not
to forget that I myself was a man”.?® He later describes a “tight bond of
alliance” with Alberto, another prisoner.** Hence, social bonding was sig-
nificant to male experiences, not only to female ones.

Furthermore, the testimonies of other male survivors underline the
importance of the father-son relationship to survival, when fathers and
sons had managed to avoid separation and stay together. Henry Wermuth
recalls: “The presence of my father was, without a doubt, a major factor
in my survival; but it also meant that I did not have, nor was I in need of]
any other social contacts”.®® This suggests that the father-son relationship
was so powerful, that it completely replaced the necessity for other bonds.
On the death march from Auschwitz, Elie Wiesel recalls his momentary
desire to fall out of line, to the edge of the road and die: “My father’s pres-
ence was the only thing that stopped me ... He was running at my side,
out of breath, at the end of his strength, at his wit’s end. I had no right to
let myself die. What would he do without me? I was his only support”.3¢
Wiesel shows here the significance of his relationship with his father and
their mutual support.

The death marches have been described in many memoirs and testimo-
nies as driving Holocaust victims to increasingly desperate behavior. Hans
Winterfeld recalls the death march from Auschwitz: “Normally, one could
talk to the other prisoners, but when food was distributed, they began
to look and act like lunatics: their eyes stared rigidly at the ladle or at
the arm that distributed the bread. When they received their ration, they
constantly watched other prisoners to check that nobody had been given
more. It was completely irrelevant what kind of person it was: uneducated
and primitive, or educated and intellectually superior. I often wondered

how cultivated human beings could behave like animals”.?”
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Indeed, Levi comments too on the aim of the Nazi camps to “reduce
us to beasts”. But, he writes, “we must not become beasts; that even in
this place one can survive, and therefore one must want to survive, to tell
the story, to bear witness; and that to survive we must force ourselves to
save at least the skeleton, the scaffolding, the form of civilization”.?® His
desire to survive was thus underpinned by his desire to bear witness. He
was determined to defend his strength and dignity for this purpose. As Eva
Kolinsky has noted, many other survivors defined their own personal code
of behavior in a bid to maintain a sense of their own self-value.* In Levi’s
Survival in Auschwitz, for example, Steinlauf insisted on washing, even
though washing did not get him clean, because it enabled him to keep his
dignity and demonstrated his refusal to become a beast, thus undermin-
ing German goals. This type of behavior is also evident in the writings
of female survivors. Men’s experiences bore both similarities and differ-
ences to those of women. Their responses to them were equally complex,
nuanced and influenced by normative gendered expectations. The deter-
mination to survive and their capacity for survival was based on whatever
resources they could use—including supportive relationships, ingrained
cultural norms, the attempt to maintain dignity, stealing or procuring
food, or sheer luck.

WOMEN’S EXPERIENCES AND BEHAVIOR AT AUSCHWITZ

Female prisoners at Auschwitz had to deal with a number of problems that
affected them specifically as women. Their testimonies highlight the trau-
mas of losing their sense of their physical selves. One significant aspect of
this was the SS camp ritual of shaving the inmates on their arrival. Having
their heads shaved was a much more traumatic and degrading experience
for women than for men. Whilst all prisoners were deeply shamed by this
measure, for women this was a blow to their feelings of femininity and to
their sexual identity. Livia Bitton-Jackson writes of newly arrived female
prisoners having their hair shaved from their heads, under their arms and
in the pubic area: “The shaving of hair has a startling effect. The absence
of hair transforms individual women into like bodies. Indistinguishable
... We become a monolithic mass”.*® Rena Gelissen describes the humili-
ation of being “naked in front of strangers” and of being shaved by male
prisoners: “They shear our heads, arms; even our pubic hair is discarded
just as quickly and cruelly as the rest of the hair on our bodies”.*! Another
survivor, Isabelle Choko, in her memoir, also relates that, at Auschwitz,
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“at the precise moment my head was shaved, I ceased to exist as a human
being”.*?> Rose Meth, born in 1925 into a Hasidic family in Zator, Poland,
who was deported to Auschwitz in August 1943, gives a similar account
of her arrival: “I can’t begin to describe the shock and the humiliation. We
were sheltered children. They made us undress completely in front of the
Nazi soldiers. We wanted to die. They shaved our heads. They shaved all
our hair, everywhere. We were given numbers”.*3

The tattooing of their camp numbers was described by survivor Eva
Schloss as “part of the process intended to strip me of my pride and
identity. When I was marched away from Auschwitz railway station, I
left the girlish Eva Geiringer and her dreams, behind”.** Olga Lengyel
describes the degrading and humiliating treatment of female inmates on
their arrival, having to undress and undergo physical examinations, before
being allowed to dress in camp clothes. Gelissen mentions the gynaeco-
logical examination for new female prisoners as well. These gynaecologi-
cal examinations were invasive and humiliating for female prisoners. They
were painful and traumatic experiences recounted with much horror by
female survivors.

The distribution of random and unfitting clothes had a significant
impact on women as new camp inmates. Their individuality and their
sense of identity were entirely removed by all of these actions. Gelissen
recounts her feelings of despair when she noticed her “lovely white boots
with their red trim” being worn by an SS woman.* Lengyel describes the
“bizarre rags that were handed out for underwear” that were “not white
or any other colour, but worn out pieces of coarse dusting cloth”.* In
addition, tattered dresses were randomly distributed with no regard to
size. In terms of the emotions these circumstances generated, Lengyel
states: “In spite of the tragedy of our situation, we could not help but
laugh as we saw others so ridiculously outfitted. After a while, it was a
struggle to overcome the disgust we felt for our companions, and for our-
selves”.*” A similar reaction to their “grey, sack-like dresses” is described
by Bitton-Jackson, as she compares herself after her arrival at Auschwitz
with inmates who had been there longer: “The strange creatures we saw
as we entered the camp, the shaven, grey-cloaked bunch who ran to the
barbed wire to stare at us, we are them! We look exactly like them. Same
bodies, same dresses, same blank stares. They, too, must have arrived from
home recently. They, too, were ripe women and young girls, bewildered
and bruised. They too longed for dignity and compassion. And they, too,
were transformed into figures of contempt instead”.*
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After the initial shock and horror engendered by their new appear-
ance, some women attempted to ameliorate their outfits. In the space of
twenty-four hours, they adjusted their ill-fitting garments to their bodies
and sewed up the holes, “using needles made out of wooden splinters and
threads pulled out of the one blanket allocated to them”.* Isabelle Choko
describes feeling a need to hide her shaved head and tie up her dress which
was much too large: “I ripped a piece from the bottom of my pale pink
shirt to tie around my head like a turban and another piece to roll into a
belt. My mother helped me since I had no mirror ... Other women, too,
were trying to ‘look human’ again”.°

Menstruation became a significant biological problem that women had
to face in Auschwitz-Birkenau. Bitton-Jackson describes a girl in front
of her at roll call: “the blood simply flows down her legs”.°! When they
menstruated, women and girls had no way of stopping the flow of blood,
which was extremely difficult and humiliating. Gelissen recalls her first
period at Auschwitz: “I scour the ground for anything that might help me
hinder the flow. There is nothing”.>? Over time, in the abnormal circum-
stances in which they were living, women stopped menstruating. Whilst
this removed the problem of humiliation, the cessation of menstruation
created other concerns for many women. Some felt a loss of their identity
as women, whilst others feared they would never be able to have chil-
dren. Lengyel attributes the ceasing of menstruation partly to “the con-
stant anguish under which we lived”, but she also suggests a “mysterious
powder” or “substance” mixed into all the food given to the inmates.>
Gelissen writes similarly that “most of the girls and women in camp” lost
their periods.>* Female inmates specifically faced these biological and psy-
chological issues relating to menstruation and its cessation.®

In addition, some girls and women were subjected to appalling vio-
lence, as well as sexual abuse and violations. In her desperation for some
string to use as shoelaces, Gisella Perl hoped to exchange her bread ration
for a piece of string from a Polish male prisoner: “I stopped beside him,
held out my bread and asked him, begged him to give me a piece of string
in exchange for it. He looked me over from head to foot, carefully, then
grabbed me by the shoulder and hissed in my ear: ‘I don’t want your bread
... You can keep your bread ... I will give you a piece of string but first I
want you ... you ... > For a second I didn’t understand what he meant ...
His hand, filthy with the human excrement he was working in, reached
out for my womanhood, rudely, insistently. The next moment I was run-
ning, running away from that man, away from the indignity that had been
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inflicted on me, forgetting about the string, about the shoes, about every-
thing but the sudden realization of how deeply T had sunk”.>¢ After this
shameful experience, she was determined to maintain her dignity in the
face of every humiliation, every torture. Women’s vulnerability, their fear
of rape and their reactions to humiliation is amply evident in the narratives
of female survivors. For example, the fear of rape and the theme of humili-
ation run through the account of Judith Magyar Isaacson, a Hungarian
Jew, deported to Auschwitz in 1944.57 Schloss too writes: “it seems hard
to believe that the German SS guards would take a sexual interest in the
starving, dirty, ragged women they were ruling over—but some of them
did”.%® Hence, whilst rape was not official policy because Nazi racial laws
prohibited German sexual relations with Jewish women, there is evidence
that at least some German guards and others, including Kapos and other
prisoners, raped Jewish women. Women and young girls were subjected
to traumatic sexual abuse and violations, often from their very earliest
moments at Auschwitz, and whilst this was difficult to narrate, for many it
was an unforgettable humiliation.®

In Millu’s first narrative in Smoke over Birkenaun, a young inmate, Lili,
was the victim of the cruelty of her Kapo, Mia, whose “frustration and
impatience” turned to anger if her boyfriend was late or failed to turn
up: “A violent shove sent my head slamming against the iron bar”.® This
was commonplace behaviour on the part of the Kapo. Lili’s position was
invidious and fraught with tension. She was a pretty, young and gracious
girl and because of this, she was favoured by the Kapo who gave her good
work—sewing. However, Lili was in a very dangerous situation, as Mia’s
boyfriend liked her. On one occasion, Mia’s boyfriend, who had drunk too
much, began overtly flirting with Lili and kissing her, “his lips brushing her
neck”. This proved catastrophic for Lili, as Mia was furious and savagely
attacked her, resulting in terrible injuries.®! She called Lili “a whore” and
subsequently ensured that she was selected for the gas chambers.5?

In another of Millu’s narratives, Zina, accused of being “a whore” was
violently attacked by an old camp guard: “... raising his club, he began
beating Zina furiously on the chest and shoulders. The blows were so
fierce that in her frail state she collapsed instantly. He kept on beating
her as she lay there on the ground”.®® Bitton-Jackson describes violence
from the moment of her arrival at Auschwitz and numerous episodes of
random punishments and beatings.** Lengyel similarly details the threat
of violence from the outset and refers to many occasions on which she
and other female inmates were subjected to violence and physical abuse.
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Gelissen’s writing too mentions many incidences of extreme violence and
brutality directed against female prisoners.®® Apart from such examples
of random punishment and brutality, Lengyel further describes “medi-
cal” experimentation on female inmates, including experiments in relation
to menstruation, subjection to artificial insemination, injection with sex
hormones, sterilization and gynaecological experiments.®” Gelissen’s nar-
rative makes reference to such experiments as well.®8 Sterilization experi-
ments on women at Auschwitz took place in Block 10, a place described
by Robert Lifton as “quintessential Auschwitz”.® The notorious Block 10
induced fear and terror in female victims.

At Auschwitz, women tried to adjust and adapt to their changing cir-
cumstances. They used resourcefulness, homemaking skills and cleaning
in order to establish some modicum of control over themselves and their
space. For instance, they tried to clean themselves and to rid themselves
of lice. Lengyel recounts how they “passed the single scrubbing brush to
one another with a firm determination to resist the dirt and the lice. That
was our only way of waging war against the parasites, against our jailers,
and against every force that made us victims”.” Gelissen too writes of how
the women engaged in a “ritual cleansing” of lice.”! Furthermore, there
was a need for cooperation in extreme circumstances and self-preservation
through mutual help, which has been highlighted, in particular, in many
female survivor testimonies. At Auschwitz, women used different strate-
gies to cope with their situation, such as the formation of ersatz families
and “camp sister” relationships, the sharing of recipes, cooking methods
and memories of Sabbath and Festival meals.

Millu writes of Gustine, a prisoner at Auschwitz from Holland, who
talked about her home, “for hours on end”, as a coping strategy: “the fire
sparkling in the big blue tiled stove and her mother preparing the snacks
for tea, the smell of fresh bread, the most comforting smell in the world,
and the butter, the ruby-hued currant marmalade, the gaily coloured cur-
tains on the windows. Oh, beloved home, the most cherished place on
carth!”.”2 Gelissen recalls the Sunday morning picnics with cheese Danish
pastries that she used to have with her sister Danka: “Around noon we
open Mama’s Danishes, still warm from the oven, or maybe the sun kept
them warm, and eat them while languishing in the sun ... How I miss...
cating Mama’s homemade sweets”.”® Lengyel talks of reminiscing and
reciting poetry as coping strategies, “to escape the frightful present”.”*
Furthermore, Gisella Perl recalls: “Later, as we came to know one another
better, we invented games and recited poetry to keep our minds off the
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sordid present”. Other evenings, they played “another game, which spread
from block to block until every woman in Auschwitz played it enthusiasti-
cally. We called the game ‘I am a lady’ ... I am a lady—I said one night—a
lady doctor in Hungary. It is morning, a beautiful sunny morning and
I feel too lazy to work. I ring for my assistant and tell her to send the
patients away, for I am not going to my office today ... What should I do
with myself? Go shopping? Go to the hairdresser? Meet my friends at the
café? Maybe I’ll do some shopping. I haven’t had a new dress, a new hat
in weeks ...”.”% The references in this game are clearly gender specific to
the women’s previous experiences and social construction.

Moreover, kitchen memories reminded women of their former position
in their families and communities and reaffirmed their own sense of essen-
tial value. Women used conversation as a distraction from their circum-
stances and talked about their “old” lives. This reminded them of their
strengths as nurturers, homemakers and cooks. It allowed them to main-
tain a sense of identity. Food preparation was part of the ritual of living in
family, social and community life, as well as Jewish festivals, and it defined
the former status of many women. The sharing of recipes and cooking tips
was significant for women psychologically because it indicated a commit-
ment to the future.”® In addition, they fantasized about the future, a time
when the war would be over, as a coping strategy.”” These types of themes
are common in female survivor testimonies and narratives. Furthermore,
by describing the food they once cooked to another inmate, “they shared
a familiar experience and connected to another person”.”8

Female narratives often describe how inmates shared food with each
other. For example, Lili shared a “precious gift” of “some cabbage leaves”
with two of her fellow prisoners.”” Bitton-Jackson recalls smuggling
potatoes and how her mother saved hers in order to use them in place
of candles on Friday night: “one evening while shoveling snow in the
yard, we discover mounds in which potatoes are stored for the winter.
We quickly dig them up and, hiding them under our dresses, smuggle
enough potatoes into the camp to allow each inmate at least one potato.
We wash them in the toilet and eagerly await our bedtime ... Noiselessly,
with utmost care, so as not to attract the attention of the guard on patrol
we bite into the hard, delightful skin of the raw potato. But Mummy
saves her potato. ‘For Sabbath lights’ she says. Friday at sunset Mummy
kindles her Sabbath lights in the carved-out potato halves using oil smug-
gled from the factory and threads from our blankets for wicks”.8° This
example illustrates not only the resourcefulness of these women, but also
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the determination of Bitton-Jackson’s mother to try to continue her tradi-
tion of lighting candles for the Sabbath. She was caught but not punished
on this occasion. Bitton-Jackson goes on to relate how they subsequently
saved “potatoes for a Hanukkah celebration with lights”. With care and
secrecy, they lit “Hannukah oil lamps in carved-out potato halves” and
succeeded in kindling the lights for eight nights without being caught.’!
Millu writes of maintaining rituals and the celebration of Hannukah as
well.32 These attempts by women to uphold religious traditions were valu-
able coping strategies.

Family relationships were of great significance where mothers and
daughters, or sisters, could stay together, as illustrated by Gelissen’s
account. She was fiercely protective of her sister Danka and tried to shield
her as much as possible. Rena’s promise after all was to protect and look
after her sister—indeed, her determination to bring her sister back alive
was her raison d’#tre and motivation for survival: “My one great feat in
life, my fate, is to survive this thing and return triumphant with my sister
to our parents’ house ... I will succeed because I have no other choice.
Failure does not even occur to me. We may die in the interim—death
cannot be avoided here—but even that will not dissuade me from my sole
purpose in life. Nothing else matters but these four things: be with Danka,
be invisible, be alert, be numb”.8% She looked after Danka when she had
scabies and procured lotion to treat it for her and cared for her when she
became ill with malaria.®* In Danka, Rena found her “reason and will to
live”.3> Gelissen kept up her sister’s spirits when she lost the will to go on
and swore to her that if Danka was ever selected for the gas chambers that
she would accompany her.8¢ Ultimately, they both survived. Millu’s writ-
ing also notes the strength of feeling between sisters in the camp and that
most of them loved each other “with an almost morbid attachment”.®’

Moreover, even in ersatz family relationships, such as those of “camp
sisters”, social bonding, in groups of two or more, helped women to keep
up their struggle to survive. Rose Meth describes her ersatz camp sister:
“Estusia and I were like sisters. People never knew that we were not really
sisters. As soon as all my real sisters were taken away from me and Estusia
saw my condition, she helped me a lot morally. She told me I must be
strong and survive”.3® Such surrogate families cared for each other and
improved women’s chances of survival. Lucie Adelsberger describes her
camp family in which her “daughters” provided her with clothing and
food whenever they could. She states that members of such families often
put their own lives at risk and that even for those who did not survive:
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“the friendship and love of a camp family eased the horror of their mis-
erable end”.® This kind of bonding was not exclusive to women, but it
appears to have been both much more prevalent among women and to
have been expressed and reported more in testimonies written by women,
including those of Isabella Leitner and Charlotte Delbo.?® Female pris-
oners offered each other support, comfort and solidarity. Women were
able to “transform their habits of raising children or their experience of
nurturing into the care of the nonbiological family”.*! As isolation and
the separation of families was deliberately imposed by the camp system,
the creation of new “families” helped inmates by giving them a system
of mutual support and a source of material and psychological strength in
place of their real families.”

There has been a taboo in treating women who behaved differently from
perceived gender norms and expectations, largely reflecting a reluctance to
deal with a painful or difficult subject.”® Yet, examples of such behavior in
female narratives do exist. Fanya Gottesfeld Heller states in her memoirs
that: “The unrelenting fear of death and gnawing pain of hunger led to
acts of desperation among many who survived; some stole, others lied and
schemed. Still others took comfort in intimate relationships that might be
considered illicit or misguided in ordinary times. It was not all pure and
righteous, but it happened”.** Gendered norms about expected types of
female conduct such as social bonding and nurturing were contradicted
by examples of spiteful and hateful behavior. Millu describes how physical
hardship and deprivation produced competitive, self-interested behavior—
women who were “ready to pummel and trample over the others in order
to get in first and grab a good place”.”® Bitton-Jackson describes an epi-
sode when a bed collapsed onto her very weak mother. The other inmates
did not care or help as they were awaiting the distribution of food—*“they
laugh at my alarm ... Not one of them pays attention to my frantic pleas”.”¢
Millu describes the “morbid curiosity” of the women at Birkenau at the
selections for the gas chambers. They craned their necks to see “like spec-
tators at a sports match”.®” Such behaviour was at variance with gendered
norms about women’s conduct.

Millu describes the transformative and destructive effect of Birkenau on
the identity and behavior of its prisoners over time. The inmates taunted
and abused each other. She writes: “I recoiled in shame from their weary
eyes gleaming with malice and their pinched mouths spewing out vul-
garities, sick at the sight of what our misery had made of us ... Soon I
would be a true daughter of the Lager [camp] ... I would be no different
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from the old-timers”.”® Lengyel too states that “it scemed as though the
Germans constantly sought to pit us against each other, to make us com-
petitive, spiteful and hateful” and notes how even “the most peaceful souls
were occasionally seized with a desire to strangle their neighbours” in
the overcrowded conditions in the bunks, through exasperation at their
circumstances.”

Sexuality and sexual conduct could become significant at times in the
camp. It is hard to piece together these aspects of camp life for two main
reasons. Firstly, they were taboo subjects, which have only recently been
discussed in the historical literature.'” Secondly, it is difficult for survi-
vors to narrate sexual trauma.'” However, the subjects of lesbianism, the
granting of sexual favours and life in the camp brothel all deserve atten-
tion. Lesbianism was a taboo form of behavior and references to it are
uncommon in survivor narratives. Vera Laska has noted the lack of avail-
able documentation on lesbians: “Women’s memoirs say little on the sub-
ject, either because they considered the subject indelicate or because they
chose to remain in the closet. The women who were lesbians when they
entered the camps or became so afterward are hidden behind a double veil
of hypocrisy and silence”.1> However, there is some mention of lesbian-
ism. Lengyel distinguishes between “three categories” of lesbians: the first
group, who were “lesbians by instinct”; the second group, who “because
of the abnormal conditions, suffered changes in their sexual viewpoint”
and often “yielded under the pressure of necessity”; and the third group,
who “discovered their lesbian predilections through an association with
corruption”. She goes on to describe lesbian “orgies”.! In Millu’s book,
there is a reference to a “most evil Kapo” with a “black triangle” on her
shirt, portrayed as “fat and sturdy”.!®* There is an implicit connection
drawn between her appearance, lesbianism and “evil” character. There is
reference to another lesbian Kapo, the “Kapo of the dressmakers renowned
for her lesbian predilections”.1% The “heavy, resounding footsteps” of the
“formidable” Frau Gotti could be heard every morning as “she came to
wake her lover with a long kiss as well as a little snack”. The sugges-
tion here is not only of lesbian stereotyping, but also of the exchange of
sexual favours for food. Furthermore, our understanding of lesbianism is
made more difficult because lesbian relationships were hard to identify and
distinguish from the numerous close friendships that women formed at
Auschwitz and other camps.!%

Survivor narratives refer to the granting of sexual favours by some
girls and women in exchange for food, other items or “camp luxuries”.
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This was commonplace and formed a significant aspect of what women
found to be so humiliating and degrading about the camp experience.
Lengyel describes an episode when Tadek, a carpenter who came to mend
the bunks, was friendly and attentive to her. She describes him as hand-
some, tall and smiling. He gave her food, but then made it clear that
he expected sexual favours in return.'”” Some women adopted the sur-
vival strategy of flirting, bantering or acting coy with men and performing
sexual favours, as a way of gaining extra food or luxuries. The impact of
the Puffkommando (brothel) on different women was significant. There
was a marked distinction of attitude between those women inside the
brothel and those outside. On one level, there was the moral stance of
rejection of a woman for prostituting herself, yet at the same time, there
was some jealousy and resentment about the “luxuries” that life in the
brothel afforded. References to these are fewer and harder to hard, but
they do exist and demonstrate behavior that deviated from perceived atti-
tudes and conceptions about the appropriate conduct of women. Indeed,
in the historiography of both women’s experiences of the Third Reich
and the concentration camps in general, brothels have been mentioned
only comparatively recently as these fields have developed to encompass
them.!'® Annette Timm has noted that whilst some women were forced
into service as prostitutes in the concentration camps, others “chose this
option as a way to prolong their lives”.1” Some women welcomed the
chance to work in the camp brothel as conditions were better and they
had a temporary reprieve from the possibility of being selected for the gas
chambers.'?

Pregnancies had to be concealed at Auschwitz, because all pregnant
women were sent immediately to the gas chamber. Pregnant women hid
their condition for as long as possible, for “the camp was no maternity
ward”. 1! Despite the attempts of German officers to trick women into
revealing their pregnancies, Lengyel writes: “Incredible as it may seem,
some succeeded in concealing their conditions to the last moment, and
the deliveries took place secretly in the barracks”.!'? At the infirmary at
Auschwitz, as soon as a baby was born, both mother and infant were sent
to the gas chambers. In order to save the lives of the mothers, Lengyel
describes how newborn infants were killed: “And so, the Germans suc-
ceeded in making murderers of us ... The only meager consolation is that
by these murders we saved the mothers”.113

Gisella Perl, a Jewish doctor from Hungary, who was interned in
Auschwitz, also recounts killing newborn children in order “to save the
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life of the mother”.!* “It was up to me to save the life of the mothers,
if there was no other way, than by destroying the life of their unborn
children”. She recalls that the procedure took place: “In the dark, always
hurried, in the midst of filth and dirt. After the child had been delivered,
I quickly bandaged the mother’s abdomen and sent her back to work”.
She states that: “I delivered women pregnant in the eighth, seventh, sixth,
fitth month, always in a hurry, always with my five fingers, in the dark,
under terrible conditions”. She concludes: “No one will ever know what
it meant to me to destroy these babies. After years and years of medical
practice, childbirth was still to me the most beautiful, the greatest miracle
of nature. I loved those newborn babies not as a doctor but as a mother
and it was again and again my own child whom I killed to save the life of
a woman ... and if I had not done it, both mother and child would have
been cruelly murdered”.!t®

CONCLUSION

Gender provides a useful tool for interpreting the experiences and behav-
ior of Holocaust victims. Gender is a characteristic of all human experi-
ence. Both masculinity and femininity have been socially constructed and
shaped by historical circumstances and expectations. Moving away from
universal interpretations, both women’s experiences as specifically female
and men’s experiences are significant to our understanding. The field of
Holocaust studies that was gender neutral until the 1980s now includes
a substantial literature on gender. Furthermore, a comparatively recent,
yet substantial output of memoirs and testimonies by female Holocaust
survivors, has ensured that women’s voices are no longer unheard. This
allows us to consider the impact of trauma on women as well as on men.
As Kremer notes, female writings have shown that “representation of his-
tory through the lens of male hegemony is incomplete”.!¢ These develop-
ments in the historiography have meant that scholars are now in a much
better position to comprehend the diversity and complexity of the expe-
riences of Holocaust victims. In the end, both male and female survi-
vors state that luck played a large part in their survival. For example, Eva
Schloss, with a similar view on this to Bruno Bettelheim, writes “a large
part of my survival was down to pure luck”.1”

Men’sand women’s traumatic experiences of the Holocaust were notiden-
tical, but as Myrna Goldenberg has suggested, they were “different horrors”
within the “same hell”.!'® Their testimonies illustrate the complexities of
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their emotional responses to trauma and how they have remembered and
written about it. The experiences and memories of their trauma were sub-
jective and distinctive, in certain respects, along gendered lines. During
their imprisonment at Auschwitz, women had to opt for agency and make
choices in a variety of ways that were distinctive from those made by men.
Yet, Frankl notes that for men too, the “choice of action” existed, even in
the face of the terrible privations they faced at Auschwitz.!'? In the end,
all Jews were equally destined for death, but there were differences on the
road to that destination for men and women. The use of survivor memoirs
and testimonies enables us to understand the subjectivities of the traumatic
experiences faced by prisoners at Auschwitz. The lens of gender was signifi-
cant both in the experiencing of these events and in the reporting or narrat-
ing of them. An analysis of male and female testimonies of trauma adds an
important angle to our knowledge and understanding of this dark chapter
in human history. It also suggests a way forward in the scholarship of trauma
more generally—the development of a history of trauma along gendered
lines—especially in circumstances of other wars and genocides, as well as
how and why memories and representations of trauma change over time.
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CHAPTER 5

Rethinking Civilian Neuroses in
the Second World War

Hazel Croft

It might be assumed that 70 years after the end of the Second World
War, the issue of wartime neurosis among civilians has been settled. The
narrative of civilians’ psychological response to the war, set in place by
Richard Titmuss’ Problems of Social Policy published in 1950, has rarely
been challenged in the subsequent historiography and memorialization
of the war. Titmuss set out the thesis that the war caused few psychiatric
breakdowns, and, if anything, civilians were strengthened in their psy-
chological resolve due to wartime camaraderie, full employment, active
roles in civil defense and war work.! Indeed, during the early years of
the war, psychoanalyst Edward Glover bemoaned that psychiatric reports
emphasized with “monotonous regularity” how the “incidence of ‘bomb
neuroses’ was ‘astonishingly small’”.? Glover, however, was skeptical as to
the veracity of these reports, which he described as being “quite valueless”
and subject to “gross error”.®* There was no assessment of the severity
of the traumatic experience, no check on patients’ psychiatric history, no
accurate account of the changes in the population, and “no uniformity of
diagnostic approach.”* Glover even suggested that a pre-war “mass neuro-
sis myth”, whereby psychiatrists predicted millions of psychiatric casualties
had been transformed into an equally inaccurate “no neurosis” myth.°
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“The official view developed,” he wrote, that “the problem of air-raid
shock had solved itself.”¢

This “official” view has often been taken at face value in subsequent
histories of the home front. Moreover, the psychiatric response to the
war has all too often been treated as a secondary issue or as an adjunct
to debates about civilian morale.” In 2004, a team of researchers led by
historian Edgar Jones undertook a survey of government and medical lit-
erature from the war in order to reassess the incidence of civilian neuro-
sis during the Second World War.® Although the study provided insights
into the impact of government and medical discourses on civilian mental
health, it was conducted in light of political concern about civilian reac-
tions to terrorist attacks following 9/11 in New York in 2001 and 7 /7 in
London in 2005, and thus framed its findings in the context of whether
morale held up. As the authors point out, however, morale was always a
problematic concept. The plethora of official surveys and reports collected
by the Ministry of Information and other government agencies during
the first years of the war were infused with propagandistic rhetoric and
“institutional bias”, and often based on subjective accounts from indi-
viduals.? Attempts to measure civilian morale were largely concerned with
assessing attitudes and behavior, with only speculative references to the
collective state of mind of the civilian population.!® Moreover, morale,
however defined, cannot simply be equated with mental health, nor can it
be measured and assessed in the same way.

In this chapter, I suggest that stepping outside the framework of
morale can shed new light on civilian mental health during the war. Over
the last three decades many scholars have begun to challenge what one
historian described as the “monochrome picture” of the home front, ana-
lyzing how gender, nationality, class and race conditioned and altered
civilians’ experiences of the war. The work of Sonya Rose, Geoffrey Field
and Amy Bell, for example, has attempted to look, in the words of Amy
Bell, “beneath the veneer of public descriptions of civilian morale and
steadfast national identity” to reveal complexities and nuances in civilians’
responses to bombing and to government attempts to police behavior
and emotions.!! Much of the analysis of the psychological effects of the
Second World War on civilians has been incorporated in wider studies of
everyday life during wartime, 2 or in histories of war trauma spanning
the twentieth century.!® There has also been a substantial historical litera-
ture on the psychological effects of the war, particularly evacuation, on
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children. As sociologist Nikolas Rose has suggested, the war accorded a
new “visibility” to the child as an object of psychiatric scrutiny.'* In this
research, however, I have focused attention on the psychiatric judgment
and treatment on the adult civilians who have been less visible in the
historiography of the psychological effects of the war, but who neverthe-
less came under the remit of the psychiatric services. My aim is not to
claim that in Britain there existed a large number of psychiatric casualties
that the authorities covered up, or that historians have simply failed to
unearth. Nor do I suggest that civilians were suffering from a neurosis or
trauma when neither psychiatrists nor civilians attached a psychiatric label
to their emotional states. Rather, I examine how the “no neurosis” narra-
tive was constructed in official government and medical discourse and the
ways in which political and medical assumptions shaped and determined
psychiatric practice during the war.

I begin by setting out and analyzing the political context in which
government ministers, and their psychiatric advisors, decided and limited
what disorders were counted as psychiatric casualties caused by the war. I
move on to explore psychiatric interventions into the lives of those who
had directly experienced bombing raids, focusing on the ways psychiatrists
and doctors judged and treated those civilians who sought help at First
Aids Posts and GP surgeries. In the final section, I analyze psychiatric
practice in the more institutional setting of psychiatric outpatient clinics,
drawing on the unpublished reports of the visits to the clinics by two gov-
ernment inspectors. Throughout, I highlight the tensions between official
governmental and psychiatric discourses and patients’ experiences of the
traumas of war. Here it has been useful to consider Raymond Williams’
concept of “structures of feeling”.!® The wartime narrative of reliance was
not settled at the start of the war, but was constantly in the process of
being shaped, reshaped, reiterated and resisted. Williams’ concept is useful
in developing an understanding of how the dominant wartime “mood” of
stoical steadfastness contained within it a range of shifting and contradic-
tory social attitudes, meanings and emotions. For Williams, “structures of
feeling” could explain “meanings and values as they are actively lived and
felt”, and provides insights into the relationship between lived experiences
with more formal belief systems.! Examining wartime neuroses through
this framework thus provides a way in which we can begin to “get at” the
multiplicity of responses to traumatic events and the differing ways civil-
ians’ articulated and expressed nervous distress during the war.
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“QUIETEN THEM DowN”: THE OFFICIAL VIEW

During the war, whether psychiatric symptoms were attributed to the war
was as much a political question as a medical or psychiatric one. In the
face of the predictions of mass psychiatric casualties, the government was
anxious to avoid not only civilian panic, but also the high financial costs of
providing psychiatric treatment and paying out compensation claims. The
experience of shell shock in the First World War, and the subsequent high
levels of compensation payments for war disabilities, was still fresh in the
government’s memory. Indeed, the government appointed two former
shell shock doctors, the neurologist Gordon Holmes and the psychiatrist
Bernard Hart as official advisors. Edward Glover described these appoint-
ments as “reverting to the ideologies of the last war but one,” and claimed
the government had “shut the door on any prospect of systematic research
on the psychology of a people at war”.’” Indeed, Holmes was renowned
for his uncompromising physicalist views of mental disorder and for his
unsympathetic attitude toward neurotic soldiers in the First World War.'®
Holmes and Hart both emphasized that only those civilians who were pre-
disposed to mental disorder would break down in times of war, claiming
that the number of psychiatric casualties would be dependent, “not merely
on external events and forces, such as the number and size of bombs, but
on the preceding mental state of the individuals concerned.”? Moreover,
they urged the government not to pay any compensation to civilians suf-
fering from ncurasthenia or other psychiatric diagnoses.?°

The government set up a plan for what it called “authoritarian” treat-
ment, which aimed to sift and sort patients, so that only those considered
to have a long-term, pre-war mental disorder would be sent to already
overcrowded mental hospitals. Emotional shock caused by air raids was to
be treated as a temporary reaction to bombing, by “front-line” psychiatrists
administering tea, sugar, sedatives or barbiturates to patients, and then by
sending them home or evacuating them as soon as possible. The govern-
ment’s priorities were made clear in instructions, sent to every medical
practitioner in the country, forbidding doctors from using the term “shell
shock”, in case it garnered too much public sympathy for the victims, and
insisting that “reassurance, patriotism and a large dose of bromide should
be sufficient.”?! Sir Hubert Bond from the Ministry of Pensions character-
ized the government’s approach: “Do not talk about these things,” he
insisted. “Get them home at once, in the next hour if possible, and give
them some drug—morphia, ctc., to quicten them down.”??
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The government’s priorities were made clear in its wartime legisla-
tion for civilian pension claims. For the first two years of the war, the
government enacted a pension policy which meant that no civilian
could claim financial compensation unless they had sustained a physical
injury in a bombing raid. The Personal Injuries (Civilians) Act, passed
in 1939, restricted all civilian claims to those who had sustained visible
physical injuries which involved “damage to the tissue”.?® The legisla-
tion was designed to prevent large numbers of civilians from claiming war
injury pensions. As Adair Hore, the permanent secretary at the Ministry
of Pensions, explained during its drafting, the purpose of the legislation
was “to eliminate the effects of shock, and cut out people who collapse
when they hear a shell burst.”?* This sharp distinction between physical
and psychological injuries was in some ways a return to First World War
debates between commotional or psychological causes of shell shock, and
reinforced ideas that physical injuries were more deserving of compensa-
tion than emotional and psychological traumas. Indeed, Percy Bolus, the
medical director of the Ministry of Pensions, insisted that unless a blast
caused bodily damage, such as hemorrhaging or lung collapse, symptoms
of shock would only persist in those who had a constitutional weakness.?
Although the government modified its stance in 1941, conceding that
“emotional shock” could be counted as a pension-worthy physical injury
even if there was not visible, physical wound, its attitude toward civilian
pensions remained very restrictive.?® Those diagnosed with “emotional
shock” could only claim compensation if the shock was considered to be
the result of direct exposure to a blast and after they had been admitted to
a “neurosis center” in an Emergency Medical Service hospital and subject
to psychiatric investigation, treatment and rehabilitation.?” The Ministry
of Pensions insisted that there would be no compensation in cases where
“symptoms are induced merely by apprehension and fears occasioned by
enemy activity, and which are variously diagnosed as neurasthenia, anxiety
neurosis, hysteria, nervous debility, etc”.?

Although government pension policy was undoubtedly driven by desire
to minimize the financial encumbrance on the state, the exclusion of neu-
rosis as grounds for compensation also reflected and reinforced predomi-
nant psychiatric theorizations about the causes of neurosis. Bernard Hart,
one of the government’s chief psychiatric advisors, argued that granting
compensation would encourage individuals to “succumb” to neurosis by
protecting and rewarding them for the disorder. Embedded in this view
was the assumption that psychological illnesses were a form of malingering,
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whereby the patient attempted, consciously or unconsciously, to use the
illness to gain material benefit. As Hart put it, the denial of compensa-
tion may “appear superficially to be ruthless and unfair to the individual
patients”, but it was, he suggested, “salutary to the patient himself, because
they may save him from the miseries of a protracted and crippling illness”.?
Similarly, Aubrey Lewis, clinical director of the Maudsley Hospital, wrote
to the Ministry of Pensions urging the government not to award compen-
sation because this would only increase the numbers of patients alleging
their neurosis was due to bombing. He maintained that the only cases that
should qualify as civilian psychiatric casualties were those “in which some
form of mental illness in a previously healthy person had developed promptly
under a near escape from death or injury by bombing” .3

Both the Ministry of Pensions and establishment psychiatrists main-
tained that the “normal” reaction of civilians to air raids was temporary
emotional shock and that more protracted and serious neurotic disorders
would only develop in those individuals who were viewed as being predis-
posed to nervous conditions or as having a “faulty” family history. Theories
about predisposition were prevalent in psychiatric reports throughout the
war. Edinburgh-based psychiatrist Harry Stalker, for example, argued in
1940 that neuroses would only develop in “predisposed persons” whom
he judged to have “abnormal” or “grossly abnormal” personalities, which
meant they could not adapt to the conditions of war.?! Yet psychiatrists did
not always spell out exactly what they meant when they described patients
as being predisposed to nervous disorders—did they mean the patient
had previously been diagnosed with a mental illness or did the reference
to “predisposition” signify an all-encompassing “abnormal” condition of
the whole person, including their social background and personality? In
many wartime psychiatric reports, there was an implicit assumption that
if a person had previously suffered from a nervous condition, then their
wartime disorder could not have been caused by the air raids. It was thus
the “abnormality” of the individual, rather than the external traumatic
events of the war, which was seen as determining whether nervous states
would develop into more protracted mental disorders.

This approach was illustrated in the major government-sponsored sur-
vey into neurosis in wartime, conducted by Carlos Blacker, which was pub-
lished at the end of the war.? In the survey, Medical Officers in charge of
216 psychiatric clinics in England and Wales were asked to fill in a question-
naire. In order to determine whether psychological difficulties could defi-
nitely be attributed to the war, Blacker asked psychiatrists if their patients:
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1. Suffered from a psychiatric condition before 1940. If so, the war was
not considered to be the primary factor in the development of
neurosis.

2. If they had been the victim of a direct physical injury.

This question, the report explained, aimed “at separating persons who
are involved in the experience of a direct physical character such as blast
or falling masonry from those who were merely [my emphasis] exposed
to fears or to indirect stresses as are involved in life in shelters or through
evacuation”.®

Moreover, the wording of the questionnaire assumed that air raids
would not be the primary cause of neurosis. As Blacker wrote when devis-
ing the questions, “The phrase ‘associated with air raids’ is designedly
used in preference to ‘caused by air raids’ because, in many cases, it is
doubtful the air raids are the real cause of the disability”.3* Thus in many
ways the construction of the questions, and the assumptions embedded
within them, prefigured the survey’s main conclusion that air raids had not
led to a significant rise in neuroses.

How did these assumptions about the causation of mental disorders
shape psychiatric practice during the war? In the following analysis, I sug-
gest that psychiatric practice and diagnosis was determined not only by
medical assessment of patients’ symptoms, but also by social and economic
factors, and the moral and political stance of doctors and psychiatrists.
As historian Paul Lerner has emphasized, psychiatric practice can only
be understood by considering its “ever-present political and economic

7 35

dimensions”.

Psycaiatric FirsT AiD

Civilians, who directly experienced air raids and/or witnessed the death
and injury of loved ones and neighbors, and the physical destruction of
homes and neighborhoods, could seek respite and help at one of the net-
work of First Aid Posts set up in heavily bombed areas by the government
and local authorities. The posts were established in makeshift accommo-
dation, such as requisitioned school buildings, Church halls or rooms
in hospitals, and were staffed mainly by A.R.P. wardens and other civil
defense workers, along with volunteers from the Red Cross and St. John’s
Ambulance.?® Many of the First Aid Posts also had a psychiatrist, usually
from a nearby mental hospital, and a psychiatric social worker attached
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to them. Priority was given to treating those with physical injuries and
immediate social needs, such as clothing, temporary accommodation, the
salvaging of possessions and financial assistance.?” One psychiatric social
worker working in Southampton described how,

Everyone is occupied with supplying the material needs of the population,
and there is so much uncertainty, anxiety and excitement amongst those
who have been rendered homeless that only the more severe forms of psy-
chosis, mental deficiency and epilepsy show themselves.

Despite the priority given to physical treatment, government figures
revealed that in 1941, 700 new cases of “emotional shock” were treated
every week, amounting to approximately one-fifth of all casualties treated
at First Aid Posts.*’ Little is known, however, of what happened either
during or after the “psychiatric first aid” administered at the posts. Henry
Wilson, a psychiatrist attached to a First Aid Post in London’s East End,
admitted that, “in the rush of work no adequate notes of follow up of
these cases, which ranged from acute emotional disturbance to hysterical
paraplegia and stupor, were possible”.*

One study traced 127 people who had been treated at a First Aid Post
after a heavy raid, and who had been sent home after being diagnosed as
suffering from “emotional shock”. The authors found that 11 percent
of these people had subsequently suffered from anxiety, 56 percent from
anxiety and depression, 16 percent from depression and 16 percent from
anxiety-state hysteria.*! Of those buried alive for more than one hour dur-
ing the raid, some 65 percent had suffered from either a temporary neu-
rosis or persistent neurosis, which was serious enough for the individual
to have to take extended absence from work.*? Cases included a married
woman in her mid-forties, who had been covered with debris and buried
in a gas cupboard for over an hour after her home had been hit. Her
son had been injured beside her. She could “scarcely sleep for weeks: and
‘one worry after another’ had come upon her after this—her son’s injury,
her husband became ill and her daughter died with TB, arranging a new
house, etc.”. Remarkably, the woman remained well, apart from spending
a few weeks in bed because she felt “run-down”.*?

In contrast to many psychiatric studies conducted during the war,
this follow-up study placed great emphasis on the “subjective nature of
the experience” of air raids, and on the severity of the traumatic experi-
ence.** The authors concluded that factors such as abnormal constitution
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or personality played a part in only a minority of the cases they investi-
gated. Moreover, the authors highlighted how social factors, such as deal-
ing with bombed-out homes, financial strains, long working and traveling
hours and a serious upset in the pattern of living, were the major factors
for the persistence of neurosis.* Similarly, a house-to-house investigation
in Bristol, conducted one month after severe bombing raids, found that
one-third of the civilians interviewed were suffering from anxiety, depres-
sion and various physical illnesses (such as, gastric disorder, bladder dys-
function and menstruation problems), which the investigators attributed
to the effects of bombing.*® Those who were suffering from anxiety or
related physical disorders were not being recognized, claimed the authors
of the report. There was a time-lag of two to four weeks in the develop-
ment of such symptoms, which often only manifested after the person had
begun organizing repairs, rescuing possessions and contacting relief agen-
cies to obtain financial help.*” It was impossible, suggested the authors, to
calculate how many people never received medical attention or who relied
on tonics, alcohol, tobacco or other measures to reduce their anxieties. As
the report suggested, those suffering from psychological disorders,

are often ashamed to report their illness, and do not consult their doctor;
this latter class stop working, send for a tonic from the chemist, and may stay
at home for some weeks in an apathetic state.*

We do not know how many civilians took to their beds, or relied on
alcohol, tobacco or tonics to help them get through the war. Some medical
and welfare workers at the time were concerned the psychological needs
of sections of the population were being overlooked by the authorities,
and that psychological problems may remain latent for a period of time.
Social workers working for the Mental Health Emergency Committee in
Bristol, for example, worried that, “the longer term danger of breakdowns
later is ignored, or not understood”. Bomb victims could “live for weeks
in almost impossible conditions”, they noted, and thus “allow illness and
nervous symptoms to go untreated and generally plant the seeds of future
troubles”.* As psychoanalyst Edward Glover reported in 1942, countless
people suffering from psychological disturbances “filtered back into the
general population, where they were dealt with, if at all, by local practitio-
ners having no special psychological training”.>

It could be very difficult for patients to admit their nervous troubles
to their family doctor. Not only was the GP often a friend of the family,
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the GP surgery itself was still at this time largely a domestic space, situated
within the doctor’s home, and dominated by personalized relationship
between doctor and patient.®* This domestic set-up could make it harder
for patients to admit to what might be seen as a personal failing, especially
in the context of the cultivation of an “ideal” stoical citizen, emphasized
in press reports and government propaganda. GPs often took on the role
of enacting what psychoanalyst John Rickman called “moral reinforce-
ment”, rather like a “kindly parent figure” exerting authoritative reassur-
ance over the patient.®? According to Dr. Geoffrey Evans, writing to the
British Medical Journal (BM]), doctors had a duty to “take pains to deter-
mine that our thoughts are those of courage, confidence, faith and hope.”
Moreover, he argued that doctors must, “sedulously refuse every thought
of fear, regret, resentment, and the like, because these thoughts have a
weakening effect”.5® Such resolve not to show any “weakening” meant
that doctors could often be dismissive of patients’ or relatives’ subjective
feelings about their nervous disorders. As one GP put it, “my people are
ashamed to complain of their symptoms”.>* Other doctors, reflecting and
reiterating official discourses, suggested the war merely provided patients
with an excuse for the existence of a prior mental disorder or weakness. Dr
Ellis Sturgo, writing to the BM]J, even contended that the war gave neu-
rotics “a superb scapegoat to account for their abnormal personalities”.>®

There was also an important class dimension in the relationship between
doctors and patients, whereby for working class patients the doctor was
often seen as a figure of authority, and to whom it was hard to admit fears.
There was also the very practical matter of cost, which made it impossible
for many poorer patients to even consider visiting their doctor about their
nervous troubles. As psychoanalyst Melitta Schmideberg observed, many
poorer people never visited a doctor due to expense, and others were so
“upset or bereaved through bombing it did not even occur that medi-
cal help might be desirable.”®® Patients often presented to their doctor
with a physical rather than a mental ailment. According to a study on one
GP practice in London during 1940 and 1941, half the patients even-
tually diagnosed with nervous disorders had initially sought advice from
the GP about a physical disorder. The study surmised that patients often
only felt able to visit their doctor, “when some physical disorder gave
them an excuse”.%” This reflected a fear of admitting a mental weakness,
especially in the context of the developing “mood” of carrying on amid
the material and emotional wreckage of the war. As a doctor from Kent
noted in a letter to the BMJ, this resulted in a large number of cases being
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“unrecognised and untreated (unless one describes as treatment an assur-
ance by their private doctor that there is “nothing wrong” with them)”.%8

As noted in the introduction to this chapter, evacuated children were
one section of the civilian population which did become a focus of psychi-
atric concern. As historian Michal Shapira has observed, children occupied
a “privileged position” in investigations into the psychological effects of
war.® In some ways, wartime psychiatric reports underplayed the trau-
matic effects of bombing on children. Indeed, children were often viewed
as being more resilient and adaptable than adults in coping with the experi-
ence of relentless raids.®® Thus in many reports of children’s psychological
reactions, children were assessed in a similar way to adults—with pre-war
nervous symptoms being viewed as a more important indicator of a child’s
mental reactions than the severity of the air raids.®! A study of 8000 school
children in Bristol by psychologist Maureen Dunsdon, for example, found
only 300 children suffering from detrimental mental effects of the raids,
including psychological symptoms such as trembling and crying, and
psychosomatic symptoms such as headaches, anorexia and indigestion.®?
Although psychiatric investigations did not ignore the traumas and fears
induced in some children by raids, much of the research focused not on
the experience of air raids but on the effects of evacuation, and the psy-
chological traumas children suffered by being removed from their home
surroundings. In particular, the separation of the child from the mother
was seen as having much greater potential to cause long-term psychologi-
cal damage than the fears and anxieties of air raids. As historian Mathew
Thomson has highlighted, children came to symbolize not the damaging
psychological effects of the war per se but deep anxieties about the separa-
tion of the child from the home and the mother.®® Psychoanalysts played a
key role in articulating such concerns and in “reifying” the child’s psyche
as central to the healthy development of future adult civilians, such as in
the wartime therapeutic work with disturbed children practiced by Anna
Freud and Dorothy Burlington in Hampstead and Donald Winnicott in
Oxford.®*

In contrast to the concern articulated about the mental health of evacu-
ated children, some contemporary observers noted that the psychologi-
cal needs of many adult civilians experiencing bombardment had been
neglected. One Mass Observation report, for example, warned that there
was a danger of medics and civil defense workers neglecting the “private
feelings” of civilians coping with the aftershock of air raids, leaving people
not knowing how to articulate their fears and emotions.®® The prevalence
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of such cases prompted Mass Observation founder Tom Harrisson to
write to the BM]J describing how people could “cave in” after a heavy
bombing raid. “In some cases they have simply taken to bed and stayed
in bed for weeks at a time”, he wrote. These cases were unlikely to have
ever come to the attention of a psychiatrist or family doctor because their
symptoms did not conform to an official diagnosis of neurosis. “They have
not shown marked trembling or hysteria, but an extreme desire to retreat
into sleep and into being looked after, as if chronically ill”, he suggested.®®
Such examples indicate a multiplicity of psychological reactions to the war,
not all of which came under the remit of the psychiatric profession, and to
which civilians did not necessarily attach a psychiatric label.

PsycHiatric CLINICS: IN THE SHADOW OF
THE MENTAL HoOSPITAL

Although the extent and provenance of undiagnosed and untreated ner-
vous problems during the war could only be speculated upon, attendance
at psychiatric clinics could provide more tangible evidence of the extent
of mental health problems suffered during the war. These clinics, often
attached to mental hospitals, were staffed by mental hospital psychiatrists
and took referrals from GPs, First Aid Posts and mental hospital psychia-
trists. In many ways the clinics traversed the boundaries of psychiatric care,
treating both patients considered to have long-term, serious mental dis-
orders and those with more minor and transient psychological problems.
Some historians have suggested that many psychiatric clinics stood empty
during the war, yet Blacker’s official survey found the clinics severely over-
crowded, with depleted staff unable to deal with the demand for services.%”

Despite the importance of these clinics in the psychiatric history of
the war, remarkably little has been written of the material conditions or
social relationships of these overcrowded and understaffed sites of treat-
ment. To attempt to rectify this, I have drawn on the unpublished reports
carried out for Blacker’s survey by two inspectors, Catherine Gavin and
Isobel Laird, from the Board of Control (the body which oversaw mental
institutions before the creation of the NHS) in March and April 1943.
Gavin and Laird visited every psychiatric clinic in the Greater London and
the North West of England regions respectively, interviewing the psychia-
trists, social workers and almoners who staffed them and reporting on the
facilities and conditions they encountered.®® None of this reportage was
included in Blacker’s final published version, nor has it been the subject of
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subsequent historical analysis. The value of these reports lies in the detail
they provide into the physical conditions of the clinics, and the attitudes
and opinions of those who staffed them. Although the reports offer, as
Gavin herself said, “nothing more than a bird’s eye picture”, they provide
hitherto unexplored accounts of the space and resources of the clinics, and
of the relationships between the staff and patients within them.®’

The inspectors wrote of the clinics as run-down, gloomy, blacked-out
and discouraging places for patients. In Barrow, patients waiting for treat-
ment could not fit in the tiny blacked-out waiting room, and queued in
a cold corridor with no seats, sharing the space with patients from other
clinics. Laird writes, “On certain days the neurotic patients wait among
children in various noisy and gory stages of recovery from operations for
the removal of tonsils”.”? In Preston, psychiatric patients were forced to
sit or stand, “in a very narrow corridor totally blacked-out, poorly-lit, and
ventilated mainly from the large waiting room where about fifty patients
with an assortment of skin affections await their clinic”.”! In the London
area, Gavin similarly describes makeshift and inadequate buildings, with
crowded waiting rooms, sometimes overflowing into nearby corridors.”?
Gavin and Laird found that patients often faced a lack of privacy, with
patients having to reveal details of their nervous complaints to everyone
else queuing to see the doctors. At the Warrington clinic, “The dingy
waiting hall is filled with fumes from the boilerhouse ... [it] is not large,
and the hatch at which new patients ask for cards is in one wall. New
patients therefore give all the necessary particulars about themselves in full
hearing of all waiting patients”.”® The absence of privacy also sometimes
included consultations being carried out in front of other patients or with
nurses and relatives moving in and out of makeshift spaces.”

Although these conditions were neither unique nor surprising in the
context of the scarcity of resources in wartime Britain, the evidence that
patients were prepared to queue for hours in cramped halls and cold cor-
ridors, and seek services with little privacy, is an indicator of a significant
demand for psychiatric help during the war. This is especially the case
considering the physical obstacles people had to surmount to reach the
clinics, such as traversing bomb-damaged areas. Patients at the clinics also
faced the added stigma of the association of the clinics with the large
mental hospitals. One-third of all psychiatric clinics in England and Wales
were physically attached to the asylum, sharing the same buildings or out-
buildings in the grounds of mental hospitals.”> As many as 150 out of the
216 clinics, including those attached to voluntary and general hospitals,
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were staffed by psychiatrists and social workers from a nearby mental
hospital.”¢ As Bernard Hart pointed out, many of the psychiatrists who
worked in the clinics tended to view the patients they examined “from
the angle of their suitability to be admitted to mental hospitals as volun-
tary patients”.”” Indeed, Laird estimated that the clinics were “too closely
identified in the mind of the population with mental hospitals,” and from
her observation of patients, she considered that there was a danger of the
clinics being regarded “as a recruiting centre for a mental hospital.””®

Despite the fear of the mental hospital, and the stigma attached to
having a mental illness still prevalent in the war period, by the time Gavin
and Laird prepared their reports, attendance at the majority of the clinics
they visited had exceeded pre-war rates. Although there was a drop in the
numbers of new patients attending the clinics in 1940, the numbers of
new attendees steadily rose through the next two years.”” Gavin reported
that out of all 44 London clinics she visited, there was only one clinic in
central London “where mention was made of any lack of work” .8 Clinics
reported fluctuating, but steadily increasing numbers through the course
of the war. At the British Hospital for Functional Mental and Nervous
Disorders in Camden in North London, for example, patient numbers fell
during the Blitz period, even though the clinic was situated in a heavily
bombed area. Staft at the clinic believed this was mainly due to the more
vulnerable sections of the population being evacuated, the effects of the
black-out, which meant evening sessions were canceled, and because they
thought the war gave potential patients “something else to think about”.
At the time of the report, however, patient numbers were steadily rising,
mainly due to the relaxation of black-out restrictions and people adapting
to living in bombed-out London.?!

Of course, overcrowded conditions and a steady rise in new patients
attending the clinics was not necessarily a measure of a rise in neurosis in
the general population due to the war. The numbers attending clinics were
affected by multiple factors, such as the numbers of people evacuated from
the cities or conscripted into industrial work, and civilians’ ability to attend
clinics amid bomb damage, transport restrictions and black-out regula-
tions. Blacker suggested the rise in attendances at the clinics was mainly
due to increased awareness of the clinics among GPs.8? Most psychiatrists
interviewed in the survey, however, reported that their most prevalent
problem was not the numbers referred by GPs, but that psychiatrists were
forced to send patients back to their GPs due to staff shortages and the
lack of inpatient beds. Indeed, some of the psychiatrists interviewed wor-
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ried about what happened to patients dispatched back home due to lack
of facilities. The Central Middlesex County Hospital in West London was
staffed by just one psychiatrist who could only attend the clinic on one
afternoon per week. The psychiatrist complained that 90 percent of his
patients had to be “disposed of at the first interview”, and that patients
were only returned when they experienced some “social difficulty”.® As
Gavin reported, “The complaint is that such patients are pushed home
after a very short time and alleged to have been given no definite treat-
ment” % Staff shortages and rising patient numbers resulted in some clin-
ics introducing a rigorous selection of patients. In the London region,
half of the 44 clinics held only one half-day session per week at the time
of Gavin’s visit, and five clinics had suspended their services due to lack of
staff and bomb damage.?® Dr. Grey Clark from West London was one of
several psychiatrists interviewed by Gavin who bemoaned that too many
patients and too few staff resulted “in a high degree of selection to cope
with the pressure of work”.8¢

This is not to suggest that all patients at the clinics, and those wait-
ing for treatment, were experiencing nervous problems directly related
to the war—indeed, many of the psychiatrists interviewed often denied
the influence of air raids in precipitating their patients’ nervous disorders.
Nevertheless, many of the psychiatrists attributed the onset of neurosis
to the wider and longer-term effects of the war, such as the disruption to
routine, the dislocations of social life, homelessness, lack of transport and
other facilities, the effects of fatigue and loneliness, and grief following the
death of loved ones. As psychiatrist Dr. Noel Harris from the Middlesex
Hospital psychiatric clinic expressed it, his patients were most upset by the
“complete disturbance of normal life”.3” In other words, the effects of the
war, and the disturbance to everyday life, were viewed as major contribu-
tory factors to the onset of neurosis—even though such disorders were
never calculated as being caused by the war.

CONCLUSION

This re-examination of civilian neurosis has indicated a far more com-
plex picture of the mental health of the civilian population than is often
acknowledged in histories of the home front. Official government and
medical policy and discourse aimed to contain and to manage psychologi-
cal problems by strictly defining what mental disorders were “caused by
the war” and by attributing wartime nervous conditions to physical and
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mental disorders which predated the war. In this way, the state sought
to deny or minimize the role of the war in causing, or even in exacerbat-
ing, civilians’ mental disorders. Government and mainstream psychiatric
discourse closely reflected and reinforced each other during the war, and
theories of predisposition to mental disorder, whether physical or psychi-
cal, allowed psychiatrists to explain the development of wartime neuroses
without blaming the war itself. This chapter has illustrated, however, that
the narrative of “few psychiatric casualties” was not settled at the start of
the war, but was always in the process of being redefined, renegotiated
and reiterated.

Psychiatrists and other medics were not unanimous in their opinion
on the etiology of the mental disorders in the civilians they encountered.
Although few psychiatrists believed that air raids were the sole cause of
mental illnesses, many feared that nervous problems might manifest after
the end of the war, while others highlighted the effects of wider war-
time hardships and the “abnormality” of life in wartime for either creating
or exacerbating nervous disorders. Moreover, there was always a tension
between official discourses which underplayed the effects of the war on
civilians’ mental ill-health and the lived experiences both of the patients
who sought psychiatric help and of the unknown numbers of civilians who
experienced nervous traumas but who never visited a doctor or psychia-
trist and who remained unaccounted for in the official figures. By viewing
the psychiatric story of the war through a new lens, this chapter has aimed
to contribute to a deeper understanding of the relationship between war
and mental health, and the complex interplay of medical, socio-economic
and political factors involved both in psychiatric judgment and diagnosis
during the war. Moreover, it has reiterated how conceptualizations of war
neurosis and trauma need to be firmly placed in the particular material,
ideological and historical circumstances in which they were developed,
shaped and articulated.
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CHAPTER 6

“No longer Normal”: Traumatized Red
Army Veterans in Post-war Leningrad

Robert Dale

On 10 February 1946, Maria Golubeva wrote to her sister in Simferopol
describing the difficulties and disappointments of life in post-war
Leningrad. Maria was living in one room with five family members. In
November 1945, her son Andrei joined them, following his demobiliza-
tion from the Red Army. His living space had been occupied by other peo-
ple during the Siege of Leningrad, and he was now attempting to reclaim
it through the courts. Andrei was working as an artist in a state institution,
although he wasn’t receiving a ration card. He had been granted permis-
sion to enter university at the start of the next academic year. Andrei’s
transition to civilian life was anything but smooth. As his mother wrote,
“He is after all an invalid and worse still, he is psychologically abnormal.”!

On 18 September 1952, the Leningrad city court found Vladimir
Krymov, a Red Army veteran, guilty of anti-Soviet agitation, a political
crime. On 5 August 1952, according to a series of witnesses, Krymov,
in a state of intoxication, had created a scandal in a central Leningrad
shop, which involved using unprintable language (netsenzurnain bran’),
slandering Communist party leaders, expressing anti-Semitic views and
spreading rumours of a forthcoming war in front of staff and customers.?
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Vladimir was not a dangerous political dissident, but rather an alcoholic
ex-serviceman who had failed to readjust to civilian life. In late August
1953, his mother Olga Krymova wrote a letter of appeal to the USSR state
prosecutor explaining that her son was mentally ill and needed psychiatric
care. She claimed that Vladimir had suffered two traumas (zravmyi): the
first a head injury (kontuziia golovy) whilst serving in the Army, the second
a nervous breakdown prompted by his wife leaving him for another man.
Vladimir, according to his mother “was an abnormal person” and a “typi-
cal schizophrenic.” She attributed Vladimir’s outburst to mental illness,
and questioned whether, “Soviet law makes provision to try a psychiatri-
cally ill person for abnormal ravings (nenormal’nyi bred).”?

These two vignettes, one from the war’s immediate aftermath and the
other over seven years after the end of fighting, illustrate the difficulties
Leningrad’s returning soldiers experienced while reintegrating into civilian
society, and the responses of Leningraders to the unconventional and dis-
orderly behaviour of traumatized veterans. The war on the Eastern Front
between 1941 and 1945 exposed soldiers to years of strain, privation, vio-
lence and killing, as well as separation from their families. Many veter-
ans witnessed and participated in deeply traumatic events. In serving the
motherland, Red Army soldiers had to be prepared to sacrifice not only life
and limb but also their nerves. When Maria Golubeva and Olga Krymova
described their sons as no longer normal, they were grasping for a language
to describe veterans’ traumatic reactions to modern industrialized warfare.
According to the official myth, Red Army veterans largely survived the
war without crippling mental trauma, and were immune to the aftershocks
of war that plagued the capitalist west. In a society where psychological
trauma, especially amongst veterans, created ideological difficulties and
was frequently repressed, it was difficult to find a suitable vocabulary to
discuss war trauma. Veterans, civilians and psychiatrists all found it difficult
to frame the psychological and emotional damage of war. These two moth-
ers may have struggled with the medicalized terminology, but “no longer
normal” veterans were a social and medical reality in post-war Leningrad.

This chapter argues that Red Army veterans, like ex-servicemen else-
where, sometimes experienced post-traumatic reactions and mental health
difficulties as they readjusted to civilian life. It examines newly discovered
archival evidence, alongside published sources, that describes psychological
problems and psychiatric symptoms amongst Leningrad’s ex-servicemen
that in other societies were recognized and treated as trauma. This evidence
falls into two main categories: first, the research conducted by Leningrad’s



“NO LONGER NORMAL”: TRAUMATIZED RED ARMY VETERANS IN POST-WAR... 121

psychiatrists, in particular the Bekhterev Institute, a leading psychiatric and
neurological research institution with a distinguished history of studying
trauma; and second, the traces left across the archival records, such as Maria
Golubeva’s and Olga Krymova’s letters, by traumatized veterans. The influx
of approximately 300,000 veterans demobilized in Leningrad between
mid-July and the end of 1948 had survived one of the twentieth century’s
most violent and murderous conflicts, and were returning to a community
with its own deeply destabilizing wartime experience. Veterans’ prospects
must have seemed bleak. However, most veterans proved remarkably resil-
ient in the face of difficult and disquieting experiences, finding their own
ways of coping with psychological trauma. Although traumatized soldiers
made their presence felt far beyond the consulting room and the psychiatric
ward, most were remarkably successful at readjusting to civilian life. Post-
war Soviet society, late Stalinist Leningrad in particular, had developed its
own unique social, political and clinical understanding of and response to
war trauma which shaped veterans’ readjustment.

Nowhere was the presence of demobilized veterans more evident than
in Leningrad, where they constituted a prominent social constituency.
The trickle of returning soldiers that began in July 1945 rapidly became
a torrent. In just over two years, 268,376 veterans were demobilized in
Leningrad, more than any other Soviet city.* A further 53,334 disabled
veterans, registered with the city’s district social security offices, and
tens of thousands of former POWs, partisans and migrants, demobilized
through other mechanisms or in other locations, were also resident in the
city.® Against the backdrop of Leningrad’s wartime population collapse,
veterans represented between ten and fifteen per cent of the city’s popula-
tion throughout the late Stalinist period. In 1945, the city’s population
stood at barely a third (927,000) of its 1941 level (2,992,000). By 1947,
it had recovered to approximately two-thirds of its pre-war population
(1,998,000), but as late as 1953 Leningrad’s population was half a million
lower than on the eve of war.6

Leningrad’s veterans were returning to a city whose inhabitants had
experienced unimaginable horrors. The Siege of Leningrad ( Blokada) was
a catastrophe for the city and its people. Official figures calculated 632,253
deaths from starvation and associated illnesses, and a further 6747 deaths
from bombs and shelling.” This was almost certainly an underestimate.
Researchers have suggested a death toll between 700,000 and 1 million.?
Regardless of the precise total, no city in modern history has ever suffered
a greater loss of human life. The loss of life was more than ten times that
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in Hiroshima in August 1945.° Yet it was not simply the number of deaths
but their manner that was shocking. Besieged Leningraders watched their
bodies shrink, their friends and family wither and die, as rations and their
nutritional value plummeted. Reserves were exhausted, ersatz foods were
developed, pets were eaten, soups were made from wallpaper paste, leather
was chewed and frightening reports of cannibalism abounded. In the worst
days of the siege, the winter of 1941 /1942, death became unremarkable.
Corpses were left in apartments, where they fell on the streets or stacked in
basements. Blockade survivors (blokadniki) were on war’s frontlines; the
experience left them physically and mentally exhausted.

Trauma and the psychological casualties of modern warfare, both mili-
tary and civilian, as this volume testifies, are the subject of a rich and expand-
ing historiography. The idea that modern warfare was inherently traumatic
and that anybody might have been disturbed by it has entered the western
cultural mainstream. Words like “trauma” and “shell shock” have become
metaphors for almost any uncomfortable or disquieting experience. This
language often obscures the remarkable resilience of individuals and soci-
eties in the face of extreme events. “The emphasis on emotional break-
down and psychiatric illness,” as Joanna Bourke has argued, “has obscured
the fact that most men coped remarkably well with the demands being
made upon them in wartime.”!® Assumptions about the universality of war
trauma should be guarded against. Different societies respond to trauma in
different ways, deploying different diagnoses and terminology to describe
the mental breakdown of soldiers and civilians. War trauma has manifested
itself in varied and complex ways across time and space. Conditions such as
war neuroses, shell shock, combat fatigue and post-traumatic stress disor-
der were the product of very different historical contexts. As Ben Shephard
reminds us, each and every conflict is a unique confluence of social, cul-
tural, economic, political, military and medical factors, which affect how
war trauma is diagnosed and treated. Different social attitudes to fear, mad-
ness and social obligation all influenced the role of military psychology in
treating trauma and even the symptoms observed.!!

Russia and the Soviet Union had their own history of responding
to battlefield trauma, which illustrates these points particularly clearly.
Nervous problems on the battlefield had been observed as early as the
Russo-Turkish War, but widespread interest in war trauma amongst the
psychiatric profession as a whole began during the Russo-Japanese War
(1904-1905), a decade ecarlier than interest in soldiers’ nervous and
psychological disorders began in Western Europe.'? Russian physicians
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and psychiatrists were often uncertain and at odds how to diagnose and
explain the unusual symptoms observed during the war. Without stan-
dardized diagnoses or even established terminology, medics in different
locations often reached different conclusions, sometimes seeking psycho-
logical and sometimes physical aetiologies for war neuroses. Some spe-
cialists hypothesized that sustained exposure to the concussive impact of
explosives caused damage to the brain and nervous system. New terms,
kontuziia (contusion), voennain kontuziia (military contusion) and voz-
Adushnain kontuziia (air contusion), were coined for these injuries, becom-
ing key vocabulary in the diagnosis of trauma.'® The First World War
brought a worrying surge of psychiatric casualties, for which the Imperial
army was unprepared, despite the warnings offered by the Russo-Japanese
War. Psychologists and psychiatrists continued to question whether physi-
cal, psychological or emotional factors caused war neuroses, and whether
wartime psychiatric disorders constituted new illnesses. Medics often
sought an explanation for mental trauma in organic physical damage,
either injuries or concussions to the brain or nervous system caused by
rapid changes in air pressure from shelling. Yet there were also psychia-
trists who concluded that war neuroses were the product of psychological
trauma.'* Discussions about war trauma on the pages of learned journals,
and sometimes more widely, were disrupted and overshadowed by the
Revolutions of 1917 and the Russian Civil War. Trauma, however, never
entirely disappeared from scholarly or public view. “Wounded or psycho-
logically traumatized veterans,” as Karen Petrone writes, “were ... com-
monly encountered on the social landscape of the Soviet Union in the
1920s as the living embodiment of war memory and a powerful and daily
reminder of the costs of war.”!®

By the start of the Great Patriotic War, Soviet society had endured
25 years of violence. War, revolution, civil war, famine, collectivization
and political terror recalibrated attitudes and responses to trauma. These
collective experiences, it has been argued, inured Soviet society to priva-
tion and suffering.!® Despite shifting social attitudes and the challenges
of squaring Stalinist ideology and psychiatric theory and practice, some
researchers continued to study the psychiatric impact of war throughout
the interwar years.'” In 1938, for example, as the threat of war intensi-
fied, Viktor Petrovich Osipov, director of Leningrad’s Military Medical
Academy, began to edit a landmark collection of essays, marking the 140th
anniversary of the Academy, studying the psychiatric disorders of previous
conflicts, particularly the First World War. It was eventually published in
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1941. Amongst the contributions were chapters examining the psychiat-
ric practices of foreign armies between 1914 and 1918, and a survey of
wartime psychiatric disorders, such as kontuziia, hysteria and traumatic
neuroses, based on international and Russian literature.'® Ospiov’s own
chapter outlined the basics of identifying psychoses and short descriptions
of the psychiatric illness military doctors might encounter during war. The
Russian Imperial Army had experienced panic, hysteria, concussion (%o7-
tuziin) and psychological breakdown. But, Ospiov predicted that in the
future the Red Army would be more resilient. He argued that during the
Russian Civil War the Red Army experienced significantly lower levels of
psychiatric and psychological illness than the tsarist army during the First
World War because of higher morale.'” Soldiers and armies with higher
political and class consciousness were better equipped to combat the natu-
ral biological, emotional and nervous reactions to war threatening their
personalities.?® V.A. Gorovoi-Shaltan’s contribution stressed the impor-
tance of social factors in preventing war neuroses, praising the class unity
between officers and the ranks, and the role of the party and Komsomol
in political education.?! Osipov suggested that improved economic well-
being, higher cultural levels (kul’turnost’), lower general infection rates
and higher physical indicators amongst youth meant that the nation was
more robust.?? Against a backdrop of shortage, privation and famine, it
is hard to read this claim as anything other than a nod to ideological
orthodoxy.

By the time these confident predictions were published, an alternative
reality was already making itself felt. Despite military psychiatrists’ confi-
dence in new Soviet social structures, the Great Patriotic War unleashed a
wave of violence, death and destruction. The hyper-masculine world of the
Soviet military and the social taboos surrounding mental illness, however,
restricted the identification and public expression of war trauma. Soviet
soldiers and officers were neither the positive heroes immune to psycho-
logical stress familiar from Soviet propaganda, nor the faceless unthink-
ing brutes lacking the emotional and moral makeup of western soldiers,
an image peddled during the Cold War. Although it has been suggested
that trauma was virtually invisible in the wartime Red Army, psychiatric
casualties never entirely disappeared from official history, or from mem-
ory.?® During the war, the pages of psychiatric journals once again filled
with studies of the damage done to soldiers’ minds. Conferences were
organized, research was shared and theoretical debates thrashed out.?
The multivolume official medical history of the war devoted a volume,
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published in 1949, to wartime nervous disorders (including neuroses, hys-
teria and kontuziin), a testimony to the efforts of wartime researchers.?®
This was an enormous publishing project, spanning 35 lavishly illustrated
volumes with a print run of half a million copies and subsidized prices for
doctors and medical students. It was launched and overseen by legisla-
tion signed by Stalin, hardly the actions of a state officially denying war
trauma.®

The gulf between the theory and practice of military medicine, how-
ever, was enormous. Amidst the chaos and privations of the frontlines,
the treatment of psychiatric casualties bore little resemblance to the text-
books. As Wanke acknowledges, “Soviet military psychiatry struggled to
rediscover and implement an organizational structure that that would
provide adequate psychiatric care to the military.”?” The best traumatized
frontline soldiers could hope for was rest and better rations. The priority
was returning soldiers to active duty as quickly as possible. This was often
achieved by chemical intervention, a liberal dose of alcohol and sometimes
hypnosis. These treatments had the benefit of being quick, easy to admin-
ister close to the frontlines and relatively cheap. Anything more advanced
was unrealistic, given shortages of medicines, equipment and trained per-
sonnel. It seems likely that only a fraction of those suffering from some
form of trauma ever received treatment; their symptoms went unrecog-
nized or were ignored.?® Estimating the number of psychiatric casualties
is difficult, particularly as the official history of wartime psychiatric illness
gave no absolute figures, just percentages for the distribution of casual-
ties by disorder. One estimate calculates that only 100,000 out of nearly
20 million active service soldiers were recorded as permanent psychiat-
ric casualties.? This is almost certainly an underestimate. Wartime and
post-war Soviet society tended to treat the war’s cost as physical, rather
than psychological. “Circumscribed within the limits of a physiological
paradigm,” as Anna Krylova argues, “the Party press presented the war’s
legacy as readily remedied by means of reconstructive surgery and high-
quality false limbs.”3¢

Russia’s northern capital had a long track record of studying battlefield
trauma. Saint Petersburg had been the centre of psychiatric profession until
the 1890s, when Moscow began to compete for this distinction. Following
the capital’s move back to Moscow in March 1918, the psychiatric profes-
sion and funding gravitated towards Moscow. Nevertheless, Leningrad’s
psychiatrists remained at the cutting edge of Soviet research into wartime
nervous disorders. They maintained a strong sense of corporate identity,
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based upon the institutions where or the professors under whom they
had trained, and their own approaches to the discipline.?! Two institu-
tions were at the centre of this work. First, the Military Medical Academy,
which had a distinguished history of studying trauma dating back to the
late nineteenth century. It would become the foremost centre of Soviet
military psychiatry, at the heart of interwar, wartime and post-war psychi-
atric research.?? Although the published research of its psychiatrists, most
notably V.P. Ospiov, is available, its archives and patients’ medical records
remain closed. In contrast, the archives of the Bekhterev Institute, along-
side its published output, are relatively accessible. The Institute was estab-
lished in 1913 by Vladimir Mikhailovich Bekhterev, a pioneer in exploring
external causes of mental illness, in order to study psychology, psychia-
try and brain anatomy. He had held the prestigious Chair of Psychiatry
and Nervous Disorders at the Military Medical Academy from 1893 until
1913, when he resigned in protest over the handling of his evidence at the
infamous Beilis Trial.*® During the Siege, the Bekhterev Institute studied
and treated civilians suffering from mental breakdown linked to starvation.
Its psychiatrists also worked beyond the institute’s walls, regularly treating
soldiers in military hospitals. This activity informed future research, lead-
ing to a number of important post-war studies of trauma.*

Leningrad’s veterans were returning to a city and community with
greater experience and a better understanding of war trauma than in
most other places. The war and blockade made trauma a research prior-
ity. Civilian mental breakdowns caused by mass starvation and the front’s
psychiatric casualties had to be treated and explained. In a paper deliv-
ered at a conference organized by the Bekhterev Institute in March 1946,
V.N. Miasishchev and E.K. Iakovlenva stressed that the most pressing task
for the institute during the Fourth Five Year Plan was to liquidate the
nervous-psychiatric effects of the war: “Lately in the seriously shocking
conditions of wartime, and in connection with them, the occurrence of
psychiatric and other traumas to the nervous system considered as group
of illnesses has increased.”® The blockade extracted a toll on civilian
Leningraders’ mental health. A number of wartime and post-war stud-
ies drew a link between dystrophy (extreme emaciation) and psychiatric
breakdown. Severely weakened constitutions were, it was argued, more
susceptible to nervous disorders, nightmares, anxiety, depression and emo-
tional instability. The blockade also generated its own specific diagnosis.
Amidst the death and starvation, physicians observed an increase in high
blood pressure, which was eventually labelled “Leningrad hypertension.”3¢
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Psychological trauma appears to have been somatized; mental pain turned
into physical symptoms, which, with rest and better nutrition, could be
overcome. Of course, other researchers from across the Soviet Union
studied manifestations of war trauma.?” Although Leningrad’s psychia-
trists were not entirely unique, a distinct cluster of researchers centred on
the Bekhterev Institute devoted great time and effort to studying locally
observed manifestations of trauma. During and after the war they con-
ducted several important studies of traumatic reactions amongst soldiers
and ex-servicemen, some of which were published and others survive in
archival documents.

In 1944, E.S. Averbukh published a pamphlet entitled What every doc-
tor needs to know about psychintric illness and treating psychintric illnesses
in wartime conditions. It aimed to familiarize civilian and military doc-
tors with the mental disturbances they were likely to encounter, and pro-
vide clear guidelines for diagnosing, monitoring and treating psychiatric
patients. Averbukh informed doctors that they could expect to encounter
patients experiencing memory loss, poor concentration, confused think-
ing, hallucinations, heightened emotions, paranoia, mania or dementia.®®
During the war and the years that followed, his colleagues dug deeper
into these symptoms and their causes. Several psychiatrists studied mental
disorders that had started to be diagnosed following concussions, head
injuries and other war injuries. There were studies of delayed forms of psy-
choses, post-traumatic memory loss, vision loss and depressive conditions
that developed amongst patients who had sustained head injuries and
contusions during the war.*® At the Bekhterev’s March 1946 conference,
F.P. Maiorov presented his research into instances of war hysteria, based
on 25 cases of hysterical reactions following concussion (vozdushnaia kon-
tuziin).*® Alongside these studies were a number of papers and studies of
how best to provide care for patients and organize psychiatric services.
The Institute had an additional role in organizing lectures, discussions and
meetings with war invalids and their families, which disseminated research
findings and suggested prophylactic treatments for depression.*!

Individual case histories, written up as part of research projects, pro-
vide an indication of the manifestations of trauma observed by psychia-
trists. M.M. Mirskaia, for example, conducted research into delayed or
long-term psychiatric disturbances amongst people who had suffered
head or brain injuries, most commonly the result of physical concussions
(kontuziin). The project sampled 120 cases, the majority were men aged
between 25 and 40, and almost certainly soldiers.*? The case history of
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patient Sh-ik, a 39-year-old man, indicated the complexity of observed
symptoms. Sh-ik was concussed on 5 November 1943. Initially his emo-
tions and physical state were heightened and he experienced hearing loss.
He was constantly hungry and thirsty. He would drink up to eight mugs of
beer in rapid succession and smoke four or five cigarettes at the same time.
This manic phase had passed by the time he was admitted to the institute
on 15 November. He was sluggish, drowsy, suffering memory loss and
his mental faculties had slowed. His speech would also be blocked by a
tightening of his lips, teeth and tongue. He was emotionally withdrawn,
remaining in bed for long periods of time, taking no interest in his per-
sonal hygiene. He became obsessed with ideas that, “nobody loved him,
that he was unwanted, and that he was a hindrance to everybody.”*?

Another report described the symptoms recorded amongst soldiers
who had fought in the Winter War with Finland. Patient P-v, a 25-year-old
soldier, was admitted to hospital in January 1940. He had been engaged
in a fierce battle between 25 and 31 December 1939, not sleeping during
the entire period. After the battle, he fell into a deep sleep, experiencing
nightmares about combat. When he awoke, he began behaving strangely
and was unable to readjust.** Kr-ov, a 24-year-old soldier, was wounded in
the neck and admitted to hospital, where medics observed his disturbed
state. He confused dreams with reality, claiming that he had been awarded
a medal by Stalin. At times he would become agitated and confused and
ask about his medal and other gifts from the vozbd’ (the leader, Stalin).*®
Twenty-three-year-old T-v had been injured by a grenade exploding in
a dugout. Although his physical scars healed well, the mental scars went
deeper. Obsessive fears of death and blood infection prevented him from
sleeping. His behaviour became increasingly disturbed as sleep deprivation
set in. He feared he might be punished and was concerned that he was
being poisoned.*¢ K-ov had lost a foot and several toes on his other foot
to frostbite. The injury transformed his behaviour. He became withdrawn
and had difficulties sleeping. By the time he arrived at hospital, he was
depressed, suspicious and fearful that he would be shot for leaking military
secrets in his letters home.*”

Leningrad’s psychiatrists offered explanations for the reactions they
observed that were in keeping with the official organic and materialist
frameworks for mental illness. They, like Soviet psychiatrists more gener-
ally, were working within ideological and theoretical frameworks which
questioned how damaging the fear, violence and killing of war was for
combatants. In his manual, Averbukh explained that kontuziia was the
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result of shock to the brain and functional changes in the central nervous
system inflicted by the explosive force and sudden changes in atmospheric
pressure, of modern shells, bombs and mines.*® Other researchers argued
that prolonged periods of heightened anxiety, stress and exertion gradu-
ally weakened soldiers’ nervous systems, making them more susceptible to
breakdowns or psychiatric disturbances.** The organic understanding of
mental disability suggested relatively straightforward treatment. If psychi-
atric disorders were the product of stress and exhausted nervous systems,
they could be remedied by rest and proper nutrition.*® These explanations
were consistent with the official medical history of the war and Moscow-
based psychiatric research, for example, M.O. Gurevich’s influential post-
war psychiatric textbooks.> There was, however, less consensus on how
to make sense of trauma than the official explanatory framework implied.
The Bekhterev’s researchers often found it difficult to square their obser-
vations with scientific and ideological realities. Elsewhere in the Soviet
Union, psychiatrists criticized the use of the term kontuziia, because it
was imprecise.®? Leningrad’s researchers were using a variety of other
labels to describe traumatic reactions, including post-traumatic lesions,
post-traumatic brain damage, internal injuries to the skull, and delayed
effects of physical injuries. Veterans’ families were not the only ones who
struggled for an appropriate language to describe trauma.

According to Anna Krylova, the “cohort of Soviet psychiatrists who
came to dominate the profession in the 1940s was unfamiliar with psy-
chological explanatory frameworks”; as a result, psychological factors
were excluded from treatment.’® The Bekhterev’s researchers, however,
occasionally acknowledged the role of psychological factors in post-
traumatic reactions. E.K. Iakovleva believed that psychiatric trauma
was caused by contusions, but psychological factors on veterans’ return
could reactivate trauma. Anxiety about temporary invalidity, a reduction
in work capacity, or general health, housing, family and everyday prob-
lems, alongside concerns about other people’s reactions to them, could
prompt emotional agitation. As a resolution, Iakovleva proposed psy-
chotherapy and studying patients’ personalities and behaviour from all
perspectives.®* The Bekhterev Institute’s researchers were well aware of
their predecessors’ interest in trauma and previous analytical frameworks.
Many of Leningrad’s military psychiatrists could trace their careers back
to before the Revolution. V.P. Osipov, for example, had been a student of
V.M. Bekhterev in the late 1890s, and had directed the Military Medical
Academy’s psychiatric department during the First World War, studying
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and treating psychiatric casualties.® Vladimir Nikolaevich Miasishchev had
directed the Bekhterev Institute since 1939, had worked there since 1919,
and was a close colleague of V.M. Bekhterev.>® Raisa Iakovlevna Golant,
one of the Bekhterev Institute’s leading trauma researchers, was also a for-
mer student of V.M. Bekhterev, and had been an employee of the Military-
Medical Academy between 1917 and 1928.5 These and other researchers
were familiar with past research into the traumatic effects of war, even if
they did not always agree with it.

In the introduction to the volume on nervous illness in the Great
Patriotic War’s official medical history, S.N. Davidenkov questioned pre-
revolutionary research into hysteria, war neuroses and kontuziia. He
argued that during the Russo-Japanese War and the First World War these
conditions were often misdiagnosed. In his analysis, doctors frequently
confused physical damage to the brain with psychiatric illnesses.*® Other
researchers adopted a similar position. F.I. Grinstein and A.Z. Rosenberg,
for example, argued that older research describing unique forms of “war
psychosis” lacked evidence.®® Averbukh poured scorn on the idea that war
generated its own forms of mental illness, arguing that peacetime syn-
dromes adopted specific forms and nuances under wartime conditions.*

From the available evidence, it is hard to know whether the Bekhterev’s
psychiatrists genuinely believed the official explanations for trauma, or
were parroting official mantras and ideological orthodoxies. Recent
research has questioned the extent to which Soviet science was deformed
and scientists constrained by a totalitarian ideology. Benjamin Zajicek has
argued that Soviet psychiatrists made genuine attempts to diagnose, treat
and explain the mental disorders within the scientific frameworks available
to them.%! Leningrad’s leading researchers were establishment figures not
dissidents. Vladimir Miasishchev, the Bekhterev Institute’s director, was
a party member, and between 1945 and 1948 a member of Leningrad’s
Nevskii district party committee. Between 1939 and 1948, Raisa Golant
was a deputy of the city Soviet. Yet the Institute’s research into war trauma
proved relatively short-lived. Traumatized veterans and blockade survivors
did not disappear, but their problems soon became lower priorities for
researchers. This was not simply the product of an authoritarian state’s
desire to repress trauma, although there was perhaps an element of this.
With the passing of a senior generation of research staff] interest in trauma
diminished. Victor Osipov died in 1947, and Raisa Golant in 1953.92 In
March 1948, the USSR Ministry of Healthcare ordered an inspection of
the work of the institute and its research.®® In July 1948, the Ministry of
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Healthcare ordered a restructuring of the institute, including the sack-
ing of several brain physiology researchers, although these were subse-
quently overturned.®* Within approximately five years of the war’s end,
the Bekhterev Institute was a very different institution, with different
research plans.

Psychiatric research was hardly a guarantor of better care for Leningrad’s
veterans. Researchers were rarely able to make substantive contributions
to treatment. The Bekhterev Institute was primarily concerned with theo-
retical questions, rather than practical clinical assistance. Of the 405 beds
available in its wards, just 60 were reserved for treating disabled veterans
with brain injuries or psychiatric problems.®® Presumably only the most
interesting cases were cherry-picked for closer examination. Nor was the
city’s official network of psychiatric hospitals up to the task. In 1946,
Leningrad’s psychiatric hospital No. 2 had 360 beds. In the course of that
year, the hospital treated just 110 war invalids, a tiny fraction of the city’s
veterans.®® Conditions in hospitals, particularly psychiatric institutions,
were horrific. Even Leningrad’s flagship hospitals for war invalids, located
in the city centre, occupied dilapidated buildings, lacked basic sanitation
and experienced shortages of basic equipment.®” Faced with appalling
conditions, few veterans wanted to pursue treatment if it identified them
as victims or damaged goods. The overwhelming majority of psychiatric
patients in the Soviet healthcare system were treated as outpatients at dis-
pensaries. As of 1 January 1946, there were 3798 invalids from the Great
Patriotic War registered with neuropsychiatric dispensaries in Leningrad,
of which 167 were being treated for traumatic epilepsy, 781 for open head
wounds and 1748 for the effects of internal head injuries, a label com-
monly applied to kontuziin-like disturbances. In practice, a significantly
lower number were receiving regular treatment.®

Post-war psychiatric research provides valuable evidence that trauma
never entirely disappeared from the official record. Psychiatrists, however,
should not be granted an exclusive monopoly on observing, defining
and discussing war trauma. Their findings, treatments and theories rarely
penetrated beyond a small circle of experts. Many thousands of veterans
returned from the front shaken by their wartime experiences, although
they were never officially diagnosed as traumatized. As Maria Golubeva’s
and Olga Krymova’s letters remind us, war’s traumatic effects spread far
beyond the medical profession. The Bekhterev’s psychiatrists were not only
the people thinking about “no longer normal” behaviour amongst veter-
ans. Yet, most ordinary citizens usually lacked the vocabulary, knowledge
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and understanding to make sense of abnormal behaviour. Nevertheless,
trauma was a social reality, manifesting itself in a variety of ways, contribut-
ing to a set of interrelated social problems, visible to Leningraders. Wider
society was aware that veterans were often angry, irritable and aggressive,
and experienced nightmares, flashbacks and survivor guilt. These symp-
toms were not recognized as trauma, but the capacity of war to damage
soldiers’ minds, as well as their bodies, was there for everybody to see.

Troubled veterans’ preferred method of dealing with the difficulties
of post-war adjustment was the bottle. Drink, just as it had done at the
front, provided a means of escaping trauma.® In the absence of alternative
medication or more widespread psychiatric care, vodka became a form of
self-medication, the main means of numbing psychological and physical
pain. Leningrad was a city awash with alcohol. Even in the most difficult
months of post-war shortages, vodka remained freely available. One group
of more abstemious veterans wrote to Leningradskaia pravda, the city’s
main newspaper, in September 1946 to complain of the proliferation of
outlets selling alcohol in their neighbourhood, while bread remained dif-
ficult to find.”® A hard-drinking culture amongst veterans had deep roots
in Russian culture, and was bound up with notions of masculinity and
male sociability. As Elena Zubkova has suggested, nostalgic drinking ses-
sions amongst ex-servicemen congregating in cafes, bars and so called
Blue Danubes served important social functions.”® In the absence of offi-
cial veterans’ organizations, relaxing over a bottle, sharing the frustrations
of civilian life, reminiscing about the war and temporarily recreating the
comradeship of the “frontline brotherhood” was an important support
mechanism. But alcohol always had the capacity to transgress the bound-
aries of acceptable behaviour. Excessive drinking and alcohol dependency
were recurring features of the behaviour of troubled veterans, often not
officially recognized as psychiatric casualties but who nevertheless failed to
adequately reintegrate into civilian society.

Disorientated, confused and frustrated veterans could react in extreme
ways to the challenges of readjusting to civilian life. Discharge from the
army cut many veterans adrift from their wartime comrades and support
networks. Their friends and families had often died during the war, or were
still in evacuation. Their jobs and living circumstances were often at odds
with their official status as returning veterans. Faced with the setbacks
of demobilization, veterans very occasionally took, or attempted to take,
their own lives. Those resorting to such drastic measures were not neces-
sarily traumatized, but many were in states of extreme emotional turmoil
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or fragile mental health. Surviving archival evidence on suicide is frag-
mentary. Sometimes suicides are recorded in reports dealing with other
issues but contain little analysis of the background to these tragic events.”
Official interests in suicides after 1945 appear to have been much weaker
than in the 1920s when all acts of suicide in the military and the circum-
stances behind them were systematically studied.”® Occasionally, however,
it is possible to glimpse signs of official concern. In June 1946, General-
Lieutenant Shiktorov, Leningrad’s police chief, compiled a detailed report
analysing 77 suicides and 11 attempted suicides recorded between January
and April 1946. The main reasons for suicide were given as drunkenness
and the breakup of families and relationships. Family problems were seen
as the product of war, particularly evacuation and lengthy separations,
during which people formed new relationships. On 2 March 1946, for
example, G.A. Zimin, a 39-year-old veteran hung himself in an attic. After
his demobilization in November 1945, he returned to find that whilst he
was at the front his wife had been having an affair, and that she had no
desire to rebuild the marriage. In another case cited as typical, A.P. Slonov,
a 27-year-old war invalid hung himself after a drunken argument with his
sisters. However, only ten suicides (approximately thirteen per cent of the
recorded cases) were amongst serving soldiers, war invalids and demo-
bilized soldiers.”* Suicides amongst Leningrad’s veterans were extremely
rare. There was no Soviet equivalent to the wave of mass suicides that
swept Germany in the spring of 1945.7°

Trauma was a contributing factor to many of the social problems which
beset the post-war city. Many of the marginalized veterans who begged on
city streets, who traded on the black market, and who committed petty
crimes were not simply homeless and unemployed; they often bore the
physical and mental scars of war. Psychological trauma and heavy drinking
were recurrent features of criminal cases brought against veterans alleged
to have committed violent crimes. Violence was not necessarily an aspect of
veterans’ traumatic reactions. However, traumatized veterans prosecuted
for violence offences were more likely to have their symptoms noticed and
described. Veterans who had suffered some form of head injury or had
been diagnosed with veennain kontuziia on the frontlines were likely to
be referred for psychiatric assessment. Although courtroom psychiatrists
were primarily concerned with establishing criminal responsibility (vme-
ninemost’) and to check whether defendants were fit to stand trial, their
reports offer valuable insights into veterans’ psychological and psychiatric
condition.”®
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In October 1945, Alexei Kravchenko became embroiled in a fight with
a fellow disabled veteran, killing him in the process. For our purposes, the
circumstances of the crime are of secondary importance to the discussion
of Kravchenko’s mental state during his trial. He had been called up for
military service at the start of the war. He survived the carnage for four
years, but suffered a catalogue of injuries. In 1941 he had lost four toes
on his right foot to frostbite. In 1943 he was wounded in the shoulder,
and in 1944 and 1945 he had suffered contusions. After the first instance,
he began to suffer fits and occasionally lose consciousness. He also began
to experience heightened emotions. He often reacted aggressively, and
found relating to other people increasingly difficult. During the trial, it
was revealed that following his second concussion he spent a month in
a psychiatric hospital in Moscow. Before his medical discharge from the
army, he had been disciplined several times for provoking fights. He also
began to drink heavily as a means of self-medication. He described how
everyday he drank at least 200 ml of vodka, estimating that he needed
300-400 ml before he started to feel intoxicated. On the day he was
alleged to have killed his victim, he estimated that he had drunk 800 ml
of vodka. He explained that alcohol helped relieve the pain he felt in
his head, but that when drunk he became aggressive and hot-tempered.
Remarkably he described how drinking prompted self-harming behaviour.
On two separate occasions he had cut his own chest. There was no indica-
tion in the court record how serious these lacerations were, or whether
Kravchenko was suicidal.””

Psychiatric examinations revealed that veterans accused of violent
crimes were often suffering from mental health problems. Many of the
accused had spent time in evacuation hospitals with head injuries during
the war or in psychiatric clinics after the war. After having been shelled
in July 1944, Gerasimov began to suffer convulsive fits. According to his
descriptions of these attacks, it became difficult for him to breathe, his
emotions became heightened, he became easily upset and would often
breakdown in tears. These problems persisted after his demobilization in
October 1945.7% Other reports alluded to the after-eftects of kontuziia
and the influence of alcohol. One veteran who regularly consumed exces-
sive quantities of alcohol required half a litre of vodka before he became
drunk.” Psychiatrists described increased arousal, hyper-vigilance, irri-
tability, angry outbursts, difficulty concentrating and alcohol abuse—all
typical manifestations of trauma. Yet, all of these examinations, despite
acknowledging psychiatric problems, concluded that the accused were
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sufficiently fit to stand trial and were responsible for their actions. Doctors
were unwilling to exculpate ex-servicemen for their crimes on the basis
of mental illness or trauma.®® If veterans drew attention to trauma in the
hope of leniency, they were to be disappointed. Mental trauma was given
short shrift in Leningrad generally, but the notion that criminals may have
been traumatized gathered even less sympathy.

War trauma left traces in one further area of Soviet life—the prosecu-
tion of war veterans for the political crime of anti-Soviet agitation. As the
limits of public expression tightened after the war, blunt-speaking veterans
often found themselves caught out by a political culture that increasingly
sought to control public expression and behavior. Accusations of anti-
Soviet agitation were frequently based on false denunciations, overheard
conversations and trumped-up charges. Traumatized veterans, viewed as
“no longer normal” because they behaved disruptively in public spaces,
were especially vulnerable to denunciation. Accusations that veterans
had voiced anti-Soviet sentiments in public may well have been an effec-
tive means of removing from circulation troublesome individuals, whose
minds and bodies prompted uncomfortable reminders of war’s horrors.
The most vivid example concerns a series of supposedly anti-Soviet pro-
tests made by losif Martynov in 1952 and 1953. Martynov, a middle-
aged war invalid, had been demobilized in September 1945. He had been
injured and “concussed” a number of times. He had lost two fingers on his
left hand, sustained nerve damage to his right arm, and injured the base
of his spine. He was unable to find employment. He claimed that manag-
ers refused to hire him because they needed strong and healthy workers.
On 21 April 1952, Martynov created a scandal begging on the platforms
of Leningrad’s Vitebsk station and at the station buffet. Several witnesses
alleged that he had publicly slandered Stalin. In his account, Martynov
claimed to be so drunk that he was hardly conscious. On 5 March 1953,
coincidentally the date of Stalin’s death, Martynov launched a barrage
of anti-Semitic abuse in a housing administration office. That morning
he had given blood, spending his fee on vodka. Already light-headed
from the blood donation, it was not long before he was blind drunk.’!
Martynov was not a serious threat to Soviet power. He was an alcoholic
ex-serviceman, no longer quite normal after a terrible war, unable to find
his place in post-war Soviet society.

Traumatized veterans never entirely disappeared from public view
in post-war Leningrad. Psychiatrists at the Bekhterev Institute studied
and wrote about manifestations of psychological trauma, albeit within
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ideological and scientific explanatory frameworks that stressed Soviet
psychological resilience. Yet, as remains the case today, many aspects of
war trauma defied neat analytical categories. Experts and veterans’ fami-
lies alike often found it difficult to reach definitive conclusions why some
veterans were “no longer normal.” Irrespective of the science, veterans’
psychological wounds were a medical and social reality. Most veterans
proved remarkably resilient in the face of extreme violence, and were
capable of drawing a line under the wartime chapter of their lives. It
was not that Leningrad’s veterans did not suffer psychological pain, but
rather it was rarely recognized as trauma and rarely resulted in mental
breakdown. The overwhelming majority of veterans found ways of cop-
ing with manifestations of trauma which didn’t leave paper trails. No
doubt the official narrative that Soviet society was fighting a war of sur-
vival against an invading fascist enemy offered a measure of protection
against doubts that violence and killing had not been justified. The belief
that the war represented a moment of supreme collective sacrifice and
national rebirth may also have helped minimize trauma. These myths
proved remarkably effective for the generations that had endured the
war.8? What was remarkable about Leningrad’s veterans was not that
some were traumatized, but how rarely their trauma broke through the
surface of post-war society. Leningrad was, of course, a special case. The
city’s unique wartime experience may have helped ease veterans’ tran-
sition. They were returning to a community which had been on the
frontlines and understood the realities of war and its traumatic impact.
Nevertheless, trauma was never quite as invisible as often assumed.
Psychiatrists and ordinary Leningraders, although they used very dif-
ferent languages, were conscious that Red Army veterans were no more
immune to war’s mental aftershocks than they were to bullets or shells.
What differed were social and cultural attitudes to trauma, which shaped
popular and scientific responses to mental breakdown.
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CHAPTER 7

Retreating into Trauma: The Fragebogen,
Denazification, and Victimhood
in Postwar Germany

Mikkel Dack

In the months that immediately followed the collapse of the National
Socialist regime, amid the postwar setting of unprecedented death and
destruction, a denazification questionnaire, or Fragebogen, was distributed
by the four Allied military governments to millions of German civilians
and returning soldiers.! This two- to-six-page survey required the respon-
dent to provide detailed information about their past political affiliations
and activities and had the purpose of purging German society of National
Socialist and militarist elements. The Fragebogen was a cornerstone docu-
ment of denazification; while pursuing Allied political objectives, it also
had major psychological and sociological impacts on the predominantly
devastated population.

Responding to the questionnaire forced Germans to revisit and reflect
upon the intense physical and emotional traumas that they had endured
during the war and under the Third Reich. An analysis of Fragebogen
responses reveals the paradoxical ways in which Germans personally inter-
preted, described, and reinvented the traumas of war and hardships of
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dictatorship, and how this instrument of denazification created an envi-
ronment in which recovery from trauma was difficult, in part because
inventing and perpetuating a “victim status” could be used as a powerful
currency for economic and social gain. By using current psychological
models and criteria related to trauma recovery and narrative identity, and
by analyzing both the administration of denazification and the subsequent
individual and societal response, it is shown that the Fragebogen, in its
content, structure, and delivery, was an active agent in further fracturing
German society and in creating conditions that delayed psychological and
therefore community and national recovery from the war.

German suffering in the context of World War II (WWII) has always
been a sensitive and at times controversial topic, and it has only been
since the end of the Cold War that this subject has been able to be exam-
ined without, what Bill Niven describes as, a “distorted and manipulative
representation of themes.”? Both in and outside of Germany, significant
opposition is faced when discussing German victims in relation to, or in
isolation from, the Holocaust or to define as victims those who may them-
selves have acted, in one way or another, as perpetrators. At the center of
this problematic victim-perpetrator dichotomy is the implicit assumption
that the German people, as “perpetrators,” have no moral right to claim
ownership of suffering; that the violence that they collectively inflicted on
“real” victims during the war outweighs any possible claim to sympathy.

In the past 20 years, there has been a significant increase in public dia-
logue about this politically charged topic and how to appropriately remem-
ber German wartime suffering. The entrance of German suffering and the
politics of memory into the cultural mainstream has developed on the
heels of a large body of scholarship, and not just within the field of history,
but from all disciplines of so-called memory studies, including psychol-
ogy, sociology, literary studies, and social anthropology.® Over the past
70 years, the historiography of post-WWII Germany has evolved from a
single-framed story of western liberal triumph, focused entirely on themes
of political reconstruction and large-scale social and economic change,
to a series of intricate studies that deconstruct individual and collective
experiences of recovery and remembrance, loss and neglect. Through an
interdisciplinary lens of interpretation, the aftermath of the war has been
dissected and analyzed, tracing the emotional, psychological, cultural, and
material lives of Germans in the postwar years.

These publications vary widely in their perspective and understanding of
German cultural representations of suffering, but one point most authors



RETREATING INTO TRAUMA: THE FRAGEBOGEN, DENAZIFICATION,... 145

agree on is that the hardships of the war and of the immediate postwar
period allowed ordinary German citizens to view themselves, in many cases
quite correctly, as victims.* It is also generally accepted that Germans often
used victim status to create a psychological disconnect between themselves
and the National Socialist government and its crimes, constructing a nar-
rative that depicted the regime as a criminal organization that had taken
advantage of and manipulated the German people, dragging them into a
long and destructive war.® As a result, to quote Robert Moeller, “the past
about which Germans talked most was that of their own loss and suftfering.”®

Although created superficially mainly for economic purposes, “narrative
distancing” by means of establishing victim identities was also common dur-
ing denazification proceedings. Germans often reiterated stories of hard-
ship and suffering, claiming victim or resistor status, with hopes to retain
their position of employment or to pursue a new career that the military
government authorities had deemed politically, economically, or culturally
influential. Many Germans, even those who had never been party members
or active in any Nazi auxiliary group, exaggerated their non-support for and
opposition to the regime, deliberately creating cognitive and emotional dis-
tance between themselves and the Third Reich and constructing a personal
narrative of victimhood. These internal dialogues, although created for pos-
itive economic purposes, had negative implications for the reconstruction of
individual and national identity. As explained by Mary Fulbrook, “the very
process of going through denazification tribunals helped to shape at least
the outlines of a (sometimes overstated) ‘community of the oppressed.”””

It could be argued, therefore, that victimization and the experience of
trauma became an important commodity during the Allied denazification
campaigns: a valued means to solicit sympathy from the occupying forces,
to excuse and dissociate oneself from the Nazi Party, and to exempt indi-
viduals from accountability and the consequences that they could possibly
face. This resulted in the breaking and re-making of personal narratives for
the purpose of postwar emotional and material recovery, a psychological
activity that is examined further in this edited volume in chapters by Susan
Derwin and Robert Dale.

GERMAN SUFFERING AND TRAUMA

Despite the social and economic advantages that an individual could
potentially gain from claiming victim status and dwelling on both past
and present hardships, the truth is that many Germans were exposed to
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extreme and prolonged violence and multiple trauma-inducing experi-
ences during and immediately after the war.® Every citizen was severely
impacted by the unprecedented human loss and physical destruction
produced by nearly six years of modern industrial warfare. By the time
the armistice was announced, in May 1945, approximately 5.3 million
German soldiers had been killed, another 4.4 million had incurred inju-
ries, and more than a million had died, or soon would die, in prisoner-of-
war camps.” During the Allied strategic bombing campaign, an estimated
600,000 German civilians perished, while another 900,000 were
wounded, and 7.5 million rendered homeless. As many as 1.5 million
refugees and expellees died as a result of their migration from Eastern
Europe and hundreds of thousands of women had been the victims of
rape by invasion and occupation soldiers.!® In order to recover from such
a devastating war, Germans in the early months of the Allied occupation
were forced to confront legacies of unprecedented violence, including
extreme anxiety and post-traumatic stress.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th ed.)
defines post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as psychological distress
triggered by the “exposure to actual or threatened death, serious injury,
or sexual violation.”™ This exposure must result from a situation in
which an individual directly experiences or witnesses the traumatic event,
learns that the traumatic event occurred to a family member or close
friend, or experiences first-hand repeated or extreme exposure to adverse
details of the traumatic event.!? Although the proportion of Germans
who experienced such conditions cannot be calculated exactly, nor can
their responses to real or perceived violence be measured, by considering
the staggering statistics previously mentioned, as well as evidence found
in historical literature and in postwar institutional studies on wartime
suffering, it is reasonable to assume that millions of Germans were sub-
jected to traumatic experiences during and immediately after the war.!?
German civilians, regardless of their affiliation with the National Socialist
government, experienced acute psychological stressors that likely caused
long-lasting emotional damage; they were, therefore, by the accepted
psychological definition, and regardless of the nature and severity of their
mental wounds, a traumatized people.

Despite the popular scholarly study of German wartime suffering, vic-
tim identity, and the process of Vergangenheitsbewiltigung (coming to
terms with the past), relatively little is known about the private thoughts
and psychological state of German civilians in the months immediately
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following the war.'* Research is hindered by the political and social chaos
and uncertainty of the immediate postwar years and the strict control of
information by the American, British, French, and Soviet military govern-
ments. As a result, historians have been forced to rely on a relatively sparse
and scattered collection of Allied occupation reports and opinion polls,
journal entries, newspaper articles, and latter-written memoirs. However,
another historical source exists, one that provides a detailed account of the
experiences of individual Germans during and immediately after the war,
and allows for a deeper understanding of the complexities of the German
psyche during the postwar period.

DER FRAGEBOGEN

The denazification Fragebogen was conceived as a joint Anglo-American
initiative, drafted in the spring of 1944 by the Supreme Headquarters
Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF) with the intended purpose of
purging German society of National Socialism and militarism.'® First
distributed in early 1945, by the end of 1948, more than 16 million
questionnaires had been circulated in the American, British, and French
zones of occupation and millions more in the Soviet zone.'® Although
the requirements for filling-out a Fragebogen varied between zones, as a
general rule if an individual was employed or hoped to be employed in
a civil service position or as a manager in a private business, a question-
naire had to be completed. In the spring and summer of 1946, when
denazification responsibilities were transferred to German authorities,
the US version of the Fragebogen was shortened in length and renamed
the Meldebogen (registration form), a form that nearly all German adults
were required to complete. Caveats were printed at the top of every ver-
sion of the Fragebogen, warning applicants that if they did not answer
every question or if they submitted false information they would be
subjected to judgment by a military tribunal.!” These questionnaires
acted as the cornerstone of all Allied denazification efforts, at least
until the purge devolved into a watered-down and routine system of
Spruchkammern (denazification civilian tribunals), which coincided with
the prevalent issuing of statements of exoneration, the enactment of far-
reaching political amnesties, and a popular German public sentiment of
“forgive and forget.”!8

The original survey contained 78 questions that ranged from informa-
tion on personal identity—*“What is your date of birth?,” “What is your
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permanent address?”—to questions regarding political affiliations and mil-
itary history—“Have you ever been a member of the NSDAP:?,” “Have
you rendered military service since 19192”—to financial questions—
instructing the respondent to list “sources and amount of your annual
income since 1 January 1933.”' But the Fragebogen was not a typical
questionnaire in that it was composed of more than checkboxes and col-
umned lists. The survey allowed for the inclusion of Anlagen/Anhinge
(attachments /appendices) such as a Lebensiauf (résumé), within which
respondents could comment on their answers to the standardized ques-
tions and provide justification for their membership in Nazi organizations.
Respondents could also include character reference letters written on their
behalf and statements of denunciation directed at co-workers, neighbors,
and family members. Therefore, the denazification questionnaire con-
tained not only one-word answers but extensive and often emotional-
documented commentaries.

The significance of the Fragebogen campaign lies in the fact that it
was not only the largest component of each of the four Allied denazifi-
cation campaigns, but also the first international mass survey in history
and the first example of a military occupation power using social sci-
ences tools in order to bring about political and ideological change in a
defeated nation.?® The questionnaire program was also representative of
the contradictory nature of Allied denazification, as the Fragebogen was
used not only to root out Nazism from German political and economic
systems and to punish “active” Nazis, but also to identify and in a sense
reward those Germans who had, according to Allied criteria, remained
either passive or resistant to the regime and who could potentially assist
in the reconstruction of democratic principles and institutions. However,
for the purpose of this chapter, the importance of the questionnaires lies
in the simple fact that this was, for many Germans, the first instance in
which they wrote anything down after the war and the first opportunity
to not only reflect upon but also record the details of their recent past
under the Third Reich.?!

Of course one cannot expect the questionnaires to provide an honest
account of the political lives of those living under the Nazi regime, as
individuals who completed a Fragebogen were attempting to keep their
jobs or to gain employment and therefore were motivated to embellish
or exclude particular events and experiences. However, we also cannot
assume that most of the written responses were fabricated. Germans were
well aware of the extremely serious consequences that befell those caught
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falsifying their questionnaire (in many cases the punishment was prob-
ably worse than if the respondent had told the truth). After reading and
analyzing hundreds of questionnaires, certain commonalities and trends
emerge, such as the surprising inclusion of stories of suffering and loss,
from which certain theories can be advanced regarding the psychologi-
cal state of individual Germans, their self-constructed identities, and the
way in which they processed and articulated real or perceived traumatic
experiences. As such, the Fragebogen provides a unique look into war-
related trauma and the private processing of mental debilitation in post-
war German society.

While the creation of a German victim identity in the immediate post-
war years has been studied at length, the existing literature concentrates
almost exclusively on political and cultural continuities and the persistence
of Germans in forgetting, manipulating, and substituting memories of
the past. The various influences that the occupation authorities had on
postwar German politics, economics, and popular culture have also been
thoroughly explored in the relevant historiography, but the impact that
American, British, French, and Soviet occupiers had on German identity
and memory remains understudied. Therefore, by examining the denazi-
fication questionnaires not only is a valuable and previously unexplored
historical source being brought to the surface for scholarly inquiry, one
that has the potential to provide significant insight into the dynamic topic
of postwar German memory, but it also allows for a new interpretation of
how Allied efforts to “re-educate,” “reorient” and “ideologically cleanse”
the German people directly impacted individual and collective narratives of
victimhood. Instead of focusing solely on German psychological resistance
to political and ideological change, and the reluctance by individuals, fam-
ilies, and larger communities to confront their Nazi past and the crimes
of the Holocaust, this research seeks to introduce the forgotten actor, the
occupier, into the gestalt of the time and to analyze the major influences
that the Allied authorities had on changing constructs of German identity,
whether intentional or not.?

If the central tenants of modern trauma and narrative studies are con-
sulted, it is shown that denazification inadvertently discouraged the indi-
vidual from processing experiences of suffering and loss and perpetuated
the development of victim identities. The Fragebogen program allowed
for and encouraged Germans to retreat into trauma as a means to survive
in the face of the Allied occupation and to cultivate an environment of
deceit, disunion, low self-esteem, and helplessness.
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DENUNCIATION AND RECOVERY FROM TRAUMA

According to Judith Herman’s widely accepted model for trauma recovery,
the survivor of a traumatic experience must create new intimate connec-
tions with the people in their lives and rebuild basic capacities for trust.?
She argues that the survivor can only expect to recover psychologically
within a context of healthy personal relationships, or “healing relation-
ships,” and with communal support. Furthermore, recovery from trauma
is based upon the survivor’s sense of personal empowerment, autonomy,
and safety, and “no intervention that takes power away from the survivor
can possibly foster recovery.”?* Remembrance and mourning, let alone
reconnection with ordinary life, cannot be achieved until the survivor can
trust and feel safe within his or her immediate community.

A similar dynamic is prescribed in Kai Erikson’s model for disaster
trauma recovery, which suggests that any trauma that has been endured
collectively—as a culture, a nation, a family, or by any other group—can
only be recovered from once communal bonds and networks of support
have been restored.?® Erikson maintains that a traumatic experience of
any nature results in symptoms of vulnerability, helplessness, abandon-
ment, and fear, and that without a “meaningful community” to turn to
for support and without a conscious effort to avoid individual isolation, a
survivor will have extreme difficulty recovering from their psychological
injury.?® According to Erikson, a loss of communal trust only perpetuates
the trauma as it prevents the creation of an “emotional shelter.”?”

Such views regarding the role of community in the recovery from
trauma have entered into orthodoxy and been integrated into the training
of mental health practitioners for postwar and post-disaster humanitar-
ian emergency efforts. Not only has the need for a community support
system been included in the official mandate of the International Society
for Traumatic Stress Studies (2002), but also recommended in the United
Nation’s Guidelines on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support in
Emergency Settings (2007), a training manual endorsed by more than
200 non-governmental organizations.?8

During WWII and in its immediate aftermath, much of the German
population struggled to re-establish healthy and meaningful relationships
within their communities, such as those prescribed by trauma recovery
theorists. The process of re-forging communal bonds was undertaken
in varying degrees through the shared experience of violence, the loss
of family members, the destruction of one’s home, and the sufferings
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endured under the occupation, as well as latent feelings of humiliation
and helplessness, bonds that Frank Biess refers to as “postwar emotional
communities.”? However, such emotional solace was severely undercut
by the widespread and accepted practice of political denunciations dur-
ing Allied efforts to identify and punish former Nazis party members and
sympathizers. Furthermore, it can be presumed that a personal sense of
empowerment, autonomy, and safety, also identified as prerequisites for
recovery from trauma, were largely absent during this same period as the
early months of the occupation were defined by strict military govern-
ment control of the population, commonplace discrimination, and recur-
ring acts of violence committed against citizens, especially at the hands of
Soviet soldiers and occupation authorities.

By the spring of 1945, German society was already familiar with
government-encouraged denunciation. Under the Third Reich, the
Gestapo relied heavily on political and racial denunciations from the
German populace in order to secure its monopoly of information within
the totalitarian government system and to maintain its image as an all-
knowing and omnipresent secret police. Gestapo offices were often reduced
to acting as mere clearing houses, processing the countless number of
denunciation letters received by citizens.*® According to Robert Gellately,
there were so many voluntary denunciations that by the war’s end the
regime came close to having “files on the political lives and opinions of
nearly every citizen.”?! Although the denunciatory atmosphere dwindled
in the final months of the war, as citizens began to lose confidence in the
regime, it was given new life by the Allied military governments.

Since the membership records of the Nazi Party and other affiliated
organizations were not located and sufficiently organized by military gov-
ernment until early 1946, during the initial months of the occupation
denazification officers in all four zones had an extremely difficult time
evaluating Fragebogen and in deciding who to employ in civil servant posi-
tions.* As a result, denazification officers relied heavily on local infor-
mants to identify party members and enthusiasts and to recognize cases
of Fragebogen falsification. Although the September 1944 SHAEF Public
Safety Manual of Procedures clearly stated that the “objective criteria and
standard procedures must be used to determine the ‘degree of Nazism’ of
German officials rather than hearsay, denunciation, or rule of thumb mea-
sures,”3? in the American, British, and French zones denunciations were
encouraged by military government offices and consulted during denazifi-
cation proceedings, so much so that the standardized “Fragebogen Work
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Sheet,” which documented all evidence collected for each individual case,
included a separate section for the listing of denunciations.?*

No matter the personal motivations of informants or whether their
statements were accurate or not, German citizens submitted thousands
of written denunciations to military government offices in all four zones
of occupation. One British intelligence officer of German-Jewish birth
stationed in Hamburg recalled the enthusiasm among the local popu-
lation to denounce fellow citizens, writing that “the process of turn-
ing in Nazis was continuing all the time. There was plenty of evidence,
in fact, too much. In this situation, denunciation was rife as ever. As
soon as people realized I was [could speak] German, I was flooded with
information.”3

Items in the Fragebogen itself compelled denunciatory behavior from
German respondents. For example, all versions of the questionnaire circu-
lated in the American, British, and French zones asked for personal details
regarding the Nazi affiliation of family members:

Question 101: Have you any relatives who have held office, rank or post of
authority in any [Nazi] organizations listed from 41 to 95 above?3¢

Question 102: If so, give their names and addresses, their relationship to
you and a description of the position and organization.

As noted in the “Evaluation of the Revised Fragebogen” section of
the United States Special Branch Denazification Manual, the ultimate
purpose of such questions was to determine whether the individual was
falsifying their questionnaire, as denazification officers assumed that if
one’s spouse or close relative was affiliated with a Nazi organization so
too was the respondent.’” However, regardless of the intentions of the
military government, these questions ordered all respondents to submit
potentially incriminating information about family members, information
that could result in dismissal from their position of employment or even
imprisonment.

Furthermore, ample room was provided at the end of the Fragebogen
for the individual to expand upon any of his or her answers to the standard-
ized questions and to include a sworn statement regarding someone they
personally knew was attempting to evade denazification. Letters of denun-
ciation, of which tens of thousands were voluntarily included with the
submission of questionnaires, were transferred to the denazification case
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record of the accused and filed under the title “Information Developed
from Outside Investigation.”38

For example, in December 1945, in the Bavarian town of Schlag, a
group of concerned farmers sent a letter to the local Office of Military
Government, United States (OMGUS), writing;:

A notable friend of the current Mayor Oswald, from Schlag, is the former
Nazi Mayor Gigl ... Gigl was an active Nazi in our opinion ... he used to
always say that National Socialism had penetrated his flesh and blood ...
we ask how long will Gigl be permitted to act as he does and how long will
Oswald be permitted to support him? ... One is surprised considering the
financial situation of Gigl before 1933 and now. Today he is a rich farmer,
before [1933] he was a poor man.*

In the neighboring town of Zweisel, in November 1945, a military gov-
ernment office received a letter attached to the Fragebogen of a candidate
for a civil service position, stating:

My son-in-law, Alois Grimm, has treated me badly. He promised to behave
decently to my wife and me. We gave him our house, arable land, and 500
Marks. No sooner was he in the house when he began to act violent against
me. My son-in-law was a strong supporter of the Nazi-Party, he collected
much money and had the function of a Blockleiter ... 1 cannot stand these
maltreatments any longer ... I have heard that the American Court of Justice
has settled several such cases.*

In another case, Ludwig Loubl, a schoolteacher from Wolfersbach,
attached a letter to his questionnaire that read: “The town clerk, Kathi
Sigl, still has her job, though she is a Party Member and the daughter of
the innkeeper Johann Sigl who himself was an ardent Nazi.”*!

With such a widespread practice of voluntary denunciation, an envi-
ronment of distrust and anxiety was continued and reinforced in postwar
German society. Germans who hoped to retain employment or to seek
new opportunities in the workforce, an endeavor that was fundamental
to individuals and families during the devastating economic climate of the
immediate postwar years, were faced with the concern of being personally
denounced. While attempting to rebuild and recover from the physical
and psychological devastation of the war and the violent collapse of the
National Socialist regime, Germans were not only required to function
within an environment in which they possessed relatively little autonomy



154 M. DACK

and where fear of the occupation authorities was commonplace for many,
but also within a community that was socially fragmented and where per-
sonal and collective recovery from psychological trauma was inhibited by
the prevalence of accusations, rumors, lies, and deceit. Although these
conditions were common under the Third Reich, they were perpetuated
by the military governments and their denazification Fragebigen.

The detrimental effects that this program had on the mental health of
German citizens did not go unnoticed by the occupation authorities or by
local community leaders. In a widely circulated memorandum written in
May 1946 by the Control Commission for Germany (British Element), an
official request was made for the Standing Committee on Denazification
to take authoritative action to discourage political denunciations. In an
anxious letter, the Chief of the British Legal Division expressed his concern
about the “malicious denunciations” being made within the German legal
community, explaining that “civil servants appointed with the approval
of the Military Government were suffering from a feeling of insecurity as
a result of the fear of denunciations made against them” and that “this
practice of denunciation, which now threatens under the guise of denazi-
fication, is strongly reminiscent of Nazi methods.”*? Suspecting a wider
prevalence of denunciations, the officer concluded that “there is fear that
similar feelings are rife in other fields of German administrative business
and industrial life.”

Also in the spring of 1946, in a joint Pastoral letter written by leading
members of the German Protestant Church, a petition was made to all
four military governments, asking for the elimination of the denazification
Fragebogen, or at the very least an alteration of its content. Later incor-
porated into the Church’s “official position” on the Allied occupation,
the letter commented that “the questions in the Fragebogen, not surpris-
ingly, tempt [the respondent] in some instances to lie and encourages
denunciation. This is not beneficial to the moral recovery of the people.”*?
According to the Church, denazification “encouraged a wave of denuncia-
tion followed by mutual distrust and hatred among the people” and that
attempts by the Allied powers to purge the German political and eco-
nomic spheres had “deteriorated into a program of revenge.”**

As prescribed by leading theorists of mental health and trauma recov-
ery, in order for an individual to recover from a psychological injury,
whether it be extreme anxiety or post-traumatic stress, an environment
must be present in which communal bonds are strong, healthy relation-
ships exist, and where personal feelings of trust, autonomy, and safety are
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nurtured. Within a postwar society of political and moral denunciations,
the Allied authorities, in their efforts to categorize and punish the German
population and purge it of National Socialist elements, discouraged such
an environment. Instead, the military governments and their denazifica-
tion Fragebigen perpetuated the fragmentation of families and local com-
munities, encouraging Germans to turn on one another and to cultivate a
culture of conflict and mistrust.

CONSTRUCTING NARRATIVES AND VICTIM IDENTITY

Narrative psychology, a burgeoning field of research concerned with the
“storied nature of human conduct,” maintains that our beliefs, behaviors,
and self-identity stem from the stories that we have about ourselves, oth-
ers, and the world; that we integrate our life experiences by constructing
stories.* Social psychologist Theodore R. Sarbin, a pioneer of this now
widely accepted viewpoint, argues that we are naturally inclined to organize
our experiences into definable categories of interpretation and to create
identities according to “narrative plots.”*® Sarbin contends that the process
of recording one’s experiences in writing is an act by which meaning and
identity are constructed for the individual and communicated. Even if the
written words are deliberately inauthentic they can be extremely convinc-
ing to the author, so much so that they can cause the narrative and the
historical action itself to act as one and the same “semantic structure.”*”

This interpretation of the transformative and self-affirming nature of
written language is maintained by leading cognitive psychologists, soci-
ologists, and psycholinguists, who argue that writing assists in the con-
struction of personal narratives and the establishment and reinforcement
of identities. According to the renowned American sociologist Erving
Goffman, the “individual” exists only within the narrative one zells one’s
self and the narratives one is zo/d about one’s self.*® In other words, lan-
guage practices, whether speaking, reading, or writing, shape and limit
cognitive capabilities and solidify self-constructed narratives about our-
selves in order to make sense of our perceived environment. Similarly,
Frederick Wyatt argues that a story expressed vocally or in writing, while
being told, begins to “recognize itself” and to establish a purposeful con-
text and a “comprehensive, personal meaning.”* Furthermore, when an
individual omits or distorts memories, for whatever motive, a new coher-
ent story begins to be constructed, one that can quickly acquire self-
perceived truth and replace the actual events.*®



156 M. DACK

If this line of reasoning is pursued, it can be argued that the denazifi-
cation questionnaires, acting as the first instance in which many Germans
documented pre-war and wartime experiences, played a significant role
in the construction of early postwar personal narratives. Within an envi-
ronment of unprecedented loss and destruction many Germans were in
a state of disillusionment and emotionally challenged by the tumultuous
times and therefore sought some sort of meaningful understanding and
representation of the past 12 years and an explanation for the politi-
cal collapse, the military defeat, and the extensive devastation of their
lives. However, as maintained by Mary Fulbrook, the entire process of
denazification blocked any “honest soul-searching” as Germans were
preoccupied with fulfilling their basic needs for survival and in reinvent-
ing themselves politically and ideologically in the new postwar world
in order to secure employment.®! Instead of an emotional transition,
marked by personal reflection, the holding of oneself accountable for
past transgressions, and making a determined effort at political reorien-
tation, denazification was treated simply as a means to an end. It rep-
resented an opportunity for Germans to replace individual memories
of collaboration, coercion, and indifference with memories of suffering
and victimhood in order to not only give meaning to past experiences
but also to survive within the new democratic landscape and abide by its
proclaimed rules.

The Fragebogen forced respondents to mentally organize recent experi-
ences and encouraged them to reinvent themselves and reframe their past.
Under the threat of military tribunal and amid a fear of being misjudged
(or exposed) as an “active” Nazi, the questionnaire encouraged Germans
to build politically approved narratives, whether fabricated or not, and to
conceptualize their personal identity according to that narrative in order
to secure employment. Millions of Germans were required to complete
a Fragebogen, to document and elaborate upon their experiences during
the Third Reich, and to define their political identities, ideological beliefs,
and even moral character, all for the purpose of review by the military
government authorities. Such a task surely had an intimate and fundamen-
tal impact on how the respondent internalized memories of the National
Socialist period, including their private relationship with the regime and
recent wartime and postwar experiences.

Of the thousands of questionnaires that I have personally reviewed, a
majority of respondents in all four zones, although not asked directly in
the survey, chose to include information concerning hardships and acts
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of violence that they had personally endured, or that someone close to
them had, under the Nazi dictatorship. Often specific individuals were
identified as the source of the respondent’s misfortune, whether it was
an intolerant boss, an intimidating relative, an unknown Gestapo offi-
cer, or Adolf Hitler himself. Economic and social conditions were also
identified as sorts of “oppressors,” such as wartime bombings or the fear
of a starving family. In all such cases, the respondent situated himself or
herself as an innocent victim of deceit, suffering, violence, prejudices, or
ignorance. They often described themselves as the furthest thing from
a Nazi enthusiast, as the only “real” victim in their workplace, and the
recipient of extreme emotional stress. The motives for including such
information are unclear, presumably they were meant to elicit sympa-
thy from a faceless denazification officer reviewing a questionnaire or to
persuade the military government that the respondent was not in fact
an ideologically committed Nazi. Nevertheless, Germans, by and large,
used the questionnaire to document traumatic events and to “voice”
experiences of hardship, thereby confirming or creating narratives of
victimhood.

If Cathy Caruth’s work on trauma narratives is applied to this act of
documenting individual and collective suffering, it can be argued that
Fragebogen respondents were “asking to be seen and heard.”® That the
recipient of the story, the denazification officer as it were, was an active
player in the construction of the respondent’s personal narrative. Recent
scholarship on the social psychology of narratives supports this view,
that external communication is a powerful psychological tool for nar-
rative building. Lars-Christer Hydén and Jens Brockmeier have argued
that when recording one’s past experiences, especially if these experiences
involved incidences of personal suffering, communication moves beyond
mere representation, taking on an expressive and “performative dimen-
sion” intended for a particular audience.>® They maintain that narrating
traumatic and disabling experiences allows for a process of “negotiation”
and the “re-embodying” of one’s identity, an opportunity for individuals
to not only understand themselves but to “construct a self” and to do so
within the public realm through external verification.®* The immediate
recipient, or audience, of such recorded stories and the relevant cultural,
political, and economic contexts that are present at the time of commu-
nication directly influence the narrative identity that is being built; the
respondents react to these external factors by constructing an identity, or
self, that they think they “ought to be.”®®
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Similar to the encouragement of denunciatory statements, specific
questions in the Fragebigen distributed in the three western zones asked
Germans to elaborate on personal experiences from their past and politi-
cal activities that could be considered “acts of resistance” against the Nazi
regime or instances in which they had been subject to persecution:

Question 110: Have you ever been a member of an anti-Nazi underground
party or group since 1933?%

Question 114: Have you ever been dismissed from the civil service, a teach-
ing profession or ecclesiastical positions, or any other employment for active
or passive resistance to the Nazis or their ideology?

The Soviet Fragebogen contained a similar question, asking, “Did you
take part in any illegal antifascist activities between 1933 and 1945:”%
These questions were vague, allowing respondents to determine for them-
selves what was meant by “antifascist activities” and “passive resistance.”
It was quite common for individuals to identify themselves specifically as
a “passive resistor” or as a victim of “political oppression,” terms intro-
duced in the questionnaire itself.*® Of course, such claims were difficult, if
not impossible, for denazification officers to verify. The records of under-
ground anti-Nazi organizations were either non-existent or unattainable
and while many employment records had been destroyed during the
war, those that did survive gave little indication as to why the individual
had been dismissed. Even if these records did contain such information,
denazification officers did not have the necessary resources to investigate
all cases. Furthermore, many respondents claimed that they had experi-
enced undisclosed resistance or unreported persecution and that they had
subverted their political or ideological beliefs; therefore, no documenta-
tion or witnesses could provide confirmation.®

The problems that such questions created for the denazification offi-
cers charged with reviewing Fragebogen responses is evidenced in the June
1946 revised manual on denazification law, intended for Special Branch
officers stationed in US-occupied Bavaria, which outlined instructions for
the evaluation of the questionnaire:

Questions 110 to 116: These questions are intended to reveal those who
remained in active or passive resistance to the Nazis. It should be borne in
mind that almost everyone now claims to have been against the Nazis and
to have joined the NSDAP under compulsion.®
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By asking open-ended and ambiguous questions regarding individual
acts of persecution and resistance, the military governments made denazi-
fication classification exceedingly difficult for their administrations and
encouraged varying interpretations of the terms “victim” and “resistor”
from the respondents. The questionnaire either allowed those Germans
who had in fact experienced persecution at the hands of the Nazis, or some
other identified “oppressor,” to confirm their victim status, or allowed
Germans to actively falsify their Fragebogen and to construct fictitious
identities that could potentially be amalgamated with “real” experiences in
order to produce a new narrative. Such manufactured identities would be
further validated if the respondent completed the denazification process
and was approved for employment, thereby, in a sense, giving the new nar-
rative an official seal of approval. Regardless, both scenarios resulted in the
individual focusing on traumatic experiences and using them for political
and economic purposes.

The strict categorization inherent in denazification procedures further
exacerbated the tendency of respondents to define themselves as victims
of the regime. After reviewing a Fragebogen, denazification officers in the
US and British zones placed the applicant into one of four predetermined
categories, either “active Nazi,” “nominal Nazi,” “non-Nazi” or “anti-
Nazi.”®! After denazification was handed over to German authorities in
1946, similar categories of affiliation were instituted, in which the vast
majority of respondents were classified as either Minderbelastete (Lesser
Oftenders), Mitliufer (Followers), or Entlastete (Persons Exonerated).®?
The only category that did not mandate some form of punishment or
sanction was Entlastete, which required the individual to have “not only
showed a passive attitude but also actively resisted the National Socialistic
tyranny to the extent of their powers and thereby suffered disadvan-
tages.”® In response to such a strict systematic procedure of categoriza-
tion and emphasis on personal suffering, Fragebogen respondents were
encouraged to make clear distinctions as to their Nazi identity, to define
themselves as Nazi or anti-Nazi, perpetrator or victim. It is therefore not
surprising that so many Germans went to considerable lengths to docu-
ment traumatic experiences in their questionnaires and to depict them-
selves as some form of victim.

The vague and open-ended questions of the Fragebogen, asked within
the strict system of categorization, were complemented by the opportunity
to include an appendix, which could be used by respondents to expand
upon the physical and psychological traumas that they had endured before,
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during, and after the war. For example, the 131 questions in the US ques-
tionnaire were immediately followed by a section titled “Bemerkungen”
(remarks), where respondents could comment on any of the answers that
they had given or to explain the professional and social contexts in which
they had become affiliated with a particular Nazi organization. When
respondents did make use of this section, their comments depicted per-
sonal instances of inflicted persecution, deceit, coercion, and suffering.

A former party member hoping to retain his job as a municipal tax
inspector commented that “in 1943 I was considered an enemy of the
Gestapo, charged with disseminating information and was constantly
threatened to be punished in a concentration camp.”%* Another respon-
dent explained that although he was a member of the Schutzstaffel (SS), he
had once been a Freemason and therefore the threat of exposure and per-
secution was an everyday burden he was forced to live with.®® Yet another
applicant thought it relevant to share in his Fragebogen that his sister had
died in the £.6dz Ghetto as she had accompanied her Jewish husband
there in 1941.%6

Many more Germans reserved their emotional recounting of trau-
matic experiences for the allowable supplementary documents, such as
the biographical datasheet, character reference letters, and denunciation
statements. What resulted therefore were lengthy comments that not only
proclaimed the respondents’ political and ideological innocence, and in
some cases acts of resistance, but also the hardships endured at the hands
of others and violent acts committed against them and their families.

For example, in March 1946, an employee of the district court in the
Franconian town of Miinchberg appended a letter to his Fragebogen,
declaring that despite extreme pressure from his superiors for many years
he had refused to join the NSDAP and was therefore labeled a “traitor”
by his colleagues.” He maintained that the only reason he eventually
did join the Party, and later the SA, was out of fear of being harassed by
the local Gestapo office and to retain his job in order to feed his family.
Furthermore, he stated that his wife had been denounced by party mem-
bers within the NS-Fraunenschaft (National Socialist Women’s League) and
as a result was forced to work under “horrific conditions” in an armaments
factory for the duration of the war.

Another civil servant, this time in Bremen, wrote that his four under-
age children had suffered tremendously during the war and subsequent
occupation, and that any Nazi affiliations that he may have had in the
past were now “more than compensated” by the “war damage” endured
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by his family, which included loss of income, personal health, and their
home.®® An applicant from Heidelberg wrote a long commentary to the
local American military government office describing the hardships that
his family had faced during the war. “My wife and children have been dis-
placed to Gartow on account of the air raids. Our house and its surround-
ings were destroyed during battles between the 9th American Army and
German troops here. They were forced to spend eight days in the woods,
where my child contracted dysentery.”®

Of course, we do not know the extent to which individuals fabricated or
exaggerated traumatic experiences in order to construct a more politically
acceptable past, one that would potentially improve their chances of obtain-
ing employment under the purview of military government. However,
regardless of economic and legal motivations, empirical research on mem-
ory has always been skeptical of the “truth content” of personal memories
and that, according to renowned sociologist Harald Welzer, the relation-
ship between experience and the memory of that experience is extremely
complex and ambiguous.”® Also, while we cannot assume that a majority
of Fragebogen respondents concealed potentially incriminating information
about their past, the fact that thousands of Germans were arrested and
tried for Fragebogen falsification begs the question of how many others
were simply not caught. However, even if one avoids making assumptions
about the validity of such stories, it can still be inferred, according to nar-
rative psychology, that the mere documentation of personal sufferings, the
identification of specific oppressors, and the creation of a victim-victimizer
dichotomy had a significant impact on the construction of personal narra-
tives and the psychological strengthening of victim status.

In deconstructing the denazification questionnaire and interpreting
the subsequent responses it is revealed that this instrument encouraged
Germans to focus on traumatic experiences. Many of the Fragebogen
questions were noticeably ambiguous, which allowed respondents to
reconsider their relationship with the Nazi regime under new flexible defi-
nitions and to either solidify old stories or to construct new ones regard-
ing victimhood. The strict system of denazification encouraged Germans
to neglect or dilute their Nazi affiliations and to psychologically subscribe
to ill-defined military government categories. Finally, the questionnaires
were open-ended, allowing the respondent to rationalize their Nazi affili-
ations, seek compassion and sympathy from the military government by
documenting traumatic experiences, and to rewrite their personal narra-
tive as one of long-standing suffering and victimhood.
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CONCLUSION

Thelonganddividedpaththathasdefined German Vergangenheitsbewiltigunyg
over the past 70 years has been riddled with memories of extreme violence
and suffering, and although it is difficult to trace the healing or dissipation
of individual and collective mental injuries, especially when one considers
the trans-generational transmission of trauma, the German emotional con-
dition has certainly improved. One paradoxical element of this complicated
path toward postwar emotional recovery was the Allied denazification pro-
gram and its cornerstone, the Fragebogen.

Although the questionnaire campaign did identify Nazis, many of
whom were attempting to conceal their political past, and removed them
from positions of influence, such measures came at a severe social and psy-
chological cost. In the postwar setting of extreme devastation and despair,
the German people were forced to revisit the physical and mental traumas
that so many had endured during 6 years of war and 12 years of totalitar-
ian government rule. A “culture of victimhood” had already begun to
develop within the German population prior to the military surrender,
but Allied-enforced denazification delayed recovery from personal trauma
and reinforced German victim identity by encouraging the construction of
politically approved postwar narratives.

The Fragebogen encouraged the practice of denunciation, pitting
Germans against one another and further fragmenting personal rela-
tionships and local communities, emotional bonds that were necessary
for recovery from war trauma. The questionnaire permitted Germans to
invent themselves on paper, to rewrite history, and to reframe their past,
allowing respondents to depict themselves as victims and to create, stress,
and embellish the personal impact of traumatic experiences. Instead of
processing and overcoming past experiences of war and violence, many
Germans retreated into trauma, a withdrawal that was reinforced by the
Allied authorities.
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PART IV

Recollection



CHAPTER 8

Public and Private: Negotiating Memories
of the Korean War

Sandra Kessler

In February 2014, pictures of elderly Koreans, North and South, reunited
after more than 60 years of separation, saturated the international media.
The images captured the emotional moments when long-divided family
members met again at an official reunification gathering. Some tightly
embraced their missed relatives and burst into tears; a 92-year-old South
Korean man danced with his arms stretched out, beaming with joy. The
majority of the 83 citizens of the Republic of Korea (ROK) who collec-
tively traveled to the meeting place at the Geumgang Mountain resort
in North Korea were in their seventies or eighties. Several of the aging
attendants faced health troubles coping with the strenuous journey and
unsettling situation; some had to be carried to the event under medi-
cal surveillance. Still, these participants invited to join their lost relatives
among the 178 attending North Koreans were the lucky ones, chosen
through a lottery system of approximately 71,000 South Korean appli-
cants who have been on a waiting list to meet their kin residing in the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK). Time is working against
the unconsidered candidates. As New York Times journalist Choe Sang-
Hun points out in his online article “Amid Hugs and Tears, Korean
Families Divided by War Reunite” dated 20 February 2014, an average of
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3800 list members pass away each year without being granted the wish to
reunite with their families.

The reunification meetings are arranged through official channels and
dependent upon the political atmosphere as well as the collaboration between
the governments of the ROK and DPRK. The program was initiated in 2000
during the period of the “Sunshine Policy” introduced by the former South
Korean president Kim Dae-Jung (1998-2003) that sought reconciliation and
cooperation in inter-Korean relations.! In late 2010, the program for fam-
ily reunions was interrupted by political tensions as North Korean artillery
launched an attack on the border lands of the South Korean island Yeonpyeong.
Relations between the two Koreas consequently deteriorated on this and other
critical issues such as the conflict over the DPRK’s testing of nuclear weapons
leading to a temporary suspension of the reunions until 2014.

The organization of the reunification meetings is carried out in South
Korea by the Korean Red Cross. While the meetings were paused, the tasks
of the Red Cross were also limited. Its annual reports of the years 2010 and
2011 mention the supply of psychosocial support for affected family mem-
bers, of letter exchange and occasional individual family meetings in third
countries and of research on the whereabouts and possible deaths of family
members.> These are demanding endeavors between the two states that have
prohibited any official postal, email or telephone contact among their citi-
zens since the end of the Korean War. Today, ordinary North Koreans face
severe restrictions by the government and are not allowed to leave the coun-
try. Due to these constraints, divided Korean families are generally unaware
if their relatives are still alive or where they reside. Their knowledge depends
on the efforts of the Korean Red Cross, and the official reunions are currently
their only chance for a temporary family reunion. Even these very occasional
reunions only last for a scheduled time period, usually a few hours on con-
secutive days, with a predetermined agenda mainly accompanied by media
and state representatives. Then all participants are required to return to their
respective homes.? And yet these brief family sessions can be interpreted as
the beginning of a healing process in which long-standing uncertainties are
cleared and painful memories may be addressed and overcome.

INTERVIEWING THE WAR GENERATION IN SOUTH KOREA

In 2012, I conducted biographical interviews with a group of the aging
Korean War veterans in South Korea. Narrating in retrospect, the elderly
men were asked to recapture a much earlier phase in their lives, in particu-
lar, their time as young enlisted service members in the Korean military.
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My research approach is cross-cultural. It focuses both on the sociocul-
tural aspects of memory making in South Korea and on the processes
of cross-cultural communication during the interviews, including differ-
ences of origin, age and gender between interviewer and interviewee. As a
younger female cultural anthropologist from Germany without a personal
military background, I interviewed the men as an out-group member.
Furthermore, the research was carried out with various field helpers and
contact persons whose relation to the interviewed men also influenced the
setting of the interview and the content and extent of the narrations pre-
sented. Evidently, it is still unusual for Korean War veterans to talk openly
about memories of the past, even within their own families. Some field
helpers who arranged interviews for me with their family members heard
of their relatives’ war experiences for the first time. The transmission of
Korean War memories between generations seems rare.

In this chapter, public and private narrations of the Korean War and
the related trauma of war experience, relocation, family disruption, politi-
cal suppression and state violence serve as empiric examples of memory
making in East Asia. The analysis draws from public images of remem-
brance represented in South Korea’s biggest war memorial and from the
collected veterans’ autobiographical narrations. By focusing on the con-
junctive notion of family, I hope to show how elements of public and pri-
vate narrations are interrelated and highly dependent on the audience and
the degree of privacy in which they are presented. Individual narratives
addressed toward a younger family member may elaborate on personal
suffering or the depiction of operational areas. Meanwhile, to a certain
extent, these life stories still adhere to the official historiography repre-
sented in public sites of remembrance, for example, stressing the posi-
tive effects of post-war South Korea’s economic boom or referring to key
moments in the war’s history. To achieve an understanding of the ways in
which South Koreans remember the war today, I will briefly retrace the
events that led to Korea’s current status as a divided nation, then analyze
in greater detail particular instances of public and private remembrance.

KOREAN PARTITION

The Korean partition becomes most palpable in the inter-Korean bor-
der. In 2014, selected family members along with their supporting com-
panions set out from South Korea and traveled by bus to the meeting
point in North Korea. To do so, the South Korean group was allowed to
collectively cross the Military Demarcation Line (MDL) that runs across
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the four-kilometer-wide Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) separating the two
Koreas. Despite its name, the DMZ is vigilantly guarded by ROK and US
military in the South and by armed DPRK personnel in the North. Since
the ceasefire agreement that ended the Korean War on an interim basis on
27 July 1953, it has been prohibited to cross the MDL unless permission
is officially granted by both Korean governments. Any such permission
document, as the specialist of East Asian performance and visual culture
Kim Suk-Young points out, is “nearly impossible to obtain.”* The parti-
tion of the peninsula began in 1945, when Japan as former colonizer of
Korea (1910—45) was defeated during the Second World War and con-
sequently lost its territories to the Allies. The Korean peninsula was then
divided along the 38th parallel, a pragmatically and hastily chosen line of
demarcation that disregarded natural surroundings and social relations in
the affected territories. The areas north of the 38th parallel fell under the
military occupancy of the Soviet Union, the areas south to the USA.®
The political situation on the entire Korean peninsula was unstable and
characterized by uprisings as well as leftist and rightist social movements.
On 15 August 1948, after elections supervised by the United Nations
(UN) had been upheld, the South proclaimed the ROK with its first pres-
ident Rhee Syngman as representative for the entire peninsula. Shortly
after, on 9 September 1948, the North proclaimed the DPRK headed
by Kim II-Sung with the same representative status.® The tense situation
escalated on 25 June 1950, when the army of the DPRK crossed the 38th
parallel and expanded into the ROK.” By the end of August 1950, the
South Korean army and the allied UN forces were pushed back to a corner
of the Southern peninsula around the city of Pusan (Pusan perimeter).
The majority of the Southern territories were controlled by North Korea.®
UN forces under US command reacted by engaging in the conflict with
greater numbers and consequently shifted the war tide with their amphibi-
ous Incheon Landing on 15 September 1950. By the end of the year,
ROK and UN forces had pushed back the DPRK army over the 38th
parallel, marching further north. As a consequence, the People’s Republic
of China (PRC) entered the conflict siding with the DPRK.? Their armies
fought back the UN command toward the middle of the peninsula where
battles continued until the armistice agreement put an end to the hot
period of Korea’s Cold War. To this day, North and South Korea have
not agreed on a peace treaty and officially remain in a state of war, while
even the armistice agreement has repeatedly been canceled. The country’s
division was reinforced by the establishment of the DMZ, not far from the
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original dividing line at the 38th parallel that had anticipated the current
territorial separation.!®

Even after the downfall of the Soviet Union in 1991, the DMZ has
remained a strongly visible remnant of the Cold War. For many Koreans,
the border symbolizes a “mnemonic scar of war” they “wish to eradicate
from the geopolitical map.”! Kim Suk-Young explains the highly symbolic
weight the inter-Korean border obtains for Korean citizens. She considers
even its very existence a form of national trauma: “[One] of the reasons
that the DMZ figures so prominently as national trauma is because so few
Koreans are able to cross it. Those who have, have done so often in highly
dramatic ways—as defectors, spies, political emissaries, separated family
members, war prisoners, participants in cultural exchanges, environmental
activists, and tourists.”!? The elderly participants’ border-crossing by bus
described at the start of this chapter is therefore a rare, an emotionally
charged and an emblematic act, which, if it takes place at all, is only open
to a limited number of citizens.

Despite its heavy guard and scattered landmines, the DMZ has recently
caught the attention of pacifists and environmentalists alike who not only
reinterpret the silent buffer zone as a symbol of peace between two hostile
Korean nation-states, but also focus on its unique ecosystem as a stretch
of land that has almost been untouched by civilization for over half a
century.’® Yet, the southern side of the MDL has not only developed into
a “wildlife habitat” and “sanctuary of birds”!* but also attracted tourists
from many parts of the world. The tourist route is constantly busy with
organized tours. Commonplace features such as souvenir and coffee shops
cater to the groups’ needs as in any other tourist district. Yet, despite the
much visited tourist highlights and the developing wildlife around those
areas, the DMZ remains a fortified border. Two opposing states face each
other across the heavily armed divide and are still engaged in outplaying
each other with national images in a Cold War fashion. Both, the ROK
and the DPRK, fly huge ensigns on flagstafts high up in the air on each
side of the border, attempting to surpass the opponent in size.

These concordant efforts to display national triumph over the adversary
state are similar in style but cannot disguise the contrast between the two
Koreas. Compared to the restricted, isolated and impoverished communist
regime in the North, South Korea’s difference is exaggerated. The ROK
seems to have risen like a phoenix from the ashes: the poor agricultural
nation before the war, with its devastated areas and demolished cities dur-
ing and directly after, has developed into an economic power house and
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a democratically ruled East Asian country that has politically integrated
into the world community. Apparently, South Korea has surpassed North
Korea in every respect. The rapid economic and social changes during the
post-war years have repeatedly been termed “The Miracle on the Han
River” to the point of a “jaded cliché.”!®

REMEMBERING 6.25

After the Korean War, the ROK underwent grave economic and social
changes as a developing nation. In an environment where public com-
memoration of the war and its outcome mainly served political and eco-
nomic goals, citizens were forced to make sacrifices for their own survival
and the benefits of upward mobility. Hence, suppressing criticism toward
the official historiography and “forgetting” violent memories that opposed
the unilateral public presentation of the incidents were some of the adjust-
ments South Koreans had to make to keep at bay the severe penalties
imposed by state institutions.

During the post-war years, the ROK government’s overall goal was to
stabilize the state, mainly by developing a strong economy and military.
The authoritarian regimes under military rule had declared anticommu-
nism as “one of the state’s primary guidelines.”!® According to Cold War
antagonism and the rhetoric of the time, fuelled by periodic assaults from
North Korea, another outbreak of the Korean War seemed constantly pos-
sible. Public remembrance, memorials and commemoration ceremonies of
the war were portrayed as a dichotomy of good versus evil, South versus
North Korea, implying the DPRK’s continual readiness to launch another
attack on the ROK.!” In South Korea, the term for what foreign audi-
ences are commonly acquainted with as “Korean War” is yug-i-o, which
translates to “six-two-five” (6.25). The South Korean name for the con-
flict marks the outbreak of the war, 25 June 1950, and reflects the official
view of events. Publicly remembering the Korean War by the date of its
outbreak has left little room for doubt about who is to blame for all of the
miseries caused by the subsequent war: the belligerent communist North
whose armies crossed the 38th parallel on the mentioned day, initiating
the tragic struggle and the damage and loss that followed. The term 6.25
also reminds ROK citizens that the war has technically never ended as no
peace treaty has been signed.' During the Cold War, this “continuous
war paradigm”!® shaped South Korea’s self-image as a developing state
under siege, confronted with its threatening North Korean neighbor. This
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official remembrance is a restrictive one; it leaves out the circumstances
and reasons for the civil conflict, which originates in Japanese colonial rule
as well as the increasing inner-Korean social and political tensions during
the subsequent occupation by the allied forces. According to Kim Dong-
Choon, the public remembering of 6.25 has been a main pillar of the
political and social system in South Korea. This perspective on the conflict
is fundamental to strong anticommunism.?’ The narrative of 6.25, partic-
ularly in the rhetoric of the Park Chung-Hee dictatorship (1961-1979),
put the DPRK’s invasion at the center of the story. It stressed the aggres-
sors’ brutality in order to keep traumatic memories active and prevent
mental wounds from healing.?! By declaring North Korea as sole aggres-
sor, the Cold War narrative suppressed all deviant memories of war, so that
mass killings and atrocities committed by South Korean citizens, police
or military as well as by US forces became part of a collective amnesia.?
These were topics that could not possibly be addressed openly.

Especially during the military dictatorship (1961-1987), contemporary
witnesses who voiced alternative experiences of the Korean War and its
aftermath—mainly survivors of war crimes committed by ROK or US forces
as well as bereaved family members of deceased victims—were harshly per-
secuted as traitors of their home country. By offering opposing memories,
they questioned the official historiography and with it South Korea’s power
structures, including the state police and the military. As a consequence,
the victims were suspected of subversive activities, regarded as supporters
of communism and hence declared a threat to national security. Once a per-
son was stigmatized as “Red,” the accusation infected and endangered not
only the particular individual and his or her direct family members but also
more distant relatives and friends due to the guilt-by-association system.
In addition to state violence, imprisonment and torture, further disadvan-
tages through social discrimination and marginalization were inherent to
the guilt-by-association system. It was active in South Korea until the early
1980s, while the systematic repression of bereaved families lasted until the
end of the decade. Out of fear, many counter narratives of the Korean War
remained unspoken and were buried in silence.??

In the more liberal political atmosphere of the 1990s, memories that had
been repressed under the preceding regimes slowly started to unfold.?* In
this setting, ambiguous incidents related to the US military’s involvement
in the Korean War, such as the killings at No Gun Ri, became known to the
public and challenged the dominant interpretation of the war events. These
“subversive accounts™?® also shed light on civilian casualties inflicted by
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South Korean and US military troops during the Korean War and put into
question the disparate relationship between the two countries. In 2005, the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of the Republic of Korea (TRCK)
started to investigate “the other war,”?¢ as former standing commissioner
Kim Dong-Choon puts it. Critical incidents such as mass killings belonged
to this “other” side of the Korean War that had been excluded from public
discourse. Subject to the official institution’s mission were investigations
and truth-finding processes about war massacres as well as cases of repres-
sion, discrimination and human rights abuses during the authoritarian rule
in post-war South Korea. Also the anti-Japanese independence movement
and the history of overseas Koreans were targeted by the TRCK.?” Kim
names truth verification as a precondition for the victims to restore their
honor and to be able to conduct memorial services for the dead.?® Through
the findings of the TRCK, bereaved families that had been discriminated
against in the past were now given a public voice and South Korean society
was finally confronted with the silenced aspects of its history.

THE WAR MEMORIAL OF KOREA IN SEOUL

One remarkable institution that publicly displays South Korea’s national
history is the War Memorial of Korea (WMK) in downtown Seoul
(Fig. 8.1). The building stands in Yongsan district on the former grounds
of the Korean Army Headquarters, across from the Ministry of National
Defense and next to the US Eighth Army base stationed in Korea.?® The
memorial and museum, along with its outdoor exhibitions of sculptures,
memorial stones and heavy war machinery comprises a total space of
116,589 square meters.* The building hosting the indoor museum stands
at the center of the site. Its massive outward appearance of gray, solid stone
walls and pillars is shaped symmetrically and surrounded by open exhibi-
tion areas. The architecture amid the wide open spaces sets the construc-
tion apart from the contrasting urban neighborhood and inner-city traffic.
Conceived in 1988 during the democratic presidency of Roh Tae-Woo, the
memorial opened its doors in 1994. It is a state-sponsored public museum
and entry is free of charge.®! The spacious and prestigious setting of the
WMK close to government and military institutions already indicates the
importance that the government ascribes to the public remembrance of
war and the display of national history. Kristin Hass compares the WMK to
the Korean War Veterans Memorial in Washington, DC. The US equiva-
lent is placed within the National Mall, surrounded by other state monu-
ments and located close to the White House: “[ The Korean War Veterans
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Fig. 8.1 The War Memorial of Korea, Seoul (Photo by the author.)

Memorial in Washington, DC] remembers that it was important to make
a grand gesture to memory—the memorial occupies a great deal of the
most sacred symbolic real estate in the United States.”3? The significance
of public war memory is emphasized by both memorials’ central locations
in the USA and South Korea.

South Korean citizens reacted to the memorial’s conceptual and geo-
graphical alignment with military and state institutions with protests. Built
shortly after having overcome the military dictatorships, critics saw the
WMK as a representation of state authority and celebration of a patriotic
state narrative that was imposed unwillingly upon citizens. The visitors, so
the critical voices said, felt insecure and daunted by the colossal WMK.33
Also, the memorial was originally planned to exhibit only the Korean War
which was recognized by public criticism as a reminder of the continuous
war paradigm of the past restrictive anticommunist regimes.** In response
to the protests, the WMK has aligned the Korean War with other historical
Korean conflicts that stretch back to ancient times. Still, the Korean War
representation obviously dominates the site, since more than half of the
exhibition grounds concern the conflict which is furthermore located at
the very center of the memorial complex.3®
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The Korean War exhibition inside the museum begins with a video
installation showing a contemporary exhumation of soldiers’ mortal
remains. The next room then leads the visitor back in time to the date
of the official outbreak of the war, linking the reason for the soldiers’
death to the initial conflict. From there on, the visitor follows a selected
chronology of the war’s history presented through major incidents, key
events and battle tactics that cover the timeline of the “hot” period of
the conflict. On the whole, the exhibited Korean War events are similar
to the 6.25-narrative that rehearses the idea of a South Korean defense
against an unjust war of aggression by North Korea. Starting with the key
date in South Korea’s master narrative of the Korean War, 25 June 1950,
the following dates mentioned are accompanied by displays of arms and
machinery from the period. Meanwhile, the museum refuses to detail
any effects of the conflict on the individual in war-time Korea. Although
the printed memorial tour guide of September 2013 carries the title
“The War Memorial of Korea: Telling the Moving Story of the People of
Korea,”3¢ the tragedies imposed on the civil population are hardly shown
in the museum.?” They are represented in universal pictures and diora-
mas of refugees that demonstrate the results of the war, not its brutality.
Clearly, the emphasis on “the Moving Story of the Korean people” refers
to North and South Koreans alike and therefore evokes cohesion. Sheila
Miyoshi Jager and Jiyul Kim indicate the WMK’s “tacit forgetfulness” of
the war’s viciousness is achieved through “focusing on universal themes
of war-time suffering, dislocation and poverty.”? In a way, the portrayal
of the social effects of the war seems interchangeable with the aftermath
of most other armed conflicts. Most North Korean atrocities are omitted.
This may be understood as recognition or acknowledgment of the need
to forget and forgive the opponents’ misdoings. Yet, alongside this lack
of evidence for the many war crimes committed by the North Koreans,
the museum also misses the chance to come to terms with South Korea’s
own critical aspects in history. As Tessa Morris-Suzuki criticizes, “[the
museum | remains equally silent on the subject of massacres or maltreat-
ment of prisoners by Southern forces and their United Nations allies.”?’
Although the WMK reacts to current political affairs in its exhibitions*®
and notwithstanding many parts of its display have been introduced since
the opening in 1994, concrete findings of the TRCK concerning war
crimes committed by ROK and US forces are left out. Instead of catching
up with recent history writing, the idea of familial belonging is stressed
on the memorial’s grounds.
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WAR BETWEEN BROTHERS

The overall theme of overcoming the war as a family tragedy is highlighted
in the “Statue of Brothers” in the memorial’s outdoor exhibition (Fig. 8.2).
The stone sculpture depicts two men of different sizes standing on a dome
through which runs a jagged gap. Bridging the divide, both men embrace
each other, with the smaller leaning toward the bigger. A sign explains to
the visitor that the statue depicts a family’s older brother, a South Korean
officer, and his younger brother, a North Korean soldier. Both, so the sign
reads, “meet on the battlefield and express reconciliation, love and forgive-
ness.” The national origins of the two brothers can be easily differentiated
by their military uniforms; physical contrast is equally apparent in their body
features and body language. The stronger and taller man wears the ROK
uniform. According to the memorial’s inscription, he also holds a higher
military rank: He is an officer, his counterpart is not. The officer seems
well-equipped, shouldering a gun and wearing a helmet. His posture is erect
with his head tilted toward the smaller man in his arms. The latter, unarmed
but wearing the DPRK’s uniform, hugs the bigger one in apparent despera-
tion. The soldier’s entire body is shifted, clinging to the other’s upper body
and looking him in the eyes from below. By doing so, the North Korean is
stepping forward, almost stumbling. Although his gesture appears feeble, it
is he who is taking the step toward the South Korean officer, bridging the
gap between them. As Jager and Kim have pointed out, the dome that the
two male statues stand on resembles an ancient tomb mound of the Silla
Kingdom. Because the kingdom was able to unify the peninsula in the sev-
enth century, the tumulus-shaped dome not only portrays a shared historic
past but also carries ideas of “hope, birth, and national renewal.”*!
Metaphorically sharing a common history and belonging to the same
family, namely the Koreans, what divides the two brothers is not only the
fracture between them but also the ideological background expressed by
their different uniforms. In this disparate relationship, South Korea appears
altogether superior: militarily, as the South Korean brother is armed with
a gun, protected by a helmet and also higher in rank; economically, as
he is well fed and displays strong arms; in terms of age, as according to
the sign the South Korean man is older just as the ROK was founded
before the DPRK, implying its political sovereignty; and lastly, morally,
as the stronger brother does not misuse his powers but offers a forgiving
embrace to the weaker. The North Korean soldier’s diminutive features
and despairing body language leave no doubt as to who is in power in this
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Fig. 8.2 The Statue of Brothers (Photo by the author.)
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fraternal yet alienated relationship: the ROK. Despite the attempt of dis-
playing brotherly love and affection based on a common past (implied by
the dome) and shared bloodline (they are kin) leading to the reunion that
the embrace suggests, the statue reflects antagonisms associated with Cold
War dichotomies. The employed imagery shifts from the “good versus
evil” rhetoric to a “stronger versus weaker” equivalent; and by doing so
it reproduces the familiar opposition between the two Korean states. The
evident contrasts in size and shape are sooner observed than the meta-
phor of the shared origin based on the dome-shaped tomb. Clearly, in
the depiction of the WMK, Korean reunification will be achieved through
South Korea’s terms and conditions. It is the stronger ROK that absorbs
the weaker DPRK.#? The reunion does not occur at eye level but is based
on a disparate status. The “Statue of Brothers” can thus be interpreted as
a moderate version of former Cold War symbolism. It does not overcome,
merely adjusts, the earlier forms of the official state narrative. Detached
from current social and political realities, which allow very few aging indi-
viduals the opportunity to reunite with their relatives temporarily in an
officially arranged and controlled setting, the imagery implies a shared
future by restating South Korea’s superiority.

Since its opening, the WMK has become a popular destination for
school trips.** During one of my visits to the memorial in late June 2012,
the exhibition areas were crowded with groups of children from the
approximate age of five who visited the WMK together with their supervi-
sors. Commenting on the extraordinarily huge number of children pres-
ent, a museum employee stressed the relation between collective trips and
the recently passed commemoration date of the beginning of the Korean
War. Through organized trips to the WMK, South Koreans absorb par-
ticular historical images at an early age; they are introduced to and grow
up with the official war narrative and interpretation of the past. Official
commemoration sites and textbook knowledge become some of the prin-
cipal sources for the young generations’ understanding of the nation’s his-
tory as the aging war generation passes away, as fewer witnesses who could
voice their experiences remain.

VETERANS REMEMBER THE KOREAN WAR

My experiences in doing fieldwork with the war generation in South
Korea showed that even in 2012 many contemporary witnesses were
reluctant to talk about their private memories of the times. Interviews
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with Korean War veterans about their experiences of the conflict were
often denied even when requested by the veterans’ close acquaintances
or relatives who wanted to support my research. Despite the personal
appeal that usually opens doors in South Korean society effortlessly, the
veterans responded hesitantly. Some of the appointed meetings were
canceled at short notice and not rescheduled; some veterans referred
directly to the official historiography of the war by giving me the advice
to study library books instead of oral narrations, because there, as they
pointed out, more was to be found than their own stories could tell.
One of the men came to the interview with a history book, others with
printed lists of battles that they later referred to as corner points in their
life stories; some reassured themselves with the company of befriended
veterans who could also share their experiences, just in case their own
stories “were not enough.”

The strength of group cohesion in Korean society partly explains
why veterans did not want to come alone to the interviews. Although
the topics of conversation involved loss and sadness, the atmosphere
of the group interviews was rarely tense. Moreover, the elderly men
seemed to appreciate each other’s company at these apparently unusual
events. Overall, the group situation helped reduce insecurity on their
part and fuelled a willingness to narrate their life stories. A negative
side effect, which is hard to prove in qualitative research but prob-
able, could be that individual memories burdened with guilt or shame
remained unspoken within this expanded group of listeners. If more
than one veteran was interviewed, the men were peer group members,
for example, of the same veterans’ association. Through the recom-
mendation by a familiar person or family member, who often also inter-
preted during the interviews, an additional member of the veterans’
circle of friends or relatives was present. When I instead offered to
bring a professional interpreter to the meetings, my contact person
objected, explaining that an outsider’s presence was not desired during
the interviews. The mutual contact functioned as mediator between
interviewer and interviewee and established a basis of trust between
the parties. Consequently, the mediator’s advice of working without
an out-group interpreter was given priority. In the following, two nar-
ratives resulting from my fieldwork will be analyzed in extracts.** Both
address the intergenerational narration of war experiences within their
families.
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LETTERS FROM GRANDFATHER TO (GRANDSON

Veteran A, born in 1930 and a retired civil servant, had been asked by
another veteran to join the latter in his interview situation. Both men and
our mutual contact person from the Korean Veterans Association were
present for the interview that took place in a Seoul hotel coffee shop. In
South Korea it is quite common to meet or dine in hotel facilities, but the
setting often also indicates an official occasion or a business meeting and,
in this case, the interview was regarded as such.

Although Veteran A had been invited to the interview belatedly, it was
he who began to recount his memories first. Veteran A was older than the
other ex-serviceman, so according to Korean social hierarchy his voice was
given priority. In contrast to his fluent mode of narration, the interviewee
made it clear that his willingness to talk about war-time experiences was
far from ordinary: “Really, you know, I have not even told my friends.
Because you ask me, I will tell you about it. You don’t say such a thing
light-heartedly [...]. There are hardly any people who do something like
that.” After the interview, he handed me a summary of letters written to
his grandson during the latter’s compulsory military service. Between 1
June 2005 and 15 February 2006, the veteran wrote regularly every two
weeks, recapturing his own involvements in the military. The content mir-
rors the veteran’s autobiographical experiences in the months of letter
writing 55 years ecarlier during his time as a service member in the Korean
War. The accurate and extensive summaries of the original letters comple-
ment his oral narration in style and content. Like the memories presented
in the interview, the letters to his grandson mainly follow a report-like
structure, retrace the warfare of the time and link the greater historical
events to the military missions carried out by Veteran A himself. The let-
ters are rich in facts, not feelings, but also contain some personal appeals
to the grandson. The following extract from a letter written on 1 January
2006 describes the veteran’s retreat from North Korea:

01.01.1951 to 15.01.1951: With the turn of the year, the Korean War went to
anew phase. The fighting on the Odae Mountain, on the Daegwan and Jindu
peaks was a remaining attack and defense battle. When both sides, South and
North Korea confronted each other, it came to fierce fighting. Our unit went
from the Taeback Mountains to Gangneung, so along the highway distance
between Seoul and Gangneung in Western direction. We reached Gusan-Ri,
Seongsan-Myeon, from where Gangneung is 10 km [...] away.
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Here, even among family members, the war is not portrayed as social real-
ity but as warfare, retold almost from a bird’s eye perspective. There is
an accuracy expressed in time, location and distance that seems detached
from feelings or possible suffering. To achieve understanding from his
grandson, he relates past to present, which becomes obvious in the ref-
erence to the highway distance. By sharing his experience in retrospect,
in other letters the veteran also combines official dates and data of the
retraceable course of history with his correlating individual place and posi-
tion. What is presented is precise and therefore verifiable data about the
course of war; the focus is on outside action without giving psychological
insights. An almost official, non-critical report emerges that bears traces
of pride and nationalism. Considering that the veteran had worked for
Seoul’s city office for approximately 40 years before retiring, a patriotic
approach to the nation’s past could be expected. The narrated events
are less controversial than personal opinions or critical assessments could
have been. For cross-cultural analysis, considering the audience during
the interview is essential: while the setting was rather formal, the listen-
ers were not only a younger female foreign researcher but also two other
acquainted ex-service members. During the interview, the three men
at times exchanged expert knowledge about the names of Korean mili-
tary medals and the commanders in charge during Korean War missions.
Clearly, the academic purpose was one aspect of the gathering; another
was the reunion among men who chatted over similar life experiences or
shared knowledge. Age, gender and social position determine one’s status
in Korean society, and the status directly translates into communication
by language choice and social behavior. In our group, the veteran was the
eldest person, and therefore obtained the highest social status. Due to
Korean social norms, revealing possibly shameful or discordant memories
would have been uncharacteristic for the setting as it would have implied
a loss of face for Veteran A and could have disrupted group harmony.*
The letters must be interpreted against the background of social hier-
archy that has its roots in Confucianism, too. In Korean family ranking,
the son and grandson are the male heirs and representatives of the family;
they need to be educated accordingly. The relationships between family
members are constituted as a vertical hierarchy, drawing from filial piety,
authority and benevolence.*® The elders provide guidance and advice to
the young who in return are asked to follow respectfully and obediently.
In addition to the presumable aim of connecting with his grandson over
similar experiences, namely the military service, cultural standards clearly
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request the grandfather to function as role model for his offspring. He
closes the quoted letter with a personal appeal to his grandson’s integrity
by praising his willingness to contribute to the nation: “Military service is
a sacred service. It is owed to the soldiers that parents and brothers can live
in peace.” In an earlier letter from October 2005, Veteran A had already
stressed the honor of the task. He pondered: “When I was younger than
you are now, I spent one year in battle. [...] It is somehow strange and
terrible that I now recall those times. However, I am proud of it.” The
male bonding takes place through the letters that are, as evidence from
the civil world, intimate and educating at the same time, albeit sent along
familial hierarchy. Certainly, the grandson’s service term was neither the
time nor place to record self-doubts or criticism, to write about possible
fear or despair. After all, the letters arrived at a national military base and,
as a comment made by the veteran suggested, were eventually read by fel-
low service members. The letters may have been intended to encourage
the group of young men.

UNHEARD MEMORIES

In stark contrast to Veteran A, during the interview with Veteran B, a
retired shop owner also born in 1930, I witnessed an open conversation
between a grandfather and a granddaughter about the struggles lived
out during the Korean War and post-war times. Here, the audience was
exclusively female: the granddaughter in her early twenties to whom the
war was an unknown chapter in her family history; the veteran’s wife,
who also added to her husband’s memories; and 1. This in-depth inter-
view can be characterized as a familial talk about the war, in which my
researcher’s role was that of a participant observer. The setting was pri-
vate; it took place in the veteran’s family home. Being a university friend
to the granddaughter, my role as researcher was less apparent as in the
official gathering with Veteran A.

In his narration, Veteran B also mentions exact locations but these serve
to support the narrative and are not its main focus. As a young man, he
was severely wounded in battle and found it hard to cope with his physical
and mental impairments during and directly after the war. He was there-
fore ashamed to return to his wife and family. It is striking how elaborately
Veteran B speaks of his life at this time as seemingly doomed. Forced to
serve in the North Korean army, he deserted when the chance arose. The
interviewee describes his misery, fleeing at night in the rain, wearing only
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his undergarments so as not to be identified as a deserter. His flight put
his family in danger as their home was subsequently raided late one night
by soldiers searching for him. After hiding in the mountains, Veteran B
entered the South Korean army when power shifted. Wounded by a gun
shot in battle, he held out alone and waited for help, unsure if it would
ever arrive. In his desperation, he disobeyed the military command to
leave no weapons behind when he withdrew. Without embellishment, he
indicates the hurt and distress he experienced after a bullet hit his leg:

How big was my pain! [...] T was crawling along so slowly. While I was
crawling, I later could not lift my head anymore and could not move any-
more either. I had no strength left, I was losing more and more blood, and
I was about to die. I probably had not eaten in 24 hours. Also during the
night, no one came. That’s why I went beneath a pine tree, took off my
jacket and covered myself with it. If I had to die, I would die here, because
I could not move. [...] ‘T know I will die, but why am I still not dead? Had
I just a weapon to kill myself!” When I was wounded, I left my weapons
behind. My hand grenades and so on. I just had my body.

His narration is rich in detail but void of any heroic or patriotic charac-
teristics. In his despair, Veteran B even considered suicide. During the
interview, he directly confronted his granddaughter with his past weak-
ness: “What do you think? You hear of this for the first time, don’t you?”
Veteran B’s narration stresses personal suffering and creates an image of
individual tragedy connected to the events of the war. Here, the memo-
ries focus on an experiential level instead of warfare and historiography.
Veteran B tells an intimate story of his life that may emerge due to the pri-
vate setting and the confidential relationship to his listeners, primarily his
granddaughter, whom he constantly addresses during the interview. The
cultural hierarchy is less strict in this relationship and the good rapport
between him and her even enhances the frankness in his account.

Veteran B’s narration is also non-critical toward the government. He
contrasts his former suffering to the social upward movement in the
post-war years during which his family became quite successful as small
business owners. Speaking positively about state support and economic
growth in the ROK| the veteran’s biographical narration complements the
official post-war social history. His oral accounts are in line with public
remembrance that emphasizes the idea of the “Miracle on the Han River,”
evolving triumphantly out of a destructive situation. Despite apparent dif-
ferences that partly arise from a discrepancy in audiences, both narrations
reflect the official remembrance of war and post-war South Korea. Veteran
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A achieves this by concentrating on warfare and facts, Veteran B by stressing
personal tragedy that later converts to economic success and rehabilitation.
In the letters sent by Veteran A, more private elements of his memories
are found in his self-reflection and the encouragement toward his grand-
son. Veteran B’s narration is on the whole more intimate, as he recounts
his individual circumstances and lines of thought during war and after.
Accordingly, both interviews contain aspects of public and private memory
making. Depending on the nature of the relationship, family members may
be spared the details to save their integrity or they may be let in on tragic
events to enhance an intimate familial relationship and feelings of knowing
and belonging. Hierarchy between speaker and audience is a key factor to
Korean narrations and indicates the extent to which narrations of war and
trauma are shaped by the context in which they are presented.

CONCLUSION

Memories may emerge and be communicated or silenced depending on
the circumstances. The phenomenon of forgetting and suppressing brutal
memories from collective memory and public discourse is not a uniquely
Korean experience. The memory theorist Aleida Assmann argues that
this model has been commonly employed throughout history and can be
traced back to ancient Greece. According to her, forgetting was a method
employed to achieve closure after a period of internal violence and to mark
a new era in which a divided society could grow together again.*” She also
links her findings to wars’ particular nature: “Especially after civil wars,
forgetting was prescribed as a potent remedy against socially dangerous
and explosive forms of remembering to foster a speedy integration.”*® The
Korean War that today is commonly characterized as civil or fratricidal
war* has long been portrayed in a 6.25-narrative stressing North Korea’s
guilt and erasing misfit memories. Social anthropologist Heonik Kwon
stresses that war and occupation, especially when repetitive power shifts
occur, lead to “distorted intimate human relations of trust.”®® In regard
to the national and international dimensions of the fratricidal conflict and
against the backdrop of Cold War conjunctions, the histories of the Korean
War become comparable to those of the Vietnam War. In both countries,
the wars have strongly impacted the social sphere, disuniting village life,
local alliances, and family relations. As Kwon elaborates, the wars’ effects
targeted not only military personnel but also caused “relational trauma”>!
as communal and family structures were targeted in their morality and
spirituality.
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In South Korea, the work of the TRCK has contributed to restore
bereaved families’ honor and helped to rewrite the “forgotten” parts of
the Korean history. But despite the grass roots engagement of the com-
mission, much memory work has been left undone. While not coming
to terms with updated critical findings by the TRCK, public remem-
brance portrayed in the country’s prestigious WMK stresses the peaceful
although one-sided idea of familial reunification with North Korea. The
“Statue of Brothers” with its personifications of the ROK and DPRK
as reunited relatives refers to the idea of a nation family that includes
all Koreans, irrespective of current political and geographical belonging.
At the same time, the statue contains an emotional appeal addressed to
the individual who may suffer under the actual separation from his or
her relatives. Thus, the WMK combines and initiates both public and
private memory making. Indirectly, as was shown in my analysis, it reiter-
ates persistent former notions of the Korean War in a softened version of
Cold War dichotomies. As public memorials try to address the individual
with the interpretation of history they represent, the individual in return
constructs personal autobiography by positioning one’s life events in the
greater course of history. These traces can be found in the interviews that
follow the official historiography of war events (Veteran A) and highlight
the benefits of post-war development in the ROK (Veteran B).

Looking at non-Western, specifically Korean, ways of handling past dis-
turbances, cross-cultural analysis should not only consider the social and
historical backdrop the memories are narrated against but also focus on
the interpersonal dynamics during the interview situation. Here, especially
the hierarchical structures and family relations between the veterans, the
researcher and the mediator indicate the extent to which the narrations are
elaborated and which topics addressed. According to Yang Sungeun and
Paul C. Rosenblatt, Koreans would not communicate shameful acts due to
their ambition to spare family members from the shame they would share if
the family knew of the act.>? This relates directly to the Korean familial hier-
archy encountered in the interviews: If a “person of higher status is morally
responsible for those he or she supervises” and a child’s failing automatically
indicates the failing of the child’s parents,> the narrator will most likely
avoid mentioning critical aspects in his narration toward family members
or befriended veterans, especially if the latter are younger or lower in social
or military rank. On the one hand, this finding complicates cross-cultural
fieldwork that already addresses themes that are hardly ever spoken of
openly, in this case war memories of veterans in South Korea. Yet, on the
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other hand, as the interview with Veteran B shows, if interpersonal relation-
ships between the interviewer, the interviewee and their mutual mediating
person—in this case the veteran’s granddaughter—are close enough, they
may overcome predominant cultural standards. The constellation in group
interviews as well as the role of the mediator in the process of collecting life
narratives on traumatic events can therefore be considered a helpful expan-
sion of the perspectives on cross-cultural communication of trauma.
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CHAPTER 9

Endless aftershock. The Katyn Massacre
in Contemporary Polish Culture

Maria Kobielska

Nearly 70 years after its end, World War II remains a compelling reference
point for questions of self-definition and cultural identity. The war has
become a laboratory within which various versions of past events can be
re-shown and re-told, using new, often politically motivated perspectives,
but also incorporating pop-cultural and media discourses. Illustrative
examples from recent years include on the one hand, the German mini-
series Unsere Miitter, unseve Viter (Generation War, 2013), and on the
other, Tarantino’s Inglorious Basterds (2009).

In Poland, this “memory boom” has in recent years been able to pay
particular attention to previously unmentionable events and interpreta-
tions. This is a result not only of the political change of 1989, but also of
the quickly evolving possibilities of mnemonic media, and a reflection of
the extensive “memory work” performed by many conflicting parties on
Polish identity. The untold story of Polish complicity in persecutions of
Jews has now resurfaced, for instance. One of the most attended museums
in Poland shows the tragic Warsaw Uprising as a heroic and at the same
time exciting adventure. Finally, the theme of Poles being persecuted by
the Soviets, officially banned before 1989, is central within the flourishing
of contemporary public recollection. This intricate tangle of memories,
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both creative and iterative, serves varied purposes. Sometimes versions of
historical events emerge in the working through the difficult pasts, on
other occasions they amount to a repetitive fixation. Moreover, events can
be recast according to a variety of generic codes: not only as tragedy or
farce, but also as tiring nightmare and striking horror.

CULTURAL MEMORY AND TRAUMA

This chapter deals with present-day Polish memory culture in response to
the Katynn massacre—the mass execution of Polish officers carried out by
NKVD in 1940, which is one of the core events of the twentieth century
Polish collective memory. Katyni is used in politics, explored in literature
and other cultural texts, and revealed in commemorative celebrations. My
intention is to explain why and how this traumatic event has achieved such
a prominent position within Polish society, and to explore the mechanisms
of its representation.

Aleida Assmann’s Cultural Memory and Western Civilization defines
“cultural memory” as a specific construct: plural, dynamic and political
at the same time. Cultural memory is a constant process of transforma-
tion and reconstruction since it uses various media, serves the purposes
of different groups, and frames the experience of different individuals.!
Assmann shows how the boundary between the individual and that which
transcends the individual (e.g., community, media, or culture) blurs in
any analysis of memory practices. What is remembered is constantly being
shaped and modified in interactions between individual memories and the
collective reiterations of culture, media and politics.

I am particularly interested here in analyzing these entangled memory
practices, which are expressed, transformed and reconstructed by and
through cultural texts. I consider cultural memory—which manifests itself
via a variety of media and is shaped by diverse politics—within its social
setting, trying to determine which moments are important for the devel-
opment of collective recollection. Past events, which, in a special way,
serve as present centers of cultural memory and key topics of memory
texts, are for this reason of particular interest.

The association between “cultural memory” and “trauma” is crucial for
an understanding of this problem. One argument here is that there is an
analogy between individual, collective and cultural memories: in reactions
toward, as well as in attempts to understand and process, traumatic expe-
riences. Traumatized cultural memory acts out the painful experiences of
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the group which can also be worked through within it, although this does
not always or necessarily happen. In particular, the main reactions to such
experiences, such as silence, the inability to articulate, and, conversely,
the pressure to speak, leading to compulsive repetition, occur in a variety
of cultural texts, for example in literature, as rhetoric figures of aposi-
opesis or as amorphous logorrhea. The trauma I am interested in is thus
not individual, nor is it necessarily related directly to actual events, as in
the cases of survivors or victims’ relatives. It is indirect, processed, non-
conscious, but collectively constructed, linked to repressed and banned
memory, consisting in a set of elements such as cultural texts, visible in
close-up. This is not the trauma which hurts individual lives, but a social
structure which prevents the common memory, expressed within culture,
from fully confronting the past of the group, processing it and no longer
being haunted by it (which would not, of course, mean forgetting).

The Katynl massacre plays a central role in Polish cultural memory after
1989, as do the Warsaw Uprising (1944) and the introduction of Martial
Law (1981). Each of these events is intensively and constantly retold and
reinterpreted, often within incompatible discourses and various visions of
the past. Memory culture thus constantly generates different ways in which
these experiences are articulated and expressed, and is also influenced by
fluctuations in the politics of memory. Each of these events can be described
in terms of traumatic experience of the collective Polish community, serving
as a frame for thinking about the past; each of these events is also commonly
constructed as the core of a specific trauma complex. Nevertheless, the trau-
matic core of Polish memory has not yet been fully acknowledged by schol-
ars, except in the recent, important work of Lech Nijakowski? and Adam
Ostolski,®> who deal mainly with collective memory rather than cultural
memory. Other recent work? by Polish scholars concentrates on the impact
of one medium, such as film or visual arts, on memory culture. Among the
three traumatic historical events in question, the Warsaw Uprising has lately
drawn the most attention. By contrast, the only detailed account on the
memory of Katyn is still Remembering Katyn (2012), edited by Alexander
Etkind, a collection of essays produced outside Poland, which has not been
preceded or followed by any similar Polish project.

Etkind’s collection maps the legacy of the events at Katyn “through
the interconnected memory cultures of seven countries—Belarus, Poland,
Russia, Ukraine and the Baltic States” and explores “its meaning as site
and symbol, event and idea, fact and crypt.”® These essays together
provide a detailed historical description of how different meanings are
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constructed within each of the nations represented. The tension between
historical truth and performative memory practices, necessarily linked, but
in violent conflict when it comes to the “Katyn lie” (see below), is essen-
tial to the authors’ perspective. They analyze the political discourses and
counter-discourses of Katyni, the production and evolution of “memory
hardware,” and, above all, the circulation of the “Katy1i term” (metonym-
ical and metaphorical) in Eastern Europe: its spread from the represen-
tation of a Polish past to other national pasts, where it serves a variety
of different social and political requirements. The aforementioned map-
ping consists thus in describing tensions, clashes, meetings, dialogues and
changes within the discourses of Katyn. Taking into account the rhetoric
of memory, the “forms and strategies of representation as well as questions
of audience and reception,”¢ are thus critical for any competent analysis of
a particular memory culture.

For this reason it is my intention to investigate how the apparatus of
memory functions publically. What follows is, then, an examination not only
of images, figures, models and mechanisms, but also of the wider field of
cultural memory, of Katyn’’s consequences for Polish memory culture as
a whole. In this respect the cultural processing of the Katyn massacre can
serve as a laboratory of broader procedures of collective remembering and
reveal its hidden structure, which has profound consequences for what can
be called contemporary Polish identity. If, as Etkind states, “remembering
Katyni has been a literal re-membering for Poland,”” a ground for connect-
ing and unifying members of the community, the next step should be a con-
sideration of what conditions and limitations are founded by these means.

The first critical question is, then: what are the mechanisms by which
Katyni has taken up such a prominent position within recent Polish culture?
I start with a brief description of the events at Katyn and their importance,
then propose a map of present-day Polish cultural memory connected to
the Katyn murders. This mapping includes a discussion on populist rep-
resentation via a public campaign from 2010; an interpretative reading
of the film Katysi (2007) by Andrzej Wajda; and a case study of a widely
known poem by Zbigniew Herbert.

KatyN: CIRCUMSTANCES AND CONSEQUENCES

The circumstances of the event and the political forces of the 1940s
defined the future mnemonic configuration of the Katyid murders. In
September 1939, Poland was invaded not only by Nazi Germany, but
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also, two weeks later, on 17 September, by the Soviet Union, as a result
of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, which included the secret protocol
that divided the territory of Poland into Nazi and Soviet spheres of influ-
ence. Thus, the eastern part of pre-war Poland came under the mili-
tary occupation of the Soviet Union, and suffered various campaigns of
repression.

Polish soldiers and policemen were then imprisoned, deported to the
territory of Russia and other Soviet Socialist Republics and interned in
camps. After § months, by the end of May 1940, over 20,000 members of
the Polish Officer Corps were already dead. They were executed (by firing
squad) on the orders of the Soviet Politburo, signed personally by Stalin.
The executions took place in April and May in several places in the Soviet
Union, among which the best known location is the forest near the vil-
lage of Katyn; other places include Kharkiv and Miednoye. The execution
was kept secret, so the fate of the officers was not known either to Polish
officials or their families.

A vyear later, in June 1941, the non-aggression pact between Nazi
Germany and the Soviet Union was broken by Hitler’s Operation
Barbarossa. The Eastern Front was opened; consequently, the Nazis
invaded the Soviet Union and occupied the territories where the execu-
tions were carried out and the mass graves of the Polish officers remained
a secret. Meanwhile, Stalin joined the Allies and signed the agreement
with the Polish government in exile, which announced the willingness of
both parties to fight together against Nazi Germany and the formation of
a Polish army on Soviet territory. It was soon revealed that very many of
the officers supposed to stay under Soviet rule were missing. Moreover,
their whereabouts remained unknown over the following two years, dur-
ing which time the strength of the Soviet Union among the Allies was
growing as a result of its huge military efforts on the Eastern Front.

In April 1943 Berlin Radio, a tool of Nazi propaganda, announced the
discovery of mass graves of Polish officers in the Katyn forest, and accused
the Soviets of carrying out the massacre in 1940. This essentially truthful,
but carefully controlled story was presented so as to cause great unease
among the Alliance, and it partly worked. The Soviet Union denied the
accusations and claimed that the victims were executed by the invading
Germans in the summer of 1941, and when Polish officials insisted on
opening an investigation, Stalin accused them of collaborating in Nazi
propaganda and broke off diplomatic relations with the government.
This in turn had a huge impact on the subsequent history of Poland: the
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diplomatic position of the government in exile was weakened; the future
collapse of Polish pre-war political tradition was prepared.

This was the beginning of the falsification of the events at Katyn.
Following the end of World War II, when the pro-Soviet government was
established in Poland, and over the 40 years of The People’s Republic of
Poland, any public mention or commemoration of Katynn was banned,
and if any mention did slip into the public sphere, Nazi Germany was
consistently blamed for the crime. Soviet responsibility for the massacres
was not officially confirmed until the 1990s, and only then was it possible
to consider any kind of commemoration, or any official Polish monument
in the Katyn forest.

Understandably, the ban was counter-productive. It provided the
Katyri massacre with great symbolic power and for the general public
marked its importance in the history of the Second World War. Moreover,
the years of falsification meant that anything other than adulation of the
Katyn martyrs was condemned out of hand. Hence the newly coined
term “the Katyn lie” (klamstwo katyiskic), which is a calque of the
“Auschwitz lie” (kfamstwo oswigcimskie), a phrase popular in Polish to
indicate Holocaust denial. When denial of the Soviet responsibility for
the Katynt murders is implicitly compared to Holocaust denial, the Katyn
massacre is being given a symbolic moral “equivalence” to the tragedy
of the Holocaust. Moreover, from 1998 the Polish law criminalized not
only the denial of the Holocaust and other genocides, but also of “crimes
perpetrated against persons of Polish nationality and Polish citizens of
other ethnicity, nationalities in the period between 1 September 1939
and 31 December 1989”%—which of course includes the Katyri murders.
The Institute for National Remembrance, then established, has the task
to investigate such crimes. The Institute has both a legal and historical
function, and is a prominent voice in national debates on the politics of
memory.

Still, termination of the Russian investigation in 2004 could not fully
satisfy the families of the victims (associated in the so-called Federation
of Katyri Families) or Polish officials, as it ruled out the possibility of the
judicial rehabilitation of the dead and refused to classify the act as a war
crime. Wider political histories and interests continue to direct the mem-
ory struggles over the Katyn murders, which have become one of the most
important themes of the politics of memory since the transformations of
1989. As Donald Tusk, the Polish Prime Minister, stated in 2010, in his
speech at the commemoration ceremony in the Katynl cemetery: ?
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The truth about Katyn became a founding myth of Independent Poland;
consequently, all of us Poles are one big Katyni family, not only those who
lost their loved ones.

This sentiment represents well the official state politics of commemo-
ration concerning the Katyri massacre. The recollection of Katyn serves
as a foundation for the wider national community, and as a raison d’étre
for Polish independence. Every Pole is in this way said to be personally
connected to the victims of the massacre. It is worth emphasizing that
the term “family” is especially significant in this context—it is not, for
instance, common citizenship that brings the Poles together, but family
ties. A hierarchy of values is simultaneously created: presumably, conserva-
tive values, in which the concept of family plays a leading role.

To sum up, state politics and international relations have meant that the
events at Katyn have not been officially acknowledged or commemorated
for nearly 50 years. The forbidden memory of these events has neverthe-
less been working beyond state control throughout this time. The sym-
bolic strength of the event has increased. The present-day general public
views on Katyn, as well as contemporary Poland’s legal framework, have
been shaped by this “secret” history. The symbolic and political use of a
traumatic event as the basis of a national identity effectively means that
the uses of Katynl as a memory can never come to an end: it continually
serves as a founding myth on which to build political alliances and support
for various patriotic causes. All these circumstances constitute what can be
called the continuing aftershock of the massacre in contemporary Polish
memory culture.

This complicated set of circumstances has produced an equally com-
plex traumatic response: the non-acknowledgement of the truth as well
as the shocking extent of deaths, have made the Katyl massacre, to use
Cathy Caruth’s term, a “crying wound”!® in Polish identity and his-
tory. My argument here is that, given the extended delay in recognition,
commemoration and reconciliation with the events of 1940, it is too late
for Polish culture to deal with the untold Katyn trauma.

This view is based on my analysis of a wide variety of cultural texts,
which, I believe, nearly exhausts this particular “memory field.”!" These
texts include a dozen documentary films, as well as the first and so far the
only feature film, Katys#i (2007). Among the other sources are works of
prose, including a novel by Wiodzimierz Odojewski, and a huge amount
of poetry, professional as well as amateur; a design of the Katyt Museum
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which is to be opened in 2015, and social marketing campaigns aimed at
commemorating the victims and honoring their memory. The majority of
these texts concentrate on endlessly acting out the massacre, persistently
using the same clichéd images, copying several basic stories and schemes
that form a kind of a catalogue of representational rules within the mem-
ory field. These similarities, as I will show, are striking and significant.

STATE MEMORY: “KaTYN 1940. WE REMEMBER”

This catalogue of Katyni “signifiers” is observable where culture, politics
and marketing meet—namely, in a commemorative social campaign using
the slogan “Katyri 1940. We remember.” The project, which could be
also called an “image campaign” of the Katyn massacre, is especially wor-
thy of examination as an example of the affirmative politics of memory
led by a public institution, the National Centre for Culture. The cam-
paign demonstrates too how various media can be used to communicate
an officially sanctioned meaning, to propagate and strengthen a particu-
lar interpretive memory of past events. The campaign led by the NCC
was organized in two stages: the first stage was inaugurated on 11 April
2007, the agreed anniversary of the Katyri murders, under the patronage
of the then Minister of Culture and National Heritage, Kazimierz Michat
Ujazdowski. In this stage, the project was linked to and profited from the
forthcoming release of Wajda’s Katysi and its advertising campaign. The
second stage of the NCC campaign was organized in 2010 to commemo-
rate the 70th anniversary.

The NCC is a state cultural institution, founded in 2006 with the task
of popularizing of Polish culture, history, heritage and language within the
country. The extensive activities of the NCC aim particularly at tradition
and national heritage, and their purpose is to influence the formation of
contemporary patriotism. The same goals were implicit in the Katyn cam-
paign. In the initial press release, the organizers pointed out that the death
of the Katyn victims was a heroic sacrifice, the memory of which should be
preserved in an expression of civic allegiance:

The time has come, after almost 70 years, to re-establish the memory of the
Great Poles who made the ultimate sacrifice to defend their motherland.
(...) With this project, the NCC wants to bring back the heroes of these
events to the society. The heroes, without whom there would be no inde-
pendent and free Poland.
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In describing the campaign’s objectives the idea of a syncretic, modern
patriotism is set out: 12

It is our aim not only to convey historical knowledge, but also to stimulate
reflection on the shape of contemporary, modern patriotism. A patriotism
that is civic, authentic, and spontaneous. A patriotism that is able to draw
strength from the heroes of the past.

The NCC proposes, then, an identity constructed on the basis of mem-
ory, structured according to the interpretation of Katyn set out above.
This patriotic attitude, based on past events, is intended to be “modern:”
intentionally shaped, constructed using sophisticated media techniques,
following distinct patterns, becomes not only authentic, but also appar-
ently spontaneous. Yet taking into account the politics of the NCC, the
attitudes which would supposedly result from its successful influence on
society seem more calculated than spontaneous. On the one hand, the
department plans and runs a carefully defined politics of memory and
identity; on the other hand it tries, consciously or not, to create a bottom-
up movement which is free, voluntary and somehow “authentic.”

Among the various strands of the campaign, the exhibitions or educa-
tional competitions, publications, website, merchandise and much more,
the visual and audio-visual works that were widely distributed in the mass
media and on billboards in urban spaces, and which consequently became
particularly recognizable, are of special interest.!®* Contemporary mass
communication, as Bartosz Korzeniowski writes, means that “the past sig-
nifies differently, its traces in memory can be decoded in a new way, there
are thus other possibilities to re-read them.”!* According to Korzeniowski,
the iconic turn intensifies the visual media presence in human space, as
well as “widening the range of various memory media,” which subse-
quently opens up new possibilities to shape memory, to re-model it more
broadly than ever. It also influences the memory practices of individu-
als and groups in a more efficient way. These posters and videos show
that although the campaign took advantage of new media in shaping the
cultural memory of Katyn, it nevertheless copies old themes, reproduced
previously in countless poems, diaries, testimonies and other works of art.

One of the posters showed a crumpled sheet of paper covered with
children’s writing. This was a letter to “Dear Daddy,” expressing anxi-
ety and love. Old-fashioned glasses suggested a time lapse and a board
stating “I remember. Katyl 1940” revealed the meaning of the picture.
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This was one of the letters which were found during the exhumation and
then preserved, mainly by families. The personal belongings of the officers
often become props recognizable as marks of the Katyn victims, while the
theme of letters and diaries is commonly used in Katyn films and books
as a semantically capacious narrative tool. The wording is particularly sig-
nificant here: using the first-person singular, “I,” defines the role for the
campaign recipient, “the remembering subject.” Such a formulation does
not allow any imaginable objection or indifference (unlike, for example,
the imperative “Remember!” in response to which one can still refuse
the order). The content of the memory of this “remembering subject” is
precise: the unique event, the Katyn massacre, should be the foundation
of identity.

The poster’s effect exploits the figure of an orphaned child. The child
had written a heart-touching letter to “Dear Daddy,” and the father, in
turn, had the letter in his possession when murdered. The letter is sup-
posedly found later, during the exhumation—hence the damage to the
paper (though of course it is not a real picture of any particular document
excavated from a Katyn grave). The poster thus uses the set themes of
the Katyii memory by imagining a relic of a victim, and by invoking the
figure of an orphaned child to generate a powerful emotional response.
The touching statement built by these elements encourages the recipient
to take on the role assigned to him or her by the message as one who can
say “I remember.”

A second poster’s background showed a birch-tree forest, easily rec-
ognizable as an execution site. It also featured concentric circles made of
the words of one of the Katynn poems. An inscription “Katyn” and dates
showing the 70th anniversary of the massacre (“1940-2010”) were writ-
ten in the middle in the colors of the Polish flag, red and white. The for-
est, which witnessed the shooting, is one of the main clichés of the Katyn
memory, present in almost every book or film on the subject. The meaning
of the circles is vague: they can remind one of a gun sight—the spectator
would thus look through it on the Katyn forest, taking the position of the
perpetrator. If associated with annual rings of trees, they can also indicate
the time lapse (underlined by the dates). These elements are even more
pronounced in a short TV piece that was a part of the investigated cam-
paign. The third possibility is linked with film language: the circles form a
distant depth point, and the word “Katyi” is placed on this background
in a way reminiscent of the caption “The End” in the closing frames of a
film. Once more, it would evoke the victims’ fate, and simultaneously the
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special meaning of the word in cultural memory. “Katyi” means the mas-
sacre, the death, the end, not only one of the execution sites.

The video in question illustrates even more cogently mnemonic mecha-
nisms of filling attractive, appealing form with tried and tested themes. The
film was prepared using highly developed computer animation techniques,
which is a novelty in the range of the Katyi memory media. Nevertheless,
the content is not surprising: the petrified clichés, the images of a train
and the forest as a witness, are re-used here once again. The fast journey
of a train creates a disquieting and uncanny eftect, intensified by the music
and the fantastic shape of the locomotive, decorated with the red star, the
emblem of the Soviet Union, shown from the frog perspective and then
from the bird’s eye-view. The train is covered with thorns and throws
sparks, evoking the feeling of danger. A black-and-white, leafless and bar-
ren forest is its destination, while some kind of a climbing plant appears to
enlace and constrain the trees. It is red and prickly and may be associated
both with the barbed wire in the fences of the camps, and with the thorny
crown of Christ. Finally, the board stating “Day of Remembrance for
Victims of the Katynn Massacre. 13 April 2010 reveals the meaning of the
dreadful images (and indicates the organizers of the anniversary, together
with the Ministry of Culture and National Heritage and the NCC). The
train, which is headed east, is carrying, by implication, the Polish officers
into the Soviet Union, where they will be executed. Evocations of horror
and the effective exploitation of propaganda techniques meet here to cre-
ate a devilish image of the USSR, which is presented as the incarnation
of an extreme evil. These visual elements produce the basis for an obvi-
ous figurative meaning within the cultural memory of Katyi. The classic
themes of forest and train are undertaken in a new visual form; the per-
petrators are identified and demonized, as the red plant, whose color is
linked with the symbol of USSR. Neither the perpetrators nor the victims
are directly shown, but their existence is suggested within a non-human
vision of totalitarian violence. The intentions of the “image campaign”
are presented in an intense, concentrated form in this attractive, modern
commemorative text.

Yet the memory texts on the Katyni massacre avoid addressing it directly.
They commonly use ellipsis and metonymy—the trauma is not called by
its own name or shown in its own form, but by the names or in the forms
of something closely associated with it. Consequently, the images of the
letter, the train and the forest stand for the entirety of the Katyn murders.
The film reveals further “rules” of the memory field, such as fitting the
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events of Katyn 1940 into various narrative schemes, and explaining its
sense mythologically. The death of the officers is more or less explicitly
linked with the sacrifice of Christ. Consequently, the messianic narrative
of Poland’s fate is once again revived.

The perseverance of these ideas and images reinforces the strictly
enforced governance and regulation of Katyit memory. There are hardly
any texts or practices in this field that oppose the accepted rules, or that
form any kind of oppositional provocation. The most original attempts
are still subjected to some of the established principles, while the majority
of texts multiply and copy the tried and tested ways of remembering and
expressing remembrance. I will explore the most notable examples in the
following sections of my analysis.

CANONICAL MEMORY: WAJDA’S KATYN

Andrzej Wajda’s Katysi (2007), first and so far the only feature film on
the subject, is of particular importance as it attempts to establish a canon
of national mythology around the Katyn massacre. It plays a crucial role
in the field of contemporary Katyn cultural memory, having both sum-
marizing and rule-imposing power within it. The special position of Wajda
in Polish culture is also an important factor. He was considered to be the
best choice as the director of Katysi for personal reasons (as his father was
killed in Kharkiv), not only because he is an internationally lauded director,
but also due to the widely acknowledged themes of his work. Wajda’s films
create an expressive, potent vision of national Polish identity, character,
myths and symbols. To quote Tadeusz Lubelski, a leading authority on
Wajda’s work, “the essential themes of national history of the last two hun-
dred years take shape through the images in his films,”'® and within them
are deconstructed, problematized and rethought in a variety of ways. It is
essential, therefore, to ask how trauma is expressed in Wajda’s film, and to
consider the ways in which it may or may not be processed. Moreover, it is
important to understand how the film is supposed to fulfill the essential task
of telling the historical truth, how it opens up possibilities for new Katyn
memory projects to come, and how it shapes national Katyit mythology.
The plot of the film is structured around 17 September 1939, show-
ing the agreement between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany, the
cooperation of their armies, and the arrest of Polish officers. Subsequent
scenes present their life in the Kozielsk camp between the autumn of 1939
and April 1940, during which time the officers were taken away to the
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execution site in Katyn; these moments are interspersed with episodes
from the life of their families, left in Cracow under Nazi occupation and in
former East Poland, now under Soviet rule.

After the scenes showing transportation of the captives (who hoped
their situation would improve), the action moves to 1943, to Cracow,
still under occupation, when Nazi propaganda puts out news about the
discovery of the Katyn graves, announcing a list of victims. These reports
promote the Nazis’ objectives, but their story is essentially a truthful one:
it is the Soviet Union that is responsible for the massacre. The film does
not refer to the political problems concerning Katyn before 1945, concen-
trating instead on the prolonged pain, uncertainty and hope of the women
from the family of a heroic officer Andrze;j.

In the second part of the story, when Cracow is liberated from the
German occupation and when the Red Army are seen by many solely as
new invaders, the Katyn lie is the center of the film’s attention. The char-
acters protest against the deception and while some consequently suffer
from various forms of repression, others meet a tragic fate. There is an
unavoidable conflict between those who seek to reveal the truth about the
massacre, and those who have chosen to accept the new Polish reality. The
film ends by returning to April 1940 to show in detail the last moments of
the arrested officers, their executions, and finally their mass burials.

In the following part of this essay, I consider Katys with reference to
the notion of trauma and its manifestation, and I investigate the potential
role of the film in the process of working through trauma. Katysi is a his-
torical drama film, trying to show all the aspects of its topic, depicting the
personal histories of many characters and lacking a central plot, it attempts
to create a kind of a panorama. It assumes that there is the possibility to
represent trauma and to express it by means of cinema. As Wajda says
himself:!¢

the domestication [of the past] requires showing it in a material, concrete
form. This can be done by means of theatre, painting or literature, but it’s
the cinema that does it literally. The ghosts must materialize in front of us
and give us their story. [...] They are looking at us from the screen, speaking
directly to us as humans.

Consequently, the last sequence of the film gives a close-up account of
the massacre, revealing all the details in an effort to show events exactly
as they happened, so as to, paradoxically, produce the truth. This brutal,
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naturalistic (and prolonged) scene is designed to expose the death of the
officers, showing their last moments, words (of prayers), falls, injuries,
blood, bodies and piles of corpses in mass graves. The realism of these
images is matched by the sophisticated composition and rhythm of the
scene and completely satisfies the spectators’ awkward (if not perverse)
curiosity about the massacre. As the authors of Remembering Katys state,
“the execution scene in Katys aspires to recreate the past in its certainty,
to access the knowledge available only to the deceased and to the perpetra-
tor.”1” Is the film successful in its implicit task of placing the viewer in the
position of the witness?

This disturbing willingness to show every detail of the execution stands
in contrast to the incapacity to express the traumatic experience, as postu-
lated primarily in psychoanalysis. According to the classic definitions, the
traumatized subject cannot respond adequately to the traumatic event,
which leads to medical disorders, and to endless echoes of the traumatic
past. The trauma cannot be understood, and expressing it cancels its hor-
ror and uniqueness; thus any representation of particular traumatic events
always seems incomplete and improper.!® In these terms, the last scene of
Wajda’s film, expressing as it does the possibility of “showing” the Katyn
massacre, makes it non-traumatic, fails to recognize it as extraordinary,
and fails to acknowledge the perpetual lack it produces or the suffering
which cannot be fully experienced. What is more, taking the characters’
perspective into account, such a realistic representation of the execution
cannot express the individual trauma of the victims, nor the trauma of their
families, which resulted not least from a lack of knowledge and prolonged
uncertainty. The film brings everything to life, makes it understandable,
but simultaneously and paradoxically, it hides a horror with which it is
impossible to cope. Thus, Katysi fails to confront the traumatic; instead, it
smoothes over the trauma, familiarizes it, relates it lucidly, bringing it into
the wider field of collective cultural memory.

This mnemonic structure makes it more difficult for Polish culture to
deal with the collective trauma of Katyn, to discuss the past, let alone to
see the Katyri memory in terms of its potential dynamic and diversity (that
is to say, multidirectionally in the sense proposed by Michael Rothberg,
as a “subject to ongoing negotiation, cross-referencing and borrowing, as
productive and not privative.”)¥ The construction of characters instead
creates an image of unblemished heroism (the Katyn victims and their
families), inflexible, respectable, and unyielding in their patriotism and
religious faith. The principle characteristic of these heroic protagonists is
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not their individual psyche, but rather their collectivity: the group within
which attitudes are commonly shared.

The officers from the Kozielsk camp are shown as members of a com-
munity, sharing determination, dignity and sense of honor (so, for exam-
ple, when one of them collapses, others force him to fight the breakdown
by rosary prayer). The heroic image is completed with a proud, constant
attitude toward death—the officers fight their fear, once more thanks to
religion (the executed men recite succeeding verses of the Lord’s Prayer).
Their mothers and sisters, the Katyn widows and their children, are simi-
larly unyielding. They never hesitate nor resent their fate, they stay loyal
to their loved ones even after their death, and after 1945 they heroically
fulfill their duty by condemning the Katyn lie and by utterly rejecting the
new political order.

Surprisingly, the image of the perpetrators is not very important in
Wajda’s film. He is rather more interested in a particular, black-and-white
portrayal of Polish society. Consequently, the characters who are somehow
linked to the post-war Polish state, who encourage “the Katyn lie,” play
the roles of villains. For instance, the survivor from the Kozielsk camp,
who managed to come back to the country with the so-called Berling’s
army, which was subordinated to the Soviets, is told by his killed friend’s
mother that he “should rather be dead” than survive for the price paid,
and subsequently commits suicide.

One is thus obliged to act heroically and any other choice is judged in
this context. There is no place for hesitation or moral collapse, and the
members of the Katyn families fulfill this heroic ideal. The acceptance of
the conditions of post-war Poland, engaging with the new state, is also
seen as a form of collapse. Katysi, which initially seems to provide a pan-
oramic view of Polish social history from the perspective of the story of
the massacre, actually simplifies this task, attributing simplistic merely
good and bad motivations and decisions to its characters. A seemingly
complicated, profound vision is actually black and white, as the film pro-
duces a reduced, monumentalized version of the past, according to which
there is only a choice between the absolute loyalty toward the group and
fraternizing with the enemy. Such a project prevents any working through
of the many traumas within the collective past and produces instead an
illusory, superficial form of identity. Witold Mrozek, a researcher inves-
tigating the Polish politics of memory, states that Katys could be called
“a film of national remembrance,”?® aimed at a mass public (the whole
nation), an instrument of patriotic education and state politics, which uses
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national mythology and simultaneously creates a mythological history of
the homogeneous national community.

Katyn thus builds a canonical form of memory, fixing rigid norms and
standards of remembering, and of belonging to the community at the
same time. It occupies a special position on the Katyn memory field, shap-
ing the collective imaginary past, and creating the image of the Katyn
massacre as a crucial event in recent Polish history. Its role is absolutely
constructive, it does not question the schemes, work through the traumas
or even capture the possible nuances of the story (what could strengthen
its persuasive effect). It puts together pieces of the Katynl cultural memory
and standardizes them into a well-defined and accessible shape. Moreover,
Katyn could even be defined as a “memory text” in the narrow sense of
the term proposed by Jan Assmann, according to whom cultural memory
is institutionalized, ritual, traditional and symbolic, working as a mythical
pre-history of the community.?!

METONYMIC MEMORY: ZBIGNIEW HERBERT’S “BUTTONS”

The final part of this chapter considers the best known poem within
Poland connected to Katyri, “Buttons,” published by Zbigniew Herbert
in 1992, and translated into English by Alissa Valles.?> Herbert is among
the most respected of twentieth century Polish poets, whose importance
lies particularly in his role as a keeper of memory and conscience: ethically
radical, adamantly resisting totalitarian powers, constantly clarifying the
difference between right and wrong.

Andrzej Wajda stated in an interview published on the release of Katysi
that the massacre “did not find its place in Polish literature;”?* the only
poem he mentions as a “Polish art tribute to Katyn victims” is “Buttons,”
appreciated by him as a work of genius. Wajda omitted many texts of
course, but this poem still deserves special attention, not only as a work
of art, but also as an important element in the cultural memory of Katyn.
Consequently, my aim is not a full, close reading of the poem, but rather
an analysis of how and why it became such an important point of reference.

The poem is dedicated “In memory of Captain Edward Herbert,” the
poet’s cousin and one of the Katyn victims. The buttons that gave the
poem its title were actually found during the exhumation of mass graves in
the Katyn forest and other execution sites. In the poem they provide defi-
nite proof of the massacre and at the same time symbolize the memory of
the victims. While the truth about Katyn cannot be revealed, the buttons
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replace the missing witnesses and substitute as banned commemoration
symbols:

Only buttons witnesses to the crime
proved unyielding outlasted death
and as sole memorial on the grave
rise up from the depths of the earth

The scenery of Herbert’s poem is a forest, a site of execution and
mass burial of the victims. After the World War 11, Eastern and Central
Europe has been marked with numerous spots of this type: non-sites of
memory,?* topographic objects, where acts of mass violence, torture,
execution and death took place, which yet remain dispersed, unmarked,
indeterminate and non-commemorated. The case of the real Katyn
graves is slightly different—the sites were actually demarcated and com-
memorated, but in a false, deceitful and totalitarian way (not least by the
placement of inscription boards stating that Nazi Germany was respon-
sible for the massacre).

However, Herbert creates his vision using only images of nature,
thereby creating a parallel to the story of the Katyn memory, to the pain
caused by its suppression and the impossibility of fitting justice and com-
memoration. He refers here to Holocaust iconography where nature plays
a double role: either it is a witness to the crime, standing on the side of the
victims (as in the memory site of Belzec, where old trees, growing there
during the time when the camp existed, were intentionally and purpose-
fully preserved®), or it is a cruel and silent observer, inditferent to suffer-
ing and hiding it. Herbert uses both models: nature is indifferent, while
other non-human actors, the buttons, bear witness.

Their real, tangible presence is used metaphorically in the poem. First,
the tiny, inappreciable objects become a visible, solid, material sign,
the “sole memorial on the grave.” Secondly, the inanimate souvenir or
memorial acquires an ability to act: to be a witness, to testify, to appeal for
God’s attention (which is also their duty). Finally, the buttons “from coats
and uniforms” substitute the murdered army; they are, like the soldier-
victims, “unyielding:” they speak the truth about their death as a para-
doxical “mighty voice of muted chorus.”

In this optic, they work as metonymy for the Katyi massacre as a whole
and for its suppressed, banned, but lasting memory. This simple poetic
technique has been repeated in many works, where, as mentioned earlier,
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the surviving personal belongings of the officers are shown or recalled.
Objects found in graves, such as fragments of clothing, but particularly
awards and orders, documents, books and notes, holy medals, crosses and
rosaries, sometimes stored by the families, become souvenirs, but at the
same time a necessary sign of the victims’ death (and respectively of their
bravery, nobility, social status, and piety). The buttons in Herbert’s poem
are the best known prop of this kind, to the point that they are recogniz-
able as an emblem of the Katyn victims. Wajda’s film also uses this motif:
one of the officers says to his camp companion: “buttons is all that will
be left of us.” This clear allusion to the well-known poem, spoken by an
imaginary victim, legitimates the interpretation of the buttons as the only
trace and testimony of the victims’ death.

It is also noteworthy that the “Katyn 1940. We remember” campaign
reinforced the power of this emblem, as buttons became its symbol, rep-
resented on the posters and in leaflets. Replicas of uniform buttons also
became trinkets in the commemorative campaign, for instance, they were
given out in the streets during educational events, and attached to religious
and patriotic newspapers. The organizers’ commentary clearly indicated
the source of inspiration for the idea, quoting another verse of Herbert’s
poem: “buttons are memory signs because—as the poet wrote—*they are
a testimony’.”2¢

A new perspective in which to read Polish cultural memory in its
entirety, one already indicated by the way “Buttons” was used in the dis-
course of Katy’i memory, emerged after the 2010 Polish Air Force Tu-154
crash at Smolensk airport, where all of the dignitaries who were supposed
to attend the ceremony of the 70th anniversary of the Katynn massacre,
including the President of Poland, were killed. This event powerfully con-
firmed and strengthened the paralytic effect of Katy’’s memory, reinforc-
ing its position again as a frozen, traumatic moment.

As the authors of Remembering Katyn suggest “the crash would bring
in its wake a new wave of encounters with the memory of Katyii”*” and
was soon labeled as “Katyii-2” both in the individual comments of mourn-
ers (including public figures such as Lech Walesa) and in media cover-
age of the event. There were several reasons for the subsequent linking
of the Smolensk and Katy1i tragedies. The extraordinary coincidence of
space and time—the President was traveling to the anniversary ceremonies
of the massacre in the place where his compatriots were murdered—was
strengthened by the fact that he was himself a promoter of Katyii com-
memoration and of the sacrificial discourse around it, as were many of the
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other victims of the plane crash, who were themselves important figures
in Polish politics and the public sphere. The incredible fact of the crash
doubled the grief; it was noted too that the victims of 10 April 2010 were
representatives of the Polish elites, a fact often emphasized also in relation
to the officers murdered in 1940, and, in an attempt to find the meaning
of the event, the death of the former was called by some commemorative
martyrdom. The revelation of these continuities could not possibly remain
only a part of the mourning discourse, the next step was to refuse to
accept the crash as accidental and to demand “the truth about Smolensk.”
According to some, this truth meant that “Smolensk” was yet another
Russian attack on Poland, a stance giving rise to numerous conspiracy
theories, but also inspiring political quarrels, investigations of the pos-
sibility of the “Smolensk assassination,” and ultimately creating powerful
dividing lines across Polish society.

The uses of Herbert’s poem serve as a slight, but meaningful exam-
ple of the parallel mechanisms which connect the politics of collective,
the traumatic memory of Katyl and of Smolensk. Surprisingly, the very
name of Smolensk, a Russian city about 30 kilometers west of Katyn, also
appears in the poem: Herbert does not use the words “Katyni forest” but
instead refers to Smolensk:

a bird flies over a cloud sails past

a leaf descends mallows grow lush

a mist drifts in the Smolensk forest
and up in the heights a deep hush

The passage is astonishingly well suited to the circumstances of the
crash, not only because of the place name, but also the foggy weather on
10 April. It was consequently cited over and over again during funeral
ceremony epitaphs, and widely reproduced. The ghostly return of the
traumatic past reaches its peak in a macabre intertextual outburst: “Song
on Buttons” by Przemystaw Dakowicz is an obvious allusion to Herbert’s
“Buttons.”?® In Dakowicz’s poem, the rusty brass buttons of the uniforms
and the contemporary plastic buttons of the clothing of the crash victims
whisper to each other in the ground of the Katyn forest. This confirms the
special role of Herbert’s poem as a particular source of the ready-to-use
themes expressing cultural memory. Dakowicz turns Herbert’s simple syn-
ecdoche into a metaphor, the buttons are personified, which not only cre-
ates an analogy between the tragic deaths of 1940 and those of 2010, but
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also suggests an alliance between the victims of both: their common ideo-
logical attitude, their sacrifice, and the mnemonic myth that joins them all.

Consequently, when the memory of Smolensk uses the clichés of the
Katyri memory, the constructed cultural images of the massacre and the
plane crash unite. The characteristic of the former is contagious in its
associations with the latter. Both, for instance, can be seen as a planned
attack on Poland (as in the various Smolensk conspiracy theories). What is
more, the use of the patterns of the Katyit memory does not involve their
transference or reconstruction; they remain fixed and petrified just as they
have been described, and the mechanism of remembrance of the Smolensk
crash seems to be equally paralyzed.

CONCLUSION

The cultural memory of Katyii, when seen in relation to Assmann’s the-
ory, can be understood as a dynamic process only insofar as it absorbs
mnemonic texts and practices, and develops their presence within the
new media. Of course the context of the Katyn memory has changed:
from official silence before 1989, it has become recognized and acknowl-
edged, but simultaneously is being exploited and manipulated for political
interests. Nevertheless, the Katyri memory profile is fixed and, to a large
extent, formed within clandestine mnemonic activity before 1989. The
interaction between its elements does not involve any creative transforma-
tion of themes and motifs; they limit their scope to a simple repetition of
what was already said and shown. Although there are no longer official
sanctions and regulations concerning the memory of Katyi, as was the
case before 1989, the discourse surrounding it is still governed by strict
rules. The catalogue of these rules reveals both the hidden history and
the contemporary conditions of remembering the massacre within Polish
culture: it includes some almost obligatory emblems, as well as the law of
metonymy and narrative schemes (of patriotic and religious origin) con-
structing the Katyn cultural memory. The strength of these regulations is
crucial in the shaping of this memory field: the rules are virtually never
contested or challenged by any mnemonic texts. The mainstream of Katyni
memory continues to assemble and replicate the tried and tested ways of
remembering.

This points to a different interpretation of the mechanisms of Katyn
memory than those put forward by Etkind and his fellow authors.
Remembering Katyi assumes a dynamic re-working through particular
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subsequent “memory events” (Wajda’s film, or the 2010 crash of Lech
Kaczynski’s plane) whereby an established memory template is revised
and transformed. These memory events “generate new memories bearing
the structural imprint of old ones.”? In my view, by contrast, there is an
unusual constancy to the Katyii memory: new events do not so much serve
to transform the original memory event as to strengthen the old imprint.

A partial explanation for this mnemonic paralysis is trauma’s influence.
The traumatic experience of Katyii cannot be worked through by means of
secondary, simplified texts and practices. Such accounts attempt to act out
the horror “as it happened,” but without understanding it or considering
its aftermath. The final scene of Wajda’s Katyr is exemplary in this respect,
while the metonymic strategies of other texts discussed in this essay display
the same impulse.

After 1989 the traumatic, collective memory of Katyn, prolonged in
the 40-year period of enforced lies about the perpetrators, was almost
impossible to process. Poland’s image of the past remains haunted by
these specters, images of Katyri continue to paralyze the nation’s cultural
memory in endless, compulsive recollections and re-activations of past
suffering. The only conclusion to which such memory pattern can lead
is identifying the bearers of Katyin memory with the victims of Katyn,
thereby producing a national community of “those hurt and harmed in
Katyn,” while this harm becomes a source of various claims. These claims
are founded on the traumatic past, the aftershock of which seems never to
end, which within contemporary Polish culture and politics is preserved
and revived constantly.
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PART V

Representation



CHAPTER 10

War Rape: Trauma and the Ethics
of Representation

Marzena Sokotowska-Parys

In October 2013, a student of the Academy of Fine Arts illegally installed
a statue of a pregnant woman being raped by a Red Army soldier in
the Avenue of Victory in Gdansk. The police were called in, the statue
was promptly removed, yet the incident captured the attention of news
media both in Poland and abroad. The artist, Jerzy Bohdan Szumczyk,
explained his intentions in a statement released to the Polish Press Agency:
“I wanted to direct public attention to the monuments that surround us.
[...] Among all the erected monuments there are too few commemorating
victims. I wanted also to postulate the need to speak openly about rape
in general.”! This was an art work in service of a commendable cause, yet
what ultimately counts is the final effect. In Arthur Danto’s words, “[we ]
build memorials so that we shall never forget,”” and the question that
arises in the case of the Komm Frau statue is who precisely must we never
Jforget—the female victims or the male perpetrators? The artist’s declared
purpose to commemorate women victims of wartime was thwarted by the
shockingly naturalistic rape scene, with the woman’s suftering visually sub-
jugated by male aggression. The victim was completely dominated by the
towering soldier figure. It is a striking contradiction that this statue proved
by its blatant “re-enactment” of rape that “rape cannot be visualized [...]
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because rape makes the victim invisible. It does that literally first—the
perpetrator ‘covers’ her [...]. Finally, rape cannot be visualized because
the experience is, physically, as well as psychologically, inner. Rape takes
place inside.”® The statue showed less the victim than the victimization
of women, that is rape as “dominance, power, and contempt, a rejec-
tion of the woman’s right to self-determination.”* Viewers were forced
to become involuntary spectators of “a second violation,” the victim “re-
raped” by the “graphic representation of sexual violence.”®

Though the artist asserted that he did not wish to re-ignite national
antagonisms, Komm Frau was a clear indictment of the Soviet soldiers as
the barbarian-rapists of the Second World War (the woman being conspic-
uously pregnant). The choice of the location right next to a Soviet WWII
tank, a relic monument from the Communist period, created a clash of
two diametrically opposed political discourses, the tank “speaking” of the
Soviet victory over Nazi Germany, and the statue “speaking” of the “Rape
of Gdansk”, which, in turn, became (too) easily generalized as “Rape of
Poland” and “Rape of Europe” in the public debate that ensued. The
Ambassador of the Russian Federation in Poland issued a formal protest:
“The vulgar statue on the city’s main street insults not only the feelings of
Russians, but of all clear-headed people who remember to whom they owe
their liberation from the Nazis.”¢ The Polish media response was immedi-
ate and unequivocal, with journalists, historians and politicians more or
less explicitly accusing the Russian diplomat of arrogantly falsifying his-
tory, his alleged “liberators” being, from the Polish point of view, invaders
on route to Germany, bringing about the Soviet occupation of Poland,
as well as other Eastern-Europe nations, that was to last for the next four
and half decades.

Komm Fran and the heated debate it provoked perfectly encapsulate
the issues at the heart of my discussion on the ethics of representing rape
in the war film, first and foremost, the disconcerting over-indulgence in
“the pornography of pain,”” to be understood as a preference for showing
atrocity and neglecting the psychological consequences of sexual victim-
ization, as well as the foregrounding of the perpetrators at the expense of
the victims who become “invisible”, though present on screen. As Tanya
Horeck has rightly and emphatically asked, “What are the ethics of read-
ing and watching representations of rape? Are we bearing witness to a
terrible crime or are we participating in a shameful voyeuristic activity”?®
Furthermore, though equally important, there emerges the problem of
the widespread practice of embedding war rapes within the frames of an
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overtly political discourse which metonymically equates the victims with
their nations, for as Kirby Farrell has emphasized, “People not only suffer
trauma; they use it, and the idea of it, for all sorts of ends, good and ill.
The trope can be ideologically manipulated, reinforced, and exploited”.’
The conventional expectation of war films is adherence to historical truth.
This is because the war film, in comparison to other genres, is the one that
“carries with it [the] almost sacred trust to preserve history.”1? I would
argue that the vast majority of war films taking up the subject matter of
rape are historically truthful only with regard to the fact of such rapes
occurring but not to the women’s traumatic experience, as they offer prac-
tically no insight whatsoever into the psychological consequences of sexual
violation in wartime. Paraphrasing Elie Wiesel’s famous remark on the
representation of the Holocaust in literature, it can be said that a war film
about rape is either not a war film or not about rape.!!

Sarah Projansky writes that “despite [the] ‘timelessness’ [of rape] [as
a key aspect of storytelling throughout Western history], the structure
of rape narratives varies historically, depending on cultural and national
contexts.”!? The war films selected for my discussion represent different
national cultures, were produced in different times, and take up the sub-
ject of war rape in different historical contexts. I have deliberately chosen
war films produced before and after the second-wave feminist revolution
in order to show that their patterns of representation of war rape remain
disconcertingly similar, apart from the post-1970s tendency to “eroticize”
sexual violence in wartime by means of naturalistic re-enactments. Thus,
one may well consider the metaphorization of war rape, as well as the pri-
oritization of the male protagonist over the female victim, as transhistori-
cal and transnational phenomena in the realm of the war film.

It is impossible to provide the overall number of women raped in all the
wars fought in the twentieth century, though the estimates in particular
cases of mass rape (Nanking, Berlin, Bangladesh, Bosnia, Kosovo, Rwanda)
are staggering.!® There can be no doubt that “the twentieth century in
Europe [and beyond] was not only a century of extraordinary brutality,
[but it] can also usefully be thought of as ‘the century of sex,’[...],”!*
necessitating “new questions [...] about old topics—from the complex
relationships between prejudice, ideology, and faith to the role of emo-
tions like fear, hatred, exhilaration in the act of killing [ ...].”'*> The scale of
the atrocities requires not only in-depth investigation and documentation,
but also a critical analysis of how these atrocities have been ideologically
manipulated in popular culture. One should ask whether war films, rather
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than commemorating rape victims with empathy and bespeaking the truth
about women’s trauma in wartime, do not actually promote, as a conven-
tionally “male genre,”!¢ “a rape culture” that encourages rape in part by
giving men permission, even encouraging men, to watch women sexually
and that acknowledges the male gaze as sexually assaultive.”!” Secondly,
one must also raise the question about the role of war films in perpetuat-
ing stereotypical associations with gender by depicting, to borrow Joshua
S. Goldstein’s words, “male soldiers [in] a masculine and dominant posi-
tion relative to a feminine and subordinate enemy.”!8

WaAR RAPE: ACKNOWLEDGMENT AND UNDERSTANDING

Susan Brownmiller’s Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape is gen-
erally considered to have been the ground-breaking book of the 1970s
second-wave feminist campaign launched to break the silence surround-
ing the subject matter of rape. Her chapter on the sexual victimization of
women in the historical contexts of the Great War, the Second World War,
Bangladesh and Vietnam was aimed to counteract the hitherto popular
thinking that rape belongs to the “package” of suffering brought about
by war.’” The term “rape trauma syndrome” (RTS) was introduced in
1974, defined as “the acute phase and long-term reorganization process
that occurs as a result of forcible rape or attempted forcible rape. This syn-
drome of behavioral somatic and psychological reactions is an acute stress
reaction to a life-threatening situation.”?® It would take some time before
RTS gained the recognition it deserved: “only after 1980, when the efforts
of combat veterans have legitimated the concept of post-traumatic stress
disorder, did it become clear that the psychological syndrome seen in sur-
vivors of rape, domestic battery, and incest was essentially the same as the
syndrome seen in survivors of war.”*! War rapes were—and continue to
be—perceived as a distinctive category of sexual violence, in acknowledg-
ment that “to understand the effects of rape in wartime, one must con-
sider the additional trauma that women may have experienced: death of
loved ones, loss of home and community, dislocation, untreated illness,
and war-related injury,” not to mention that “having already suffered the
trauma of rape, women who then become pregnant face further emotional
and psychological trauma.”??

The statement that women are “probably the greatest single group”
to be “defiled, debased, and dehumanized for the aggrandizement of
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others” in the time of war??® is not surprising in a book published in the
1990s, a decade marred by media reports of the scale of rape, mutila-
tion and death of women in the current military conflicts: “It was the
Balkan wars [...] that exposed the issue of mass rape to international
visibility [...]. The term ‘genocidal rape’ began to be widely employed
to convey the centrality of sexual assault to the wider campaign of group
destruction. Although rejected by some [...], the concept gained fur-
ther credibility with events in Rwanda [...].”** The decade proved a
turning point for many reasons, as not only “for the first time in inter-
national history, victims have appeared as witnesses before international
courts; perpetrators, both direct and indirect, have been successfully
prosecuted; and sexual violence has been tried as a crime of genocide, a
war crime and a crime against humanity,” but also the shock of Bosnia
and Rwanda put previous and subsequent military conflicts under close
scrutiny: “mass media documentation in diverse geographical locations
has since revealed both the gravity and extent of wartime sexual vio-
lence; truth and reconciliation commissions have heard harrowing vic-
tims’ narratives; and books, documentaries and films have captured the
unceasingly common horrors of rape, forced impregnation and sexual
slavery.”?®

Since the 1990s, there have appeared numerous studies of war rape
analyzed from various scholarly perspectives (historical, sociological,
anthropological, medical, psychological, legal), as well as powerful docu-
mentary productions empathically involved in bringing to light the trauma
of sexual violence in wartime and giving voice to the victims. In the recent
decade, however, another trend has become discernible in rape trauma
studies, represented most notably by Sarah Projansky, Sabine Sielke and
Tanya Horeck. Their works underscore the need of focusing on the ethics
of “telling” and “showing” rape in literature and film: “[if] for second-
wave feminism the primary objective was to put rape on the agenda [...],
what is at stake [now] is [ ... ] how we speak about rape and to what end.”?¢
Regardless of the time and place of production, war films perfectly exem-
plify the disheartening view that “rape is often remembered not to hon-
our the traumatic personal experiences of women, but rather to celebrate
or exalt a masculinized war narrative of victory and defeat. [...] official
narratives of both past and present forms of wartime sexual violence are
compellingly political, despite the crime itself and the impact on victims
being irrefutably private.”?”
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(Mi1s)REPRESENTATIONS OF WAR RAPE

Ifin interwar or immediate post-Second War films, rape could only be implied
but never explicitly shown, the changes in cultural norms regarding the pre-
sentation of nudity and sexual violence on screen since the 1960s,/1970s have
resulted in a tendency to depict rape as naturalistically as possible. In Audrius
Juzenas’s Ghetto (2006), Bruno Dumont’s Flandres/Flanders (20006), or
Brian De Palma’s Redacted (2007), the rape scenes border on pornography,
primarily because it is “the [male perpetrator | [who] controls the film fantasy
and also emerges [...] as the bearer of the look of the spectator, transferring
it behind the screen to neutralise the extra-diegetic tendencies represented
by woman as spectacle. This is made possible through the processes set in
motion by structuring the film around a main controlling figure with whom
the spectator can [or must] identify.”?8 It is this framing “male gaze” that too
frequently forces the audience of the war film to adopt the awkward position
of the voyeur in a spectacle that renders Eros and Thanatos indistinguish-
able: “Thrusting the sexual appendage (the penis) deep into the body of the
victim can be perversely linked to thrusting the killing appendage (a bayonet
or knife) deep into the body of the victim.”?’

Joanna Bourke emphatically states that “rape is not a metaphor for
the ruin of a city or nation [...]. It is the embodied violation of another
person.”?® It remains, however, an inherent paradox of war films that
the explicitness of rape scenes goes hand in hand with the tendency to
“translate tales of violation onto nationally specific cultural symbologies
and conclusive narratives. As such, they both form and interfere with the
cultural imaginary. Like news about crime, they may even offer a lesson,
some higher concept.”®! In other words, war films ‘undo’ the trauma of
rape by contextualizing “[the] out-of context experience”®? and by sub-
stituting “[the] absence [of the] event that [cannot] come to existence,
in spite of the overwhelming and compelling nature of the reality of its
occurrence”® with a presence—the graphic visualization of rape. In effect,
rape is not only familiarized but also transfigured into an almost sublime
event. Adapting Kirby Farrell’s words, one can say that it is never the aim
of the war film to show the “psychic ruin” of women but to “make terror
and loss heroically [or tragically| meaningful.”3*

War films are conventionally about nations or ethnic/religious/tribal
groups. The focus is thus placed on victims and perpetrators represent-
ing the belligerent sides in the conflict. It is commonly assumed that “the
winning side is the side that does the raping,” whereas “documentation
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of rape in warfare is something the other side totals up, analyses and pro-
pagandizes when the smoke has cleared up after defeat.” This metapho-
rization of rape as the violation of an entire community serves principally
to create an ethical distinction between the enemy and the defeated, the
barbarian rapist-aggressor versus the conquered yet noble victim: “Gender
plays a role in ethnonationalism. The nation is often gendered female and
the state male. [...] Rape of ‘our’ women sometimes becomes a domi-
nant metaphor of the danger to the nation from enemy males. [...] [This
construction] also provide[s] ‘opportunities for heroism.””* The political
distinction between “us” and “them” counteracts the possibility of show-
ing women’s victimhood in war time from a transhistorical and transna-
tional perspective. Helke Sander attempted such a perspective in Befieier
und Befreite/ Libevators Take Liberties (1991,/1992) by including the fol-
lowing introduction to her documentary: “This is about war-time rapes
cases. As I know the Berlin conditions better than any other conditions,
this film is about what happened there. Everybody knew about it but no
one talked about it, as it is in Kuwait and Yugoslavia today.”?” According
to Atina Grossmann, representations of war rape must abide by certain
rules in order to remain truthful and moral: “even as we struggle to name
sexual violence and to create a community among women in order to com-
bat it, we must understand it as both an intensely personal, and 2 public,
politically and historically constructed event” (emphasis mine).*® She follows
with an accusation that “[the] eagerness to integrate German women into
the international transhistorical sisterhood of victims of male violence leads
to a problematic historical slippage and displacement in which German
women seem to become the victims primarily of National Socialism and the
war [...] (and not also agents, collaborators, or beneficiaries) of National
Socialism.”® One could venture the opinion that this harsh criticism of
the documentary was provoked by Sander’s decision to combine rape vic-
tim testimonies with images of war-ravaged Berlin, which endowed the
victims’ stories with an overt national meaning: “The intersection of [the
victims’] memories with the visuals leads to an indictment of the soldiers
whose entry into the city is purely sexualized. Within this constellation, the
shelled-out buildings stand for women’s mutilated and battered bodies and
the allusion to the city as a defenceless feminized space suggests that Berlin,
and by extension Germany, was raped and humiliated.”*0

It must remain an open question whether it is possible to achieve, in
documentaries or popular war films, a more universal take on war rape as
“transhistorical, transpolitical patriarchal violence.”*! Such an experiment
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was undertaken by Bruno Dumont in Flandres/Flanders (2006), though
it is highly debatable to what extent the attempt was successful. The plot
revolves round a group of young men of an indeterminate nationality who
are conscripted and sent off to an unspecified war. The landscape suggests
the Middle East, but there are a few disconcerting details. One review, by
posing more questions than giving answers, is indicative of how difficult it
is to decipher the precise historical and /or geopolitical context of the mili-
tary action: “Which war, though? Afghanistan? Iraq? It’s never clear. [...]
And why are these men being called up? [...] A trench? Surely, trenches
are not used in modern warfare in the Middle East? Could this detail
resonate with the title, a suggestion that the film is about a new Flanders
field, a Flanders field of the mind, a world war fought just as hard on the
home front by civilians as well as those in uniform?”*? In this unidentified
war zone, the European male soldiers encounter a female fighter (soldier?)
and they brutally rape her. Despite the deliberate vagueness shrouding
the conflict, the woman is clearly constructed as the “Other” by means of
the occidental male gaze. She is raped because she represents an ethnic-
ity and culture that is the “enemy” of the Western world and because she
has adopted the conventionally masculine role of a warrior. Dora Apel’s
conclusion regarding the meaning of a Great War photograph of German
soldiers standing over the corpse of a raped Russian female soldier applies
equally well to Dumont’s film where “rape may [also] be understood not
simply as a wartime abuse but as a punishment for a different sort of hos-
tilities, that is, for the transgression of gender boundaries.”*?
Flandres/Flanders is a controversial film, not only due to the shocking
explicitness of the rape scene, but also owing to its use of the rape-revenge
format which reverses the roles of victim and perpetrator: the female vic-
tim is transfigured into a perpetrator of violence and the rapist becomes
the woman’s victim as she carries out her revenge for the violation of her
body, which is private (to punish her own suffering), public (to punish the
sexual subjugation of women) and metaphorical (to punish the invasion of
her land). Nonetheless, considering the character of the pre-war relation-
ship between the main character Demester and his sexual partner Barbe,
other interpretations of the war rape offer themselves. The sexual act is
mechanical and brutal, without love or even desire. Setting together the
pre-war sex scenes and the war rape scene, Bradshaw is right in conclud-
ing his review that this may not be a war film in any sense of the term:
“Flanders looks as if it is about Afghanistan and Iraq, and yet it is not,
and fascinatingly, may not be about war at all, but is rather a meditation
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or hallucination on the subject of male sexual aggression, tricked out in
military costume.”**

Though in times of military conflict women are raped not only by sol-
diers of the invading armies but also by their own countrymen, such cases
are seldom the subject of war films for they fail to “highlight a nation’s
victimhood or heroism.”*® Even if such a theme appears, the intent is to
show the rapist as the “Other” within the community. A good example
is Mikhail Kalatozov’s Jlemam scypasau/ The Cranes ave Flying (1957),
where a Russian woman is raped by her own countryman; here rape is a
means of exposing the man as a coward evading his patriotic duty to fight.
Rape is also used /abused as an anti-war argument. In Chris Noonan’s and
John Duigan’s TV series Vietnam (1987), the rape of a Vietnamese woman
accentuates the difference between brutal and primitive American soldiers
and honorable and compassionate Australian soldiers, and allows to make
a very strong anti-American statement, depicting Australian involvement
in the Vietnam war as a grave mistake, in both political and ethical terms.
Brian De Palma’s Casualties of War (1989) and Redacted (2007) are the
most telling examples of the exploitation of actual rape cases to make a
political statement against American military involvement in Vietnam and
Iraq.*s Rape is too frequently included in war films to show the devastat-
ing impact of war upon the soldier, shifting the attention from the victim
to the rapist: “To understand the crime, however, one needs to see things
from the perpetrator’s eye, [ ...] it tends to suggest that there is a dark area
of male sexuality which can emerge all too easily, especially in war, when
there are no social and disciplinary restraints. Much also depends on the
military culture of a particular national army. [ ...] the practice of collective
rape can even become a form of bonding process.”*” The title of Brian
De Palma’s anti-Vietnam War film has little to do with the Vietnamese as
victims of American aggression but, considering the centrality of the male
characters, the eponymous “casualties of war” are soldiers who become
rapists under the duress of combat. Furthermore, as Joanna Bourke aptly
notes, not only “the invention of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
allowed men who had participated in atrocities to portray themselves as
victims of trauma” (384) but also “the most common reason given for
rape in wartime drew attention not to male power and solidarity but male
fears and vulnerability.”*® In most war films, the rape victim is of second-
ary importance, or, as in the case of the 1979 film adaptation of Giinter
Grass’s The Tin Drum (Die Blechtrommel, dir. Volker Schlondorft), she
has no significance whatsoever. The gang rape of Lina appears to serve the
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sole purpose of underscoring the absurdity of Alfred’s death. While she is
being raped by Red Army soldiers, Alfred tries to swallow his Nazi pin so
that it does not fall into enemy hands and betray his political allegiances.
His desperate attempt to save his own life ends with him choking on the
pin which, in turn, provokes a Soviet soldier to shoot him. This is what
the viewer remembers from the scene, what happens to the woman in the
aftermath of the rape is not given any prominence in the plot.

MALE TrAUMA AND FEMALE VICTIMS

Sidney Lumet’s The Pawnbroker (1964), Reg Traviss’s Der Feind im
Innerven/ Joy Division (2006), and Wojciech Smarzowski’s Réza/Rose
(2011) are not classic war films if we adopt a very restrictive definition
of the genre. However, though the action of the films is set in the post-
Second World War period, they are all films primarily about war and its
repercussions for the protagonist in the present. In each film, the trau-
matization of the male protagonist is the result of his inability to save the
woman from being raped and killed. These films create a gender-based
hierarchy of suffering where the female victim is relegated to the function
of the instigating factor of the man’s trauma. The woman is downgraded
to a fleeting character in the flashback, the central concern being the male
protagonist’s inability to cope with having been “the witness of his own
impotence.”® It is morally unsettling that in these cinematic representa-
tions of war rapes the violation of the female body is of lesser importance
than the violation of the male psyche.

The plot of The Pawnbroker is centered on Sol Nazerman, a Holocaust
survivor unable to come to terms with the rape and murder of his wife
in a concentration camp, which he was forced to witness. In this film,
“images are wounds that will not heal.”®® The film consistently uses the
traumatic flashback defined as “an intrusive, anachronic image that throws
off the linear temporality of the story. [...] This brutal splicing of tempo-
rally disadjusted images is the cinema’s rendition of the frozen moment
of the traumatic impact: it flashes back insistently in the present because
this image cannot yet or perhaps ever be narrativized as the past.”®! The
purpose of the traumatic flashbacks is to let us see what Nazerman saw as
a prisoner and thus understand the manner in which he treats his Harlem
customers, his inability to forge any lasting relationships of friendship
and love, and his alienation from the community. The present is a mir-
ror of the past: “through sublimal flash cuts that gradually lengthen into
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painful scenes, the linear narrative is thickened with the weight of the
past.”5? When a prostitute uncovers her breasts as a symbolic offering
of her body to Nazerman, a flashback interrupts the storyline, showing
Nazerman’s wife, Ruth, sitting half-naked on a bed, awaiting her doom as
the SS-guard slowly approaches her. It is an indisputable fact that female
prisoners of concentration camps were raped or forced into prostitution,
but in Lumet’s film the only reason why we see Ruth about to be raped
is because this is what her husband witnessed, with “the cinematic tech-
nique eloquently express|ing| Nazerman’s fractured state of mind.”*3 The
rape victim is therefore significant only insofar as she is “framed” by Sol’s
trauma; it is his survival guilt that brings her into “being” in the plot of
the film.

Der Feind im Inneren/ Joy Division is a hybrid film, combining the war
story with the spy thriller. The purpose is to create an intersection of the
past and present and foreground the interrelated themes of loyalty and
betrayal. The action is set in the reality of the Cold War, the protagonist
is a KGB agent sent to London in search of a traitor. Yet, it is Thomas’s
past that resurfaces as the most important part of the film, set in the final
days of the Third Reich. He was a German youth conscripted into the
Volkssturm to make the last stand against the overwhelming forces of the
Red Army. He saw the death of his comrades, his parents were killed in a
bombardment, and his sweetheart Melanie was repeatedly raped by Soviet
soldiers. Similar to The Pawnbroker, Traviss’s film consistently uses the
traumatic flashback. It is Melanie to whom Thomas continuously returns
to in his mind, for she saved his life by offering herself to drunken Soviet
soldiers. It is not always the case that the traumatic flashbacks are “a pre-
cise return to a specific memory, [where the image is] eidetic and entirely
veridical,”* for Thomas often “remembers” what he could not have pos-
sibly seen. Psychological plausibility is not, however, the aim of the film.
At the core of the intertwined plots we have a protagonist struggling to
regain his identity shattered by shame and guilt, the combined signifiers
of “masculine trauma.”>®

The emotion of shame is “directly about the self, which is the focus of
evaluation” whereas in the case of guilt “the self is not the central object
of evaluation, but rather the thing done.”*® Thomas’s shame derives from
the fact he had no time to become a man and soldier, being only 14 at the
time of the defeat of Germany. His emasculation is augmented by the fact
that he was protected by women, first by Melanie who saves his life, then
by Astrid who gives him civilian clothes, and finally by a Russian female
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soldier who takes him under her care. Shame devastates the self because it
is “accompanied by sense of shrinking or of ‘being small” and by a sense of
worthlessness and powerlessness.”®” As Thomas says to a fellow-agent, one
cannot understand the meaning of loyalty without committing betrayal.
He joined the ranks of those who had humiliated and murdered Melanie
because “a situation of guilt with all its anxiety can be sought as a refuge
from a pressing sense of shame.”®® As a 14-year old, Thomas was unable
to protect the people he loved. It is only in the role of a KGB agent that
he is able to reassert his masculine identity.

Roéza/Rose is likewise exemplary of this aggravating tendency to trans-
fer the viewer’s attention from the female victim to the male survivor.
The film opens with a symptomatic scene where the rape and murder of a
Polish woman by Germans during the Warsaw Uprising is shown through
the eyes of her helpless husband—a wounded insurgent. The rape takes
place on the rubble, in the background we see burnt buildings. The bat-
tered woman and the destroyed city are visually interrelated, the meanings
of a city defeated and a nation conquered inscribed in the subjugated
female body. This rape scene is included as a means of the psychological
characterization of the male protagonist and the launching of the plot
of the film that revolves round the man’s desire to escape the trauma of
loss and defeat. In the course of his journey as far away from Warsaw as
possible, Tadeusz witnesses the killing of a Wehrmacht soldier by Soviet
troops, and his documents and a photograph become the pretext to find
his wife, the eponymous Réza.

Smarzowski’s film received well-deserved praise for its depiction of the
atrocities committed against the community of Masurians in East Prussia,
the territory of which was incorporated into the Polish state after the
defeat of the Third Reich. On the level of plot, rape is an instrument of
symbolic expulsion—Rbza is the “Other” both ethnically (Masurian) and
nationally (she was married to a German). She is being coerced—Dby means
of repeated rape and threats of death—to leave her house and land. The
aftermath of the Second World War is a time of exodus, Germans and
allegedly pro-German ethnic groups being forced out of the territories
“gained” by Poland in order to make place and provide homes from the
Poles evicted from the borderlands lost to the Soviet Union. It is not
that the resettled Poles from the east are welcome, as indicated by the
rape of Amelia, whose family traveled from afar hoping to find safety and
peace in their new home, only to be subjected to violence and humiliation.
On the level of historical politics, the film establishes a clear distinction
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between “us”—the victims of the new order (former Home Army soldiers,
Masurians, Poles from the eastern borderlands) and “them”—the agents
of the new order (Soviets and Polish Communists).

Roéza takes Tadeusz into her home for she needs both help in un-mining
the potato field and protection for herself and her daughter. Tadeusz—as
a Pole—is a guarantee that the house will not be taken away from her.
Though the title of the film clearly points to her as the protagonist of the
film, she lacks autonomy, being consistently framed by the male gaze, and
her function in the plot is to be the object of Tadeusz’s love, an emotion
that will bring about his psychological and emotional catharsis, and teach
him empathy transcending national and ethnic boundaries. It is through
his eyes that we see her fortitude. She refuses to leave her house and land,
even though this will bring about her death after repeated rape and miscar-
riage. As the psychologically resilient victim she withstands traumatization
and is a source of strength for Tadeusz, who despite all adversities (includ-
ing imprisonment), will not sacrifice his principles that do not allow him
to become part of this alien Polish state that has emerged in consequence
of his Poland’s defeat.

From TRAUMA TO TRAGEDY:
Rare Victim TyrrLes IN WAR Fims

For James Chapman, tragedy is a category defining anti-war cinema which
aims to convey a universal message on “the brutality and the indiscrimi-
nate nature of violence.”® The concept of tragedy needs to be redefined
in relation to war films which focus on historical events of a specifically
national importance. Eva Hoffman’s definition of tragedy in opposition to
trauma is particularly useful in this context: “trauma is produced by per-
secution of subjects to whom all agency and principle have been denied.
[...] Violent abuse can lead to a deeper penetration and fragmentation of
the psychic cells, the victim’s self and soul” whereas “tragedy, of course,
involves a conflict—agon—between opposing principles and agents. [ ...]
Tragic struggle may entail moral agony, but it leaves the sense of identity
and dignity intact.”%® Tragedy is preferable to trauma in contexts where
women and nationality/ethnicity are made to be metaphorically inter-
changeable, for only tragedy allows for the possibility of catharsis and the
restoration of the national/ethnic self. The “translation” of trauma to
tragedy is achieved through the construction of rape-victim types which
I have labeled respectively the sacrificial victim—who appears in Janusz
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Morgenstein’s TV series Kolumbowie/Columbuses (1970) and Chuan Lu’s
Nanging! Nanjing!/The City of Life and Death (2009), and the defiant
victim—who is the protagonist in Max Fiberbrock’s Anonyma: Eine Frau
in Berlin/Anonyma—A Woman in Berlin (2008) and Juanita Wilson’s As
If I am Not There (2010).

In the last part of Kolumbowie/Columbuses, a female Polish insurgent
is raped by German soldiers during the Warsaw Uprising of 1944. Like
Melanie in Der Feind im Inneven/Joy Division, the girl using the pseud-
onym “Niteczka” in Morgenstein’s series is a typical sacrificial victim. First
and foremost, the sacrificial victim is a secondary character in a plot that
focuses predominantly on the male protagonist. The sacrificial victim gives
her body over to the enemy so that the life of the defeated soldier may
be spared. The defeated soldier is the witness of her sacrifice in a symboli-
cally charged scene for “rape before a captive audience indicates that the
invasion as a gendered process [is] not a two-, but a three-way relation-
ship—between perpetrator, victim, and the victim’s male compatriots.”¢!
The woman’s suffering and humiliation are important only insofar as they
become the conquered soldier’s shame and/or trauma, and in this respect
the sacrificial victim is a construct typical of representations of war rape
where “women are depersonalized to the point of becoming a signifier in
the power struggle between men so that wartime rape essentially targets
male identity.”%?> The rape of the woman is exploited as a means of charac-
terizing the male protagonist: “While rape is used to defile and denigrate
a nation, by extension, it also serves to strip a man who belongs to that
nation of his honor, his masculinity, and what is seen as his exclusive right
to a woman as his sole property. [...] Not only is the female body as prop-
erty violated and transgressed, but the male is emasculated and allegedly
confronted with his own sexual inadequacy and his failure as protector.”%?

Kolumbowie/Columbuses is an adaptation of Roman Bratny’s novel
under the same title. The series consists of five parts, following the actions
of a group of young men, known only by their pseudonyms, working for
the Polish underground during the German occupation. “Columbus” is
one of the most prominent characters in the group, whereas “Niteczka”
remains in the background until the last scenes set during the Warsaw
Uprising. The failure of the insurgents to liberate the Old Town from
the Germans means that they must evacuate themselves to another dis-
trict, but “Columbus” is wounded, and “Niteczka” stays back to take care
of him. She drags him out of a makeshift hospital about to be overrun
by the Germans, and takes him down to a cellar. She sees through the
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window how SS soldiers force the wounded, doctors, nurses and a priest
out of the building and shoot them. When an SS-man finds their hiding-
place, “Niteczka” does not resist him. Her body is the price for the life
of the Polish insurgent. “Columbus” is spared but “Niteczka” is raped
and killed. He discovers her half-exposed body and covers it. The rape
sequence is interrupted by a scene where another insurgent stares help-
lessly at a building in flames. A connection is thus established between
the mutilated female body and the burning capital. The last scene shows
“Columbus” swimming across the Vistula River, yet for the (Polish) view-
ers it is obvious what happens next. The defeat of the insurgents by the
Germans will leave Warsaw defenseless against the Soviet invaders who will
enter (“rape”) the feminized body of the Polish capital. Yet, the sacrifice of
the woman is not in vain, for the Polish soldier survives, even if defeated
and powerless. He still signifies the will (if not the capability) of the nation
to continue its struggle against the invaders.

In Nanjing! Nanjing!/The City of Life and Death, we encounter a dif-
ferent variant of the sacrificial victim: not one character sacrificing herself
for the sake of a soldier’s life, but a group of women giving their bodies
and lives to save other women. The film shows the Japanese invasion of
Nanking in 1937 from the combined perspective of the victorious army
and the defeated community. Particular emphasis is placed in the Chinese
women who cut off their hair, take off their make-up and nail polish,
and put on men’s clothes, all in desperate attempt to protect themselves
against the Japanese soldiers who are on a rape rampage. Only Xiao Jiang
refuses, and it is implied that she worked as a prostitute prior to the inva-
sion. She is soon brutally raped on the streets. When the Japanese demand
that one hundred Chinese women are to be selected from the refugee
center for the pleasure of their soldiers, she is the first to volunteer, and
her gesture makes other women step out from the gathered crowd. Xiao
Jiang’s personal sacrifice is an act of self-purification that allows her to
“return”, albeit symbolically, to the female and national community. The
women who go with their oppressors constitute the collective sacrificial
victim whose suffering and death is the only chance of survival for their
mothers, sisters, daughters. The scene of the collective sacrifice is con-
structed through a long take on hand after hand being raised in the air.
The row of female hands is the only “shield” Nanking has left, for the
defeated men are no longer capable of protecting their community—in a
harrowing scene with an almost a documentary feel (the film is shot in the
black-and-white)—the Chinese prisoners-of-war are shown to have been
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rounded up the Japanese, tied together, and brutally gunned down. As in
many other cinematic productions on the subject of the Nanking massa-
cre, one can detect an indebtedness to the patterns of Chinese scar drama
where “the ‘body in pain’ [is] symbolic of the national body in pain.”®*

Anonyma: Eine Frau in Berlin/Anonyma—A Woman in Berlin and As
If I am Not There are war films which do not relegate female victims to a
secondary role in the plot. The problem is that they rewrite the women’s
traumatic experiences into a tragic choice. The female protagonist in both
films is the defiant rape victim type who, in contrast to the sacrificial vic-
tim, survives the atrocities. The defiant victim is exemplary of the inher-
ent paradox of many war films, namely that “in the masculine genre of
the war film, [...] women and children are the only ones who withstand
the invader.”®® The defiant victim achieves a symbolic victory over the
invaders by refusing to conform to the division of roles enforced by the
circumstances of war, choosing to engage in a relationship with the enemy
in order to discard the imposed “costume” of the defeated, and therefore
passive and powerless, national body.

Anonyma: Eine Fran in Berlin/Anonyma: A Woman in Berlin depicts
the fall of Berlin to the Red Army through the eyes of the unnamed female
protagonist, based on a memoir under the same title. German women
are raped in cellars and in the streets; many commit suicide. As If I Am
Not There, an adaptation of Slavenka Drakulié’s S, focuses on the inhu-
man treatment of Bosnian women in Serbian detention camps during the
Bosnian War (1992-1995). Anonyma and Samira are comparable charac-
ter constructs; they are both defiant victims who refuse to be victimized.
Both decide to find a “protector” among the enemy as a means of reas-
serting control over their bodies. Anonyma’s gesture of defiance is taking
off her clothes in front of the Russian major, offering her body to the
man of her choice rather than being raped by anyone and anywhere. She
is no longer the German victim of Soviet violence, but a woman in rela-
tionship with a man. Samira’s act of defiance is her altered appearance as
she prepares for dinner with the Serbian officer-in-command, her intense
make-up and extravagantly red dress signifies her choice to “be herself”
as a woman instead of the raped Bosnian. Both these gestures enact a
symbolic discarding of the “costume” of national victimhood and putting
on the “clothes” of womanhood. The symbolism is pushed even further
in the case of Samira, who becomes pregnant and must bear the child of
a Serb. The last scene shows Samira taking the new-born in her arms, as
the maternal instinct of love wins over the memories of who the father
had been.



WAR RAPE: TRAUMA AND THE ETHICS OF REPRESENTATION 239

The difference between the sacrificial and defiant type of rape victims
resides in the degree of prominence they are given in the plot. Most impor-
tantly, however, the construction of these victim types in war films serves
the ideologically motivated purpose of depicting the fate of the nation and/
or ethnic group as tragic and not traumatic. The sacrificial victim never sur-
vives, yet her ordeal is not in vain, for it allows for the survival of the soldier
and/or members of the defeated community, thus creating hope for the
future. It needs to be emphasized that the sacrificial victim type is indica-
tive of a more general and conventional predisposition of war films to fore-
ground the soldier as the carrier of the meaning of war, hence the viewer
is forced to identify with “the male protagonist [who] is free to command
the stage, a stage of spatial illusion in which he articulates the look and cre-
ates the action.”® The defiant victim, in turn, redefines both gender and
national identity: the defeated and therefore emasculated nation is no longer
to be associated with the passive, helpless, humiliated, subjugated victim.

CONCLUSION

It would be counter-productive to launch an attack on war films as an
inappropriate medium for the painful subject of war rape since it is the
cinema and TV that have a much greater impact on our historical and
political consciousness than historical books or documentaries. We are
dealing with an impossible situation where “the erasure of rape from the
narrative bears the marks of a patriarchal discourse of honour and chastity;
yet showing rape [...] eroticizes it for the male gaze and purveys the vic-
tim myth.”%” Necessarily accepting that war films play an important role
in bringing events to the forefront of public attention, it is nevertheless
essential to put all such productions under close critical scrutiny, expos-
ing the mechanisms governing the representations of sexual violence in
this particular genre. Though much has been written on the literary and
cinematic representations of rape, the realm of war film—as well as war
literature—remains a largely neglected territory in academic scholarship.
The films discussed in this chapter are vivid manifestations of the manner
in which war rape tends to be exploited and ideologically manipulated by
filmmakers across decades and nations. There exists a film, however, that is
different from all others. Interestingly, Vittorio de Sica’s 1960 adaptation of
Alberto Moravia’s novel La Ciociara/Tivo Women is not included in Robert
Davenport’s The Encyclopedia of War Movies, even though “the rape of the
two women [in a bombed-out church] is the movie’s ultimate comment on
the nature of war and survival.”® This is a film predominantly about a mother
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and daughter, Cesira and Rosetta, who find themselves at the wrong place at
the wrong time, just as an elderly man riding on bicycle, suddenly gunned
down by a warplane that appears out of nowhere. Vittorio de Sica proves
that it is not necessary to show rape in all its gruesome details to emotionally
engage the viewer. Instead, he shows the vulnerability of the two women, the
psychological impact of the rape upon Rosetta (her numbness, her need to
immediately wash herself in a river, her later “brazen” behavior), and Cesira
(her guilt for not having been able to protect her virgin daughter). The his-
torical fact of the mass rapes and killings of Italian women by the French colo-
nial troops in 1944 is shown through the trauma of two individual women.
More importantly, as Cesira and Rosetta travel away from Rome to Santa
Eufemia, and as they embark on their journey back home, there are many
incidents indicating that the threat of rape looms everywhere because for all
the men they encounter—Italians, Germans, Americans—they are objects of
sexual desire. Of course, one cannot deny there is a level of political manipula-
tion in the film. A direct threat of rape is posed by the Italian militia, and the
Germans take away Cesira’s lover and Rosetta’s best friend Michele and kill
him. In other words, the Italian fascists, the Germans and the Moroccans are
all dumped into one bag as the morally despicable enemy “Other.” Despite
this, La Ciociara/Two Women must be considered an exceptional achieve-
ment in its poignant foregrounding of the rape victim’s trauma.

As this chapter began with a discussion of the Komm Fran scandal, it
seems appropriated to conclude with a memorial, testifying that trauma
can be carved into stone. Located at the San Pietro fortress in Castro dei
Voslci, the Mamma Ciociara memorial commemorates the victims of the
Mavrocchinate. Designed by Fedele Andreani, the memorial was erected in
1963. It consists of two female figures. In the forefront we see a woman
on her knees, grasping the hands of a girl clinging to her back. Both have
their heads lifted upwards, as if seeking help from above. This is a mother
desperately trying to shield her daughter, and young girl who has nowhere
to escape but behind the body of her mother. We do not see the atrocity
but helplessness in the face of atrocity; we see the “face” of “psychological
trauma,” defined decades later as “an affliction of the powerless. At the
moment of trauma, the victim is rendered helpless by overwhelming force.
[...] Traumatic events confront human beings with the extremities of help-
lessness and terror, and evoke the responses of catastrophe.”® The artistic
design of the Mamma Ciociara memorial transcends the specific historical
context inscribed in its location and name, conveying a universal truth
about the victimization of women in the time of war—any war, but—most
importantly—commemorates female victims with empathy.
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CHAPTER 11

Traumatic Displacements: The Memory
Films of Jonas Mekas and Robert Vas

Peter Leese

FiLm As MEMORY

For Jonas Mekas (b. 1921) and Robert Vas (1931-78), the procedures of
filmmaking were also techniques to create coherence, identity, and new
meanings in their migrant life stories. Looking at their lives, and exploring
their work, reveals why they felt compelled to return time and again to
these sense-making procedures. Speaking in a 1975 interview, towards the
end of his short career, Vas reflected on editing:!

I’ve been thinking about this [editing process] quite a lot since coming to
England, that this act of putting small bits of things together stands for a
great many things in my life. My life has been broken like a piece of film
and all my attempts now are an enlarged version of this small act of joining
it all together ... Ultimately it all comes back to joining bits of film, that I
started during my childhood and which I nurture and cultivate, because it is
fundamental to who I am now.

Also in a spoken statement, this time an interview from 1972, Jonas Mekas
described a parallel process:
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When I am filming, I am also reflecting. I was thinking that I was only react-
ing to the actual reality. I do not have much control over reality at all, and
everything is determined by memory, my past. So that this “direct” filming
becomes also a mode of reflection. Same way, I came to realize, that writ-
ing a diary is not merely reflecting, looking back. Your day, as it comes back
to you during the moment of writing, is measured, sorted out, accepted,
refused, and re-evaluated by what and how one is at the moment when one
writes it all down.?

In their late teens and early 20s—around 1945—both men suffered
dispiriting, life-changing experiences in the Second World War. During
Europe’s postwar political upheavals, each found himself stopped dead by
the communist authorities of his respective birthplace resulting in forced
separation from parents and homeland. Political exile left them lacking a
sense of control in their lives; blind events jolted them into a new aware-
ness of their place in the world. Giving a title to his diaries for 1944-55,
Jonas Mekas (b. Semeniskiai, Lithuania) settled on I Had Nowhere To Go.
Reflecting on his departure from Budapest following the failed Hungarian
Uprising of 1956, Robert Vas (b. Budapest, Hungary) said “we had noth-
ing to stay for”.? Yet almost immediately after resettlement, Jonas Mekas
and Robert Vas both began remarkable careers as filmmakers.

Two weeks after his arrival in New York, Mekas took possession of
his first Bolex 16-mm cine camera and began work on what would later
become Lost LostLost (Jonas Mekas, 1976). In London, Robert Vas quickly
found a job at the British Film Institute and discovered the lyrical films
of Humphrey Jennings. The experience transformed Vas’s understand-
ing of what documentaries could achieve. Each subsequently developed
a distinctive visual language with which to express his thoughts, feelings,
and life experiences after forced migration. Each cultivated a moral, aes-
thetic, and political sensibility in response to the particular circumstances
in which they found themselves.

What I would like to do here is explore the historical origins of these
two migrant “ways of seeing” in the lives of their directors, and to trace
some of the central themes in the critical first phases of their mature work
from the late 1960s to the mid-1970s. Wherever possible, I have used
their own words, sometimes from contemporary diaries but often from
interviews or articles 30 or more years later. My intention is to explore
how, as members of the same generation and as historically placed actors
in relatively similar circumstances, each repeatedly uses the procedure
of “putting small bits of things together” in film to rethink and remake
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their pasts. This editing in film can be taken as an analogue of wider re-
remembering procedures, which let forced migrants, among others, make
powerful new interpretations of their lives, though this does not mean that
all or even many were necessarily traumatized by their experiences. Later
on, I will return to the possible reasons why the “bad event” of invol-
untary departure may or may not result in later traumatic memory. This
particular comparison is fascinating in part because the two lives under
consideration run in parallel. Both found innovative, truthful connections
in cut celluloid, yet they worked in contrasting ways and came to interpret
their lives very differently.

The difficulty for both was that while they were physically “elsewhere”:
historically and emotionally they belonged to a generation of Romantic
nationalists who could not easily abandon the idea of a homeland. Their
restrictions and border crossings were post-migratory; the borders they
pushed against were as much psychically as politically patrolled.

While their views of the past remained complex and ambivalent, it was
Mekas who more ably integrated past and present and who moved into a
richer post migration life. Like Mekas, Vas became an accomplished, often
brilliant filmmaker by using his own past and related historical stories to
continuously reexamine the implications of what had befallen him. Unlike
Mekas, he could not integrate his past and present selves. He tended to
dwell on past traumas, both his own and others: to ruminate. These are not
merely personal or temperamental differences. They indicate two shifting
positions, unstable because they change across time, in a spectrum of pos-
sible forced migrant responses. What matters here, then, is that these two
individuals help define a much wider field of possible memory responses.

“] TOUCH THE GROUND HERE”: JONAS MEKAS
IN SEMENISKIAI

Jonas Meckas was born in the small Lithuanian village of Semeniskiai,
about 60 miles south of the Latvian capital Riga, in 1922.* His parents
tended a small farm. He learned French and Latin at school, German once
the Nazis arrived, and Russian during the Soviet occupation.® He was, in
other words, part of the Eastern European borderlands world, which was
erased by the Second World War.¢

During the German occupation of 1943—44, Mekas and others in his
district were involved in resistance activities. His task was to transcribe
BBC radio broadcasts for a weekly underground bulletin. When the type-
writer he kept hidden in his uncle’s barn went missing, he was advised to
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flee at once because if the typeface was traced back to him he would be
in immediate danger.” Planning to reach Vienna with forged papers, and
from there to meet contacts who would guide him to Switzerland, he left
Lithuania. In July 1944, he was picked up by a German patrol and sent
to the forced labour camp at Elmshorn, near Hamburg. Eight months
later, he escaped. After destroying his identity papers, he travelled around
Germany between March and August 1945, during which time he was
one among many thousands of refugees in transit.’

By August 1945, Mekas was in the Displaced Persons Camp at Wiesbaden
and had begun studying philosophy at the University of Mainz. With the
future still uncertain, except for the knowledge that he could not go back
to Lithuania, he moved to Kassel in 1947 and then in 1949, not long
before departing for New York, to the Schwiibisch Gmiind camp. Speaking
in a 2003 interview, Mekas recalled the intellectual adventure of that time:’

That’s, I consider that my university was post-war Europe, was Germany and
that when I came here it was already my practi- beginning to work. My child-
hood was in Lithuania, my university was Europe and because those four
years in displaced person camps—four years—was my university where we
could read. There was a lot of time, we read everything we, you can imagine
that between the Soviet occupation, the German occupation, the whole war
period, nothing was available from the west, from, nobody, we were so thirsty
and like a dry sponge drinking everything that we could find after the war, you
know, the whole American literature, the French, it was an incredible, incred-
ible rich period for those who want, who were ready and wanted it.

Yet in a diary entry for 23 April 1948, Mekas describes his realization that
the places and times of his early life were gone forever:!°

No, I didn’t take anything with me, when T left.

Ideas? Books? Ah, those found here too. But what really hurts, deep
inside, it’s the earth I left, that sky, those hills. It’s those nights that got
stuck in me, deep. They hurt, they remain painful wounds inside, those
evenings, those nights.

I touch the ground here—and that other soil wakes up in me. I am looking
at the sky—but I see that other sky. What is there, one would think, in the
objects such as wheels, rakes, plows, and dungcarts; or in cobwebs glittering
in the autumn air, frost on the trees, the rain on the cabbage heads, the flax-
drying season? But it all got imprinted very very deep. There is something
in it, in the way the rivers bend there; there is something in that. There is
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something in the way the rain sounded there, a different sound, not like any
other rain I've ever heard in my travels.

And it’s not those broad differentiations by line, angle, corner, bending,
colour grouping—no: it’s the little differences, the almost unnoticeable
details ... It’s in them that everything weaves together, it’s there that one
nation’s soul separates from another.

Aged 22 when he left Lithuania, the circumstances of his departure made
Mekas idealize the family, homeland, and childhood he had left behind.
He cultivated his sense of the past in the hope of returning one day.

“... MAKES NO DIFFERENCE”: JONAS MEKAS IN NEW YORK

In an era of mass, forced migration Jonas Mekas was one among over a
million Displaced Persons who spent the early postwar years in camps,
mostly in Germany, unable or unwilling to return to their prewar home.!!
Compelled by circumstances beyond their control, un-reconciled to their
new lives, many felt departure more than arrival.

For Mekas too arrival and settlement felt insignificant. By good fortune
a contact in Chicago found him work and got him permission to enter the
USA:12

There are papers for you. So, okay, what, why not? I mean, makes no differ-
ence. So, we came to New York and it was sponsored actually by the United
Nations Refugee Organisation. So, we were not, we were really actually cor-
rectly speaking, we’re not immigrants, we are, we were brought in here and
dumped by United Nations Refugee Organisation. And you know, knowing
how, the way I see it, and I, you know, have said this many times in other,
on other occasions, that if one is really very much rooted in one’s place like I
was in, I mean, in nature, in the country, there, in that, in language, in songs
in Lithuania, then once you are uprooted then it makes no difference where
you are, absolutely no difference.

This overwhelming sense of departure and separation later became a defining
feature in Mekas’s work. Early on in his written diary entries, he notes that
many other members of the Lithuanian community were, if anything, worse
oft. They would, he predicted, “die with homesickness in [their] eyes”. Yet
despite hopelessness he found himself able to resist despair, and surprisingly
able to “get equally attached to new experiences, new places, new moods”.!?
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Arriving in New York in late October 1949, ambitious as both a poet
and filmmaker, Mekas quickly began to make plans and contacts in the
New York arts scene. Responding to what he saw as the political betrayal
of the Baltic States by the Allies at Yalta in 1945, one of his first ideas was
for a documentary about the life of a Displaced Person in New York. He
also reacted strongly against what he saw as the naiveté and sentimentality
of Hollywood’s portrayal of European postwar settlement in The Search
(Fred Zinnemann, 1948). Describing his own feelings more than the con-
tent of Zinnemann’s movie, he later said “[...] it made us so mad seeing
that film and that anger that madness really, that’s when we began to make
notes for our own film, ‘Lost Lost’ not ‘Lost Lost Lost’ but ‘Lost Lost” it
was only two—or maybe it was four, ‘Lost Lost Lost Lost™”.1*

One important discovery of the late 1940s was the lightweight, hand-
held Bolex which Mekas used for his earliest footage of New York. A
16-mm camera without sound recording had technical limitations, but
also facilitated the film language that Mekas began to develop around
this time. Although he aspired to bigger-budget films in Hollywood, it
soon became clear that practically and artistically he was very far from the
mainstream. The relative cheapness and mobility of the Bolex, by contrast,
let the beginning director explore the city at a time when he was shy, still
learning English, and felt more comfortable to observe than engage.!®

The Bolex, as it turned out, ideally suited Mekas’s developing ideas for
a personal, poetic cinema. That it could film for no more than a minute
continuously before the spring mechanism had to be rewound made the
camera an invitation to look from many angles and distances, to cultivate a
rough, unpredictable spontaneity. Breaking up scenes and moments, edit-
ing in and outside the camera, using a personal, intuitive, and observational
gaze all became second nature in the director’s later work. Similarly, the
lack of a microphone meant that sound, commentary, and music could
only be added later to supplement observation, incident, and mood.

Throughout his career, Mekas explores and expands his interest in self-
documentation as an expression of wider human experience. This auto-
biographical impulse certainly comes to incorporate American influences,
John Cage for instance, but also predates Mekas’s arrival in the USA:16

My first major work in Lithuanian, which to some of my Lithuanian friends
is still the best thing I’ve done, was a cycle of twenty-odd idylls I wrote in
1946. I used long lines and an epic pace to portray my childhood in the vil-
lage. T describe the people in the village and their various activities during
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the four seasons, as factually and prosaically as I could. I avoided what was
accepted poetic Lithuanian language. My aim at that time—TI talk about this
in my written diaries—was to achieve “a documentary poetry.”

“Documentary poetry” is an especially apt phrase for Mekas’s written and
film work. Both are as much a product of the Lithuanian landscape, folk
songs, and a sense of belonging to a small nation as of chance procedures
or abstract expressionism.!”

RE-EDITING, RE-REMEMBERING: F1iLM THEMES 1969-76

Mekas’s notion of “documentary poetry” develops from the clash between
his pre- and post-migration lives, and from his stubborn determination
to make imaginative readings of his own social and psychological con-
dition. Always a personal filmmaker, through trial and error he gradu-
ally develops narrative and aesthetic techniques to re-remember the past
through the analogous procedure of re-editing film footage from his own
past life. If we understand Mekas’s films as interpretations of his own sub-
jectivity, we can consider the evolution of his filmmaking as an ongoing
conversation between past and present selves and as a struggle between
continuously recycled loss and a fuller present- and future-mindedness.
Here, I will consider the critical transition period from the late 1960s to
the mid-1970s when Mekas produced three major films in his “diaries,
notes and sketches” series: Walden (1964—69), Reminiscences of a Journey
to Lithuania (1971-72), and Lost Lost Lost (1975-76).

These films have two aspects in common: they portray subjectively acts
of looking and listening, and they reevaluate sequentially the recent and
distant past. Throughout, the camera eye judders and flits across scenes
and moments. The sound track captures mood in a speech phrase or music.
Intertitle cards flash up like random thoughts. Scratchy gramophone tunes
hark back to a particular time and place of hearing. The camera continu-
ously mimics the mind in simultaneously observing the present and inter-
preting it as the past. Such recollective mechanisms are never stable or
decisive in their portrayal of the past, but across these three films the viewer
sees a change as Mekas gradually faces his memories and puts them into
the perspective of his current life. He looks at everyday events and their
relationship to what and how he remembers. He explores not just the slow
abandonment of a painful, persistent memory world, but the stages, meth-
ods, and consequences of his transition from past- to present-mindedness.
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Critical to this process of integrating memories is Mekas’s idea of the
diary film. In the early 1960s, he had already begun to take apart his
earlier, less autobiographical work and to re-edit the first footage from
his New York years. He now began to incorporate it into his first fully
realized diary film, originally titled Diaries, Notes and Sketches, also known
as Walden.'® Walden uses diary footage mostly from 1964 to 1969. It is
at one level a chronicle of street life in the mid-1960s New York, but its
title also draws attention to Henry David Thoreau’s 1854 journal of tran-
scendentalism, spiritual discovery, and reclusive self-reliance. All themes
which matter as the viewer are caught up in Mekas’s seemingly spontane-
ous flood of screen images. Through these flashes and blurs, the direc-
tor makes his own Thoreau-like study of solitude, sounds, and above all
traces of nature and seasons. Like many of Mekas’s later works, Walden is
divided into numbered sections, in this case each about 30 minutes long,
referred to by the director as chapters. Within each chapter, various moods
and events are recounted in roughly chronological order. Since Mekas was
so active on the New York avant-garde arts scene heroes of the countercul-
ture—Lennon, Warhol, Ginsberg—appear in passing, acting themselves.

Commenting on Mekas’s Walden, the French critic Jean-Jacques Lebel
has described the way in which the director’s “anything and everything”
filming is filtered through a precise emotional gaze. The film also develops
a particular visual grammar: still shots for babies and children, close-ups
for plants and wine glasses, “by accident” flashes of sky, lights, and groups
of people.”” We can supplement Lebel’s observation by noting how the
spontaneous, immediate “now” character of the images is simultaneously
a lens through which to view the past. Without knowing it at first, Mekas
looks constantly for traces of his Lithuanian life in the American city. He
seeks out the trees, sky, and frost which will remind him of his rural begin-
nings. “When I started looking at my film diaries again”, the director later
said, “I noticed they contained everything that New York didn’t have [ ...]
In truth I am filming my childhood, not New York”.?°

Reminiscences of a Journey to Lithuania returns physically to the past as the
director manages to engineer a trip back to his home village while on a visit
to the Soviet Union. The central section of the film is a series of a hundred
or so short scenes, call them “memory images”, which go back to the land-
scape of childhood, and which document a seemingly unchanged past. Yet,
the film must also confront change: the death of Mekas’s father, the ageing of
his mother, and his distance from the new Soviet Lithuania. He commented
in 1989 “You don’t see how Lithuania is today; you see it only through the
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memories of a Displaced Person back home for the first time in twenty-five
years”.2'Within this landscape of memory, Mekas seems to become fully aware
for the first time that it is impossible to “go back”. So, while the physical loca-
tion for much of the film is Semeniskiai in 1971, in the director’s mind the
film is also set on the path back to his pre-Second World War childhood. The
creative tension of the account is generated by Mekas’s attempt to locate and
articulate his past in light of the in-between years in New York.

To better understand the difficulty of this articulation, we can con-
sider the term “reminiscence”, which stresses the resemblance between
diary film and oral history. In both cases, the subject searches for ways
to express a past through language, here the visual language of celluloid.
He revises according to his circumstances at the moment of telling, not
least according to the presumed audience. He appropriates and re-works
genres of storytelling—tragedy, nostalgia, or romantic quest—to his own
ends. Within the wider body of Mekas’s work, this act of reminiscence, of
seeing past “memory images” superimposed onto the present, becomes a
critical turning point. In this new iteration, the inability to reach his past
changes the way Mekas sees himself, the places he comes from, and the
life he might have subsequently led. Commenting not long after he made
the film, speaking in the third person, he said “You think about your old
home, you romanticise it, it swells and swells. You have to see it again, to
actually go back there and start it all from the beginning. You have to leave
your home for a second time. Then it begins to change.”*?

In Lost Lost Lost, Mekas goes back once again to his first footage in
New York, which he has already edited and re-edited at least twice since the
early 1960s. He works again through the years since 1949 towards the pres-
ent, this time exploring more fully, as he puts it “the mood of a Displaced
Person who hasn’t yet forgotten his native country, but hasn’t yet gained
a new one”.* Yet after confronting his past in 1970s Lithuania, he can
transform his reminiscences into the new narrative arc of a forward jour-
ney. Awareness of the present arises. Mekas no longer spends quite so long
looking towards the snow and trees of Walden. Instead, the physicality of
the film as the medium within which memory functions comes further to
the fore. Fragmented, imagined, and half-glimpsed scenes stress the fragility
and disintegration of the past at the moment it comes into focus. Variable
speeds, jump cuts from close-up to long shot, highlight the act of recording
and projecting, editing and viewing a personal history. The imaginative pro-
cedures by which we continually make sense of the past in each successive
present are scrutinized anew because they change constantly.
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The sense of “re-editing as re-remembering” becomes richer and deeper
in Lost Lost Lost because it is the film which most systematically reviews
Mekas’s origins, movement, and resettlement. Stephen MacDonald, one
of Mekas’s critical supporters, puts it as follows:**

In order to edit the film to produce the final, complex form we’ve been explor-
ing, Mekas had to take himself back to those painful times—or at least to the
one enduring record of them—for many months, and with enough intensity
to construct this complex and coherent personal interpretation of them.

Repetitions also matter. The title signals three kinds of lostness, but also
three versions of a single story about being lost. The intensity and varieties
of loss—disorientation, helplessness, frustration—also imply its opposite,
which is being found or finding. So, if by this stage in the “diaries, notes
and sketches” series we understand any given telling of the past to be one
of many, we also see that it is possible for the director to find himself and
a sense of his own future.

“A WHOLE WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN”:
ROBERT Vas IN HUNGARY

Jonas Mekas achieves nothing so simple as a definitive version of his forced
migrant journey or its consequences. What he does make is a set of artistic
procedures which allow him to explore the past and come closer to a sense
of new possibilities. For Robert Vas, the past grows in intensity until it
seems to eclipse his present, but from his prescient gaze comes a passion-
ately original moral and artistic vision.

A Hungarian Jew born in Budapest in 1931, Vas was 13 at the time of
the 1944 German occupation. His parents managed to obtain “Schutz-
passes”. Created by Swedish diplomat and businessman Raul Wallenberg,
the pass helped shield thousands of Hungarian Jews, if only temporar-
ily, from persecution. It granted designated buildings as Swedish territory
and prevented deportation.?® The Vas family left the “official” Budapest
ghetto, then, for another more “privileged” ghetto district close to the
Danube. There, they felt in less immediate danger, but eventually the
German occupiers refused any remaining pretence of safety. Vas observed
as many of his neighbours were rounded up, taken to the embankment
to be shot, then dumped into the river.? Soon after the war ended, his
mother died and his father fled to Australia. He was now 17.
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Companionship and purpose came from the postwar Communist Youth
movement. Reviewing The Confrontation (1968) by fellow Hungarian
Miklés Jansco, Vas praises the film’s powerful dissection of political ide-
alism. The opening scenes of revolutionary fervour were so affecting
because they echoed Vas’s youthful experiences:?”

There they stand, a group of young boys and girls, with their newly acquired
freedom, pressing their flushed faces against the old-fashioned wrought-iron
gate of a church school, convinced about their own truth, holding a piece
of red cloth which stands for their flag, their eyes shining, singing with
fervour: “Tomorrow we’ll see the whole world turned upside down!” The
picture expresses what we all felt in those days, twenty to twenty-five years
ago: not only were we happy to be young, but to our exuberant youth we
were given, without having to work out something for ourselves, a view of
life, an ideology to believe in.

His father was abroad though, in a capitalist country. Robert was con-
sequently treated with suspicion, then disdain, by the state communist
authorities. Following conscription and attacks by political officers, he
spent time in an army psychiatric hospital. Increasingly, like many of his
generation, he became aware of “a devastating gap between the things we
were told and the things that happened to us”.?

In writing and interviews, Vas did not speak much about his involve-
ment in the Uprising of 1956, but he does describe three vivid scenes
which stuck in his mind and shaped his later work. The first was early on

when thousands stood in front of the Parliament building:*

One of my most precious memories of ’56 is standing in the huge square in
front of the Parliament shouting together with thousands of people in the
crowd “Switch off the lights! Switch off the lights!” What we meant was the
red star on the top of the Parliament building. And the regime replied by
switching oft all the street lights in the square itself. We were standing there
in darkness, our anger mounting. Without a moment’s hesitation torches
started to burn and I saw there were two cameramen from the State news-
reel company starting to roll, and people were shouting to them “This is
what you should have been filming all the time.”

In the same interview, Vas describes a collective euphoria over several days
as he worked with students and friends frantically to print and deliver
leaflets. He felt “The unbelievable had happened: the revolution was
victorious. We had the incredible experience of a few days of democratic
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socialism.”®® Yet, in an earlier description, three years after 1956, Vas
stresses his despair before the Soviet tanks arrived. Speaking of himself in
the third person, he describes volunteering to listen to a United Nations
debate in the vain hope he could report some sign of intervention. By this
stage his fellow activists were sheltering in a tenement basement, there
was gunfire in the streets, and a profound sense of helplessness among the
rebels. “It was a faint hope. In the streets there was bloodshed; something
had to be done, we could not tell what, but something concrete and defi-
nite to stop violence. But what they said was just generalities.” So that
after the Uprising was crushed “there was nothing to stay for”.?! Indeed,
there was every reason to leave.

“A SELE-APPOINTED SURVIVOR”: ROBERT VAS IN LONDON

In his directorial debut Refuge England (Robert Vas, 1959), Vas creates a
semi-fictionalized account of a Hungarian refugee’s first day in London.
Laszlo Cs. Szabd’s epigraph, written by a Hungarian exile of an earlier
generation, expresses Vas’s feeling too: “Restore to me, last rock of refuge,
England / Dignity that befits me as a man”. A nameless narrator looks
back to his first day in a new country:

I want to tell you about my first day in London. Many years have passed
since, but I can still remember clearly what I saw and felt on the first day I
arrived from the camp.

It was a misty autumn morning. Rush hour. It was the terminus of the town
where from then on I had to live [...] They asked me ‘where do you want
to live? Choose a place.” Well, I have chosen. Here I am.

He spends the day wandering the streets, looking at people, and asking
himself how he can be connected to them or if they will begin to under-
stand him. He describes loneliness, feeling out of place, and reluctance. “‘I
didn’t want to come. We were fighting, we had lost, I had to come. That’s
all. Tt wasn’t my fault [ ...] Are we the ones who form our own history? Or
do we just go where we have to go?”

Soon Vas discovered an artistic milieu with which he could identify.
Refuge England was financed by the British Film Institute, where he
found work as a cataloguer and archivist. Initially without much English,
he spent his days detailing movie times and titles. During lunch breaks he
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watched the films of Eisenstein and of the great 1930s documentarists.
Humphrey Jennings, who so brilliantly observed and reported Britain’s
Home Front during the Second World War, was above all the artist who
helped Vas understand both England and the idea of “a particular sort of
subjective poetic documentary”.?> “To a film maker from another coun-
try”, Vas said in Heart of Britain. Humphrey Jennings, Filmmaker (1970)
“he was able to put into pictures and sound the spirit of an era, and of
a nation [...] He invented a particular kind of film language, a visual
thought process, complex and essentially humane, that is unique in the
history of cinema”.

More immediate influences were Karel Reisz and Lindsay Anderson,
leaders of the then emerging Free Cinema movement, itself part of the
revival of British arts and society in the later 1950s. Both supported Vas;
both became close friends and admirers of his work. They encouraged too
his next tentative step into film-making and England. The Vanishing Street
(Robert Vas, 1962) observes the music, food, conversations and market
sellers of a predominantly Jewish district, Hessel Street in East London,
which was then about to be demolished to make way for high rise apart-
ment blocks. The subject echoes Vas’s own disappeared Jewish childhood
in interwar Budapest.

In these early films, the beginning director chooses subjects that bridge
past to present, which connect Budapest to London, but he also quickly
expands his range of subjects and techniques. Distinctive themes and the
beginnings of a new film language emerge as he concentrates on putting
disconnected images side by side to spark unusual visual metaphor. Even
at the beginning of his career, the act of seeing has a brooding, meditative
quality for Vas. Like his best work from the 1970s, these first films pro-
voke questions as well as understanding. They bear singular witness. Vas
described what he saw as his own moral obligation to testify:*?

I see myself as a self-appointed survivor. I was scarred by two shattering
events: the Nazis and 1956—and that baggage, the message that nobody
asked me to speak about, is absolutely central to me; I can’t exist without it.
I must talk about it. And I must talk about it to an English audience, which
never experienced these things directly.

Refuge England, for example, expresses the necessity to leave the past
behind in a matter-of-fact unemotional language. Returning to forced
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departure seems too difficult, too raw, even in thought. Yet it is also clear,
as in Mekas’s work, that no matter how troubled, the refugee has also sur-
vived. Observing a communal rather than a personal past, The Vanishing
Street remains ambivalent. The prospects for survival are not at all secure.
The protagonist is the street itself found in snatches of conversation and
song, but endings, departures, and echoes of a rich, vibrant past are all
around in Hessel Street.

TESTIFYING, RUMINATING: F1iLM THEMES 1969-76

With his early films as a calling card, Vas approached the BBC and began
work as a professional, freelance documentarist. He found in his first con-
tacts with the Corporation a refreshing openness to ideas, willingness to
encourage personal statements, and like-minded enthusiasm from col-
leagues. Later on, he described how “that personal kind of film was not
only tolerated but promoted. Television was the only showcase for that
kind of film and gradually one was educating the viewer to understand, to
read between the lines, and see”.3*

Vas encouraged his audience to “see” in three particular ways. First, by
his engagement with subjectivity: by considering the inner feelings and
mental processes of his own experience, as well as those of others caught
in a particular historical situation. Second, by his search for testimony:
looking for and engaging with people who were “there”, searching out
alternative archives if there are no direct witness statements. Third, by his
sensitivity to the surreal: editing for visual and spoken contrast, metaphor,
and contradiction to portray what he called “the spiritual story of the
event”. (37) Here, I will consider some of the other films leading up to
it—particularly The Issue Should Be Avoided (Robert Vas, 1971), and Nine
Days in °26 (Robert Vas, 1974)—but will concentrate mostly on one of
the finest expressions of the director’s working practices, My Homeland
(Robert Vas, 1976).

Before doing so, it is important to note that Vas did not want his view-
ers to “see” only his personal past. His films are statements against personal
oblivion, but equally oppose the collective amnesia of societies and vested
interest groups. Like Jonas Mekas, Vas was a highly skilled, intuitive film-
maker; unlike Mekas, he was always politically minded both in subject
matter and in his intention. Until his untimely death at the age of 47,
Vas created subtle, eloquent exposés in which every creative act or per-
sonal statement by an interviewee had wider social implications. Hence,
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his choice of subjects included particular events during the Second World
War, 1956, and its aftermath, but also analogous moments such as the
British General Strike of 1926. Vas’s work explores, then, the inseparabil-
ity of the personal and the political. More importantly, it describes how
they are intimately, fruitfully connected.

The Issue Should Be Avoided, for example, uses Winston Churchill’s
words as its title to stress the silence that surrounded the 1940 Katyn
Forest massacre during and after the Second World War. Noting the
non-acknowledgement of these events from either the Soviet Union
or Germany, the film attempts a “documentary” investigation into the
mass murder of 22,000 members of the Polish Officer class in 1940. An
assembly of BBC actors gathers in a forest clearing near London and are
filmed as they sit around a table and out, loud read manuscript extracts
and reports from Polish, Soviet, German, and Western Allied sources. The
Polish Major Adam Solski was among those murdered by the Narodnyi
Komissariat Vnutrennikh Del (NKVD) in 1940. The diary, found on
Solski’s body three years later, provides an eyewitness account for the film.

Detailing events up to the massacre, investigating evidence to uncover
who committed the crime, and coming to a tentative verdict of Soviet
guilt, The Issue Should Be Avoided is one of Vas’s most powerful films.
Like much of his best work, it addresses a particular anniversary, but also
reminds the viewer of recent similar events. In this case, the massacres at
Sharpeville (South Africa, 1960), and Mai Lai (Vietnam, 1968), which had
taken place little more than two years earlier. By staging an investigation,
the director puts his faith in the search for evidence and the possibility
of uncovering hidden truths. By confronting events and communicating
human experience, he argues for the continuing relevance of the past and
the importance of communicating with a broad audience.

Testimony was critical to Vas in his willingness to confront what his col-
league and friend Barry Gavin called “subjects which others might prefer
to avoid or be terrified to touch on”.? For fellow director Karel Reisz,
Vas “had this gift for making his films speak through the experiences of
honourable, decent people”, whose voices he would set against newsreel
library shots to “fuse them with the feelings of people who had been part
of that history”.3¢ This willingness to confront painful histories sometimes
caused difficulties in screening and distribution. His film about the sur-
vivors of Hiroshima was only promoted and shown with difficulty in the
USA. Vas was especially dismayed to face censure from the BBC over his
film about the British General Strike of 1926.
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Nine Days in °26 emerged, characteristically for Vas, from his realization
that “this particular segment of British social history, with which I socially
and humanly felt such an affinity, was constantly and repeatedly seen from
one viewpoint”.?” For Vas, this “cosy [middle class] consensus” ignored
“the real price of human suffering”. The film appeared at a partisan, topi-
cal moment. The original broadcast date was 11 January 1974, but as
Sight and Sound noted a few months later “to have shown it then, when
the miners were supposed to have been holding the country to ransom,
would have made it political dynamite”.3® The first BBC screening of the
film was delayed until after the strike and finally took place on 19 April
1974. Much to Vas’s disappointment, it was relegated to a late night spot,
and not repeated on the 50th anniversary of the General Strike in 1976.

Nine Days in °26 is a remarkable film. It expands the documentary form
by its innovative use of collage, stills, newsreels, cartoons, and newspa-
per headlines. It incorporated footage from Today We Live (Paul Rotha,
1936), A Day in the Life of @ Coal Miner (1910), and Royal Cavalcade
(1935). It examines the roots and consequences of the strike and used
sources, as Vas put it “not only for what they show, but for sow they show
it”.%° The director talked at length to participants and observers on all
sides, including a footballer who took part in the strike and who describes
his shock finding hungry, shoeless children on a visit to Merthyr Tydfil.
It is hard to imagine how Vas’s nuanced, partisan interpretation, which
upended a well-established mythology, could have avoided trouble. His
attempt to contribute to a discussion tripped across invisible class bound-
aries, but was rejected also for reasons of politics. Assimilated and accepted
in many ways, he well understood the nuances of English society, yet in
some respects he remained distinctly “foreign”. His passionate expressions
of political engagement, his moral seriousness, his highly attuned sense of
irony and tragedy, even his accent continued to set him apart. Sometimes,
he felt out of place in English society; doubtless he felt the refusal to show
Nine Days in °26 as personal rejection by his adopted homeland.*

By 1976, Vas was ready to confront his own past head on in his startling,
original, and deeply felt My Homeland (1976). After circling around paral-
lel and analogous events (Katyn, the rise of Stalin, the General Strike), after
considering intellectual frameworks and creative techniques (Claude Levi-
Strauss, Humphrey Jennings), and after making several early films around
the themes of displacement and exile (Ernst Niesvestny, The Border), Vas
finally had the film language and distance to address Hungary, 1956, and
his own displacement. He asks in his film “Who are we as a people? What
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is the nation really about? What does my homeland, that so attracts and so
repels me, really mean to me after so many years?”

To answer these questions, Vas turns again to the work of Humphrey
Jennings, for reasons both intellectual and aesthetic. Jennings and Vas
both understood the social world ethnographically. Jennings’s films
emerged from the Mass Observation movement of the 1930s; Vas’s film
The Savage Mind was eftectively a collaboration with influential French
anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss. So, both directors saw “true” nation-
alism as organically expressed in everyday behaviour and artefacts, espe-
cially in literature, music, and the visual arts. Aesthetically, Vas found
in Jennings anthology film of passages from Shakespeare, Milton, and
Churchill, Words for Battle (1941), a way to evoke national values and
traditions. In his 1970 film on Jennings, Vas noted too the usefulness of
“concrete, true-to-life images [...] Disjointed, but stand back and they
begin to relate to one another. Their juxtapositions add up and fuse into
the image” (Heart of Britain, 1970). Bringing together and creatively
re-working these ideas, My Homeland expresses Vas’s sense of Hungarian
history, and especially of 1956.

The director also turns to personal testimony. My Homeland was first
broadcast on the November 4, 1976, exactly 20 years after the tanks
arrived in Budapest to reassert Soviet control. Vas begins with elegy: “Year
after year, on this day, on the 4™ of November, I remember you. I walk
past your graves one by one [...]. In the morning, there was a deep omi-
nous silence. And by this time of night, twenty years ago today, we knew
we had lost; that the miracle, our victory, was condemned to be a nine
days wonder” (My Homeland, 1976). The commentary is accompanied
by Hungarian tourist promotion clips, shots of supposed consumer afflu-
ence, cabaret dinner dances, and by the grief-stricken faces of mothers
and wives at a funeral for 84 victims of a secret police massacre during
the Uprising. Through these surreal contrasts, by gesturing towards the
uncanny moment, the eerie atmosphere hardly believable even to those
who were there, Vas expresses his own memory of “twenty years ago
today”. Where Jennings shot and sometimes staged his own material, Vas
literally scours the cutting room floor for leftover newsreel footage and
discarded still photographs. In this way, he re-invents, transposes, and
transforms Jennings’s surrealist sensibility to his own ends.

Finally, Vas conceptualizes the nation by turning to the inner voice
of poetry which, he argues, transfers the experience of life and of collec-
tive recollection ‘in spite of differences of language, custom and social
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system’. My Homeland incorporates substantial passages by Siandor Pet6fi
(1823-49), Attila J6zset (1905-37), and Miklés Radnéti (1909—44). The
film’s long final section is a reading, by actors Michael Bryant and Judy
Dench, of Gyula Illyés’ “A Sentence on Tyranny”. Vas said that it was
always his intention to end the documentary with this piece, and that in
doing so he sought to express the meaning of 1956, to consider “what
my country, Hungary, meant to me”, but also to make a wider statement
against the very idea of political oppression.*!

Considering Vas’s wider body of work, my contention is that by making
films on his distinctive set of subjects, the director sought to make sense of
his own past, sometimes directly, often obliquely by analogy. Yet, he was
also trapped by the need to explain; unable to move beyond rumination.
Each attempt, each film, was only satisfactory for as long as the reexamina-
tion lasted. The impossibility of finding a real answer to his political exile,
and the impossibility of return, meant that the whole procedure of re-
witnessing had to be replayed time and again.

MEMORY AS FiLm

The American psychiatrist Robert Jay Lifton, who became his collabora-
tor and friend in the 1970s, was acutely aware that Robert Vas’s intense
moral conviction and artistic vision grew from personal experience. Because
of his insistence that atrocity degraded perpetrator as well as victim, and
because of his fertile, imaginative political conscience, Lifton compared Vas
to Primo Levi. Both had “survivor wisdom”.*? Likewise in her eye-opening
essay on Jonas Mekas, Maureen Turim notes how Reminiscences of o Journey
to Lithuanin “suggests in its gaps and processes a poetics of our dispossessed
and conflicted selves; at its best it expresses more than it knows”.#3

Mekas more readily, obsessively even, re-runs his personal past not just
in film but also in his diaries, writings, and interviews. His displacement
and arrival story is repeated over and over again so that it becomes an artis-
tic credo, a founding myth, and an expression of personal identity. Yet, by
working so consistently with his own life as subject matter, as Turim sug-
gests, he makes a much wider existential statement on every individual.
Mekas’s greatest achievement is to reveal the full difficulty of adapting
and resettling after forced migration. He is gripped by feelings of regret,
abandonment, and uprootedness for many years. Only very gradually and
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after constant, struggling attempts to understand the past does he manage
to achieve a kind of equilibrium. As a creative artist in his “Notes, Diaries
and Sketches” series, and too as a human being, he eventually achieves suf-
ficient reconciliation with the past to live more fully in the present.

Robert Vas’s life is not very different in its outline, except that he
was never able to return physically to his homeland, and rather than
gradual acceptance and integration he found himself increasingly at odds
with his life in Britain. For these reasons, he was never fully able to
reconcile himself to the political and personal losses of 1956. For these
reasons too, Vas expresses a distinctly different kind of traumatic mem-
ory processing in his film work and personal statements. Where Mekas
integrated his difficult past into the living present, Vas’s sense of the
past remained overwhelming. He found it particularly difficult to move
beyond his own and others’ troubled experiences and feelings. Robert
Jay Lifton sums this up well when he notes how shaken Vas was by the
Hiroshima footage he saw in the Washington archives while researching
To Die—To Live. The Survivors of Hiroshima (Robert Vas, 1975), and
kept “a piece of burned stone from the A-bomb dome on his desk, never
out of sight”.** Yet, one of Vas’s most remarkable achievements is to
transform rumination into creative vision by unsentimental observation
and moral clarity.

Speaking historically, both filmmakers suggest the imaginative pos-
sibilities and time-bound restrictions that were present for political refu-
gees and forced migrants in the aftermath of the Second World War. By
historical accident, both men were young enough to adapt when they
lost their families and their homelands, but adult enough to be deeply
disturbed by the experience. Members of a generation that witnessed
and took part in profound political upheaval, both struggled throughout
their lives with the intellectual, psychological, and moral implications
of forced departure. The extent to which they were able to integrate
themselves and overcome their traumatic memories depended in large
part on the circumstances of their later lives. In their work, Jonas Mekas
and Robert Vas suggest procedures of creative re-interpretation for the
displaced, for the traumatized. Accompanied or not by a camera, the
reworking of memory across the course of a lifetime becomes an agent
through which rich new interpretations and meanings for life experi-
ences are potentially created.
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PART VI

A Coda on Trauma



CHAPTER 12

Why History Hurts

Joanna Bourke

When invited to write an epilogue to this volume of essays, my thoughts
went immediately to a poem written by R.L. Barth, former US Marine.
Entitled “Epilogue”, Barth reflected on his war service, observing that

Twenty years later, the poor sons of bitches
Learn jungle rot, decaying flesh, still itches
And, spreading body part to body part,
Even corrupts the chambers of the heart.!

Less poetically: history hurts. Twenty or more years after perpetrating,
suffering, and witnessing massacres and other atrocities, military violence
still irritates, disturbs, and torments survivors. Why do individual and col-
lective experiences of violence continue to cause distress long after the
hostilities are over? This is the question that preoccupies many of the
authors in this book.

Why does history hurt? Of course, the “history” in this question does
not refer to some reified essence. There is no capitalized “Past”. Rather,
“history” is an active process in which individuals construct a sense of
self and other through language, material objects, bodily movements,
and other practices of symbolization. Historians often claim to possess a
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particular expertise in the practices of creating and re-creating historical
narratives but, in fact, it is a joint enterprise. Individual memory both con-
tributes to history and takes some of its knowledge from history. Memory
not only assails history, demanding that it “pays attention” to agents and
eyewitnesses, but history also assails individual and collective memory,
providing (albeit partial) scripts and priorities.> That is partly why the
practice of telling stories about the past is so messy.

History-making is never more fractured than in the context of war.
Since the 1970s, attempts to make sense of the confusion of tongues asso-
ciated with extremes of violence—including massacres, mass rapes, tor-
ture, and rites of humiliation—have turned time and again to one concept:
trauma. It is not an exaggeration to state that commentators in the afflu-
ent West have become obsessed with “trauma narratives”.

THE INVENTION OF PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAUMA

However, in its psychological manifestation, the concept of trauma is
relatively young. As late as 1887, philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche could
bluntly state that

I consider even “psychological pain” to be not a fact but only an inter-
pretation—a causal interpretation—of facts that have hitherto defied exact
formulation—too vague to be scientifically serious.

In his memorable words, the notion of psychic trauma is nothing more
than “a fat word replacing a very thin question mark”. Nietzsche went on
to argue that

When someone cannot get over a “psychological pain” that is not the fault
of his “psyche” but, to speak crudely, more probably even that of his belly....
A strong and well-constituted man digests his experiences (his deeds and
misdeeds included) as he digests his meals, even when he has to swallow
some tough morsels.?

Today, very few people would support Nietzsche in questioning the existence
of emotional trauma, although many agree with his contention that modern
people are a bit too delicate for the rough and tumble of life. Such people
need to manfully gulp down the “tough morsels” thrown at them by fate.
When Nietzsche claimed that psychological distress was the fault of a
person’s “belly”, he was of course being clever. However, for millennia,
trauma was physiological rather than psychological. The word “trauma”
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comes from the Greek word zpavpua, referring to a physiological wound.
In other words, for most of human history, to “bave a trauma” meant to
suffer a bodily wound. It could also refer to the act of bodily wounding,
that is, to énflict a physiological wound.*

The shift from the external (physiological) wound to the internal (psy-
chological) rupture only occurred in the mid-1860s. John Eric Erichsen,
professor of surgery at the University College Hospital in London, was
largely responsible for this redefinition of trauma. In 1866, Erichsen
coined the term “railway spine” in his attempt to make sense of the
nervous disarrangement suffered by victims of railway accidents. In the
1860s, railways were new. Culturally, they were not only an exhilarating
proof of the dawn of modernity but also terrifying evidence that the world
was changing too rapidly for people to properly grasp. New explanations
were therefore needed to explain the effects that an industrialized, fast-
moving society was having on ordinary men and women. In Oz Railway
and Other Injuries of the Nervous System (1866), Erichsen concluded that
railway accidents caused a psychic “shock” that was unlike any “ordinary
accident”. This was because

The rapidity of the movement, the momentum of the person injured, the
suddenness of its arrest, the helplessness of the sufferers, and the natural
perturbation of mind that must disturb the bravest, are all circumstances
that of a necessity greatly increases the severity of the resulting injury to the
nervous system.®

In other words, Erichsen added a psychological dimension to the under-
standing of “trauma” as a physiological injury to the spinal cord.

Nearly a decade later, Erichsen was even more convinced that psycho-
logical trauma played an independent role to organic lesions in causing
nervous disorders. In On Concussion of the Spine, Nervous Shock, and Other
Obscure Injuries of the Nervous System in Their Clinical and Medico-Legal
Aspects (1875), he explained that

The mental or moral unconsciousness may occur without the infliction of
any physical injury, blow, or direct violence to the head or spine. It is com-
monly met with in persons who have been exposed to comparatively trifling
degrees of violence, who have suffered nothing more than a general shock
or concussion of the system.®

The existence of an inner, psychological self that could be trauma-
tized by “bad events” (such as a railway accident) gradually morphed
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into something much broader, thanks to the work of psychologists and
neurologists such as Pierre Janet, Jean-Martin Charcot, and Hermann
Oppenheim. The work of Sigmund Freud was particularly important,
especially his 1895 book with Joset Breuer (Studies on Hysterin), his article
“The Actiology of Hysteria” (1896), and his “Introduction to Psycho-
Analysis and the War Neuroses” (1919). For Freud, the “human ego”
defends itself “from a danger which threatens from without” or from
within by developing a traumatic neurosis.” Over the entire corpus of
his writings, Freud posited different ways of thinking about trauma. In
Studies in Hysterin (1893), for instance, trauma was inaccessible to the
consciousness; therefore, it returns time and again in the form of compul-
sive, repetitive behaviors. By contrast, in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, he
placed more emphasis on the “death drive”. Other historians have eluci-
dated these shifts in his thinking.

Wartime experiences were also crucial in the development and spread
of the concept of psychological trauma. Although wartime emotional dis-
turbances had been observed in every conflict since ancient times, debates
about shell shock during the First World War and combat neuroses during
the 193945 war were decisive in shaping the modern understanding of
trauma.® In 1941, Abram Kardiner first invented the term “post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD)”. He observed that the traumatized person

acts as if the original traumatic situation were still in existence and engages
in protective devices which failed on the original occasion. This means in
effect that his conception of the outer world and his conception of himself
have been permanently altered.’

It was not until the aftermath of the war in Vietnam that PTSD was
admitted into the American Psychiatric Association’s third edition of their
Diagnostic and Statistic Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM 111: 1980).
The diagnosis proved popular. PTSD moved rapidly from wartime ordeals
to the full range of other “bad events”, including the trauma of being
hijacked,'® working as an attorney!! or an animal activist,'> abduction by
aliens,'® and being abused as a nonhuman animal.'* In other words, the
notion of trauma catapulted into mainstream understandings of the self,
quickly being applied to every “bad event”. It became commonplace to
recognize that “the poor sons of bitches” (as Barth put it) returning war-
scarred from the battlefields or after any other “bad event” would con-
tinue to hurt “twenty years later”.
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DErINING TRAUMA

Given the vast range of events and practices subsumed under the trauma
label, it is not surprising that there is no common understanding of either
the ontology or etiology of the concept. For instance, it is difficult to rec-
oncile Erichsen’s understanding of nervous shock (a “bad event” model)
with Freud’s notion of the traumatic neuroses (with its emphasis on thana-
tos and eros). When Kardiner first invented the term “post-traumatic stress
disorder” in 1941, he did not intend it to apply outside of war contexts,
yet that is exactly what happened.'® In more recent years, trauma theorists
such as Bessel van der Kolk have complicated definitions even further by
locating trauma within the brain. He conceives of PTSD as a physioneuro-
sis, or a kind of neurological activity that can be revealed in brain scans.!®

In commonplace as well as scientific debate, there is also a bewildering
swing between mimetic and anti-mimetic theories of trauma. Although
they often appear side by side, the two theories are in fact incompatible.!”
The mimetic theory is the more psychoanalytical one. It presents the per-
son as traumatized by unconscious forces. Because trauma does not enter
into any cognitive or perceptual framework, the traumatized person can-
not have direct access to it. She often ends up mirroring or imitating it.
In this volume, the essay by Sophie Delaporte (“Making Trauma Visible”)
best represents this tradition. Indeed, Delaporte suggests that the French
tradition of trauma has remained closer to Freud’s original framework of
the neuroses and she laments the decision of DSM III to move toward a
more descriptive, “stress-based” nosology. Maria Kobielska’s chapter on
the memory of the Katyfi massacre in Polish culture also contains ele-
ments of mimetic theory. She argues that Poles cannot come to terms
with the trauma of Katyii because suffering “cannot be fully experienced”.
Representations of the massacre can never “confront the traumatic”: films
such as Andrzej Wajda’s Katyi (2007), she argues, “smoothes the trauma,
familiarizes it, relates to it lucidly” but “cancels its horror and uniqueness”.

By contrast, the anti-mimetic model is favored by most of the other
essays in this volume. It posits trauma as an external event that the trauma-
tized person struggles to manage. Such an approach encourages an analysis
of the specificities of human experiences, including meticulous evaluations
of variations according to ideological and political adherence, class, gen-
der, age, generation, sexuality, marital status, geographical location, type
of “bad event”, and so on. An exemplary example of this approach can be
found in Hazel Croft’s chapter. Entitled “Rethinking Civilian Neuroses in
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the Second World War”, Croft emphasizes the constructed nature of war
neuroses among civilians in the UK, including the “political context in
which government ministers, and their psychiatric advisors, decided and
limited what disorders were counted as psychiatric casualties caused by the
war”. Through an ingenious use of Raymond Williams’ concept of “struc-
tures of feelings”, Croft is able to show how the “myth of psychological
resilience” in the face of aerial bombardment was “constantly in the pro-
cess of being shaped, reshaped, reiterated and resisted”. This “bad event”
model of trauma (and resistance to it) has been particularly productive in
research focusing on armed conflicts.

Nevertheless, the proliferation of definitions and approaches to psycho-
logical trauma poses difficulties for anyone attempting to illuminate the
diverse and shifting ways people in the past negotiated and gave meaning
to events as harrowing as war and its disruptive aftermaths. In analyses
that seek to illuminate trauma through historical exegesis, it is tempting
to fall back on the favorite methodological sleight of hand of the social
historian: trauma is whatever people say is traumatic. In other words, for
the purposes of historical analysis, so long as someone says that they have
been traumatized by an event, that claim is accepted.

In practical terms, there are many advantages of this approach. It avoids
putting words into other peoples’ mouths. It neither pretends that the
historian can psychoanalyze dead people nor does it treat people in the past
as analysands on our couches. It is courteous to the way people in the past
have sought to make sense of their lives. It is respectfully neutral about
which specific approach to trauma is being employed by people in the past,
allowing for multitude, even conflicting, characterizations of trauma. In
other words, the historian does not have to choose between mimetic or
non-mimetic approaches, but is simply required to observe which approach
historical actors (within their specific contexts) grasped when attempting to
communicate to others. Crucially, the approach allows historians to explore
how the label “trauma” changes over time. The chief question becomes:
what does the content of any historically specific and geographically situated
ontology tell us about the way people in the past have understood trauma?
By what mechanisms do these understandings change:?

However, defining trauma as “whatever people says is trauma” is also
problematic. Might the definition be all-encompassing? “Trauma-speech”
has become so ubiquitous in many contemporary societies since the mid-
twentieth century that it can include everything from surviving a murder-
ous siege, to witnessing an acrimonious divorce on reality television, to
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burying a pet goldfish. A history of “trauma” turns out to be a history of
human experience en tout.

There is also the opposite risk. Might Nietzsche be right when he
claimed that psychological pain was a “fat word replacing a very thin ques-
tion mark”? As we have already seen, “trauma” is a very recent, Anglo-
European concept. This was what Frantz Fanon argued in Wretched of
the Earth (1963). He criticized the concept of trauma for being a west-
ern artifact, assembled out of American and European experiences: it was
hardly appropriate for colonized peoples.'® Equally, people can be trau-
matized without possessing the word “trauma”. Do we want to exclude
worlds of suffering that occurred in previous centuries and in other locali-
ties around the globe?

More to the point, how do we know what people are “actually feeling”?
It has become commonplace to cite Freud’s assertion that “Psychical
trauma—or more precisely the memory of the trauma—acts like a foreign
body, which long after its entry must continue to be regarded as an agent
that is still at work”."” Trauma theorist Cathy Caruth has also popularized
the idea of trauma as a “crying wound”.?® But trauma conceived of as a
wound is metaphorical. It is an ontological fallacy to confuse metaphor
for materiality. Trauma is a subjective experience that lacks a visible scar.
True, witnesses may observe bodily reactions (trembling, sweating, pant-
ing, crying) but—Ilike all subjective experiences—are reliant on the person
herself to confirm or otherwise whether these reactions are due to psycho-
logical trauma or something else (appendicitis or even sexual jouissance,
for instance).

How to avoid these problems? Other theorists have approached the
question of subjective (or inner) feelings through “private language”
debates. I discuss this approach in detail in my book The Story of Pain:
From Prayer to Painkillers (2014) but the basic point is that it does not
fundamentally matter if everyone is “feeling” something different when
they say they are traumatized, so long as there is a shared language for
the sensation. The most helpful exposition of this point can be found
in Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations. He observes that
people learn how to attach words to sensations. To have any meaning,
Wittgenstein notes, words for feeling states such as pain must be inter-
subjective and, therefore, shareable. In other words, the naming of a
“trauma” always occurs in public realms and can never be wholly private.

In order to clarify his argument, Wittgenstein asks his readers to
imagine a world in which everyone possesses a box that contains a
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beetle. People only know the “beetle” by looking into their own
box since they are unable to open anyone else’s box. It is possible, in
other words, that each person’s “beetle” is completely different. But if
everyone believes that they possess a “beetle in a box”, then the word
“beetle” is useful in communication. In terms of language, in other
words, the “actual content” of the box does not actually matter. What
is important is the role of the “beetle in the box” in terms of public
communication.

If we substitute the word “trauma” for “beetle”, it no longer matters
that one person has no direct access to another person’s subjective con-
sciousness, so long as they have a shared language to discuss their various
“traumas”. As Wittgenstein succinctly put it, “mental language is rendered
significant not by virtue of its capacity to reveal, mark, or describe mental
states, but by its function in social interaction”.?! For the historian, then,
the task is to interrogate the different language games that people in the
past have played, in order to make educated guesses about the diverse
and distinctive ways people have packaged their subjective “traumas”. An
event is called “traumatic” if it is identified as such by the person claiming
that kind of consciousness. The concept “trauma” requires an individual
to give significance to this particular being-in-the-world.

The advantages of this approach are many, but not least is the fact that
it allows trauma to be explored in all its variability, fluidity, and unpre-
dictability. Furthermore, the traumatized person is given agency. This is
frequently overlooked in analyses of trauma that start from a “bad event”.
Commentators worry that they might be accused of “blaming the victim”.
It is no judgment on the traumatized person to observe that trauma is not
an inevitable outcome for survivors of a “bad event”. To reiterate: this
does not place responsibility on victims, but is simply an admission that
victims are embedded in social, interpersonal, cognitive, emotional, and
other networks of being, all of which impinge on their lived experience in
the world. “Trauma” does not have agency; people do. “Bad events” do
not intrude upon a person independent of context.

At the most brutal level, not all “bad events” have victims because there
are no survivors. As Barth put it in “Epitaph”

Tell them quite simply that we died
Thirsty, betrayed, and terrified.??

The dead no longer hurt. Trauma is the suffering of survival.
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The second point can be stated just as bluntly: not all traumatized peo-
ple are victims. As we saw in Susan Derwin’s chapter, perpetrators can
be victims. She argues that the introduction of the term “moral injury”
enables people sympathetic to veterans returning from the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan to identify a kind of ethical suffering arising from participat-
ing (or witnessing ones’ comrade participating) in atrocities. In American-
led wars, there is a formidable asymmetry between the armaments of the
opposing sides. The risk to (US) troops of being killed is significantly
lower than the risk of injury or death to innocent (Iraqi) civilians, mean-
ing that it is no longer fear that causes trauma to US troops but shame,
survivor’s guilt, and a recognition of moral transgression. Indeed, Derwin
could have gone a lot further: the moral injury of perpetration can actually
trump the brutal physiological and psychological trauma of their victims.

One possible outcome of this distortion is the creation of a pornog-
raphy of pain. In this volume, Sokotowska-Paryz is particularly insightful
when she shows how naturalistic rape scenes in cinema actually exonerate
perpetrators and revictimize violated women. By foregrounding perpetra-
tors and “metonymically equat[ing] the victims with their nations”, the
films that Sokotowska-Paryz analyses make rape universal and inevitable.
Filmic rape scenes focus attention not on the victims but on the trauma-
tized perpetrators who struggle to act honorably in brutalizing environ-
ments. In Sokotowska-Paryz’s words,

These films create a gender-based hierarchy of suffering where the female
victim is relegated to the function of the instigating factor of the man’s
trauma. The woman is downgraded to a fleeting character.... In these cin-
ematic representations of war rapes the violation of the female body is of
lesser importance than the violation of the male psyche.

Worse, as I argue elsewhere, victims can even be portrayed as perpetra-
tors since it was their suffering that caused the armed troops such pain.?
The effacing or “wiping out” of the real victims of war (the mutilated,
tortured, and killed civilians) is a particularly strong theme in the context
of the war in Vietnam where, for the first time, widespread and institu-
tionalized dismay over American involvement in the war enabled service-
men to deflect blame onto the state. Furthermore, for all my sympathy
and immense respect for the Winter Soldier Investigation of 1974 (an
event run by Vietnam Veterans Against the War, which set out to expose
American-led atrocities), it was structured like a press conference in which
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the perpetrator’s pain trumped that of the victims. Its politics was not
restorative, but simply ameliorative: remove Americans from Vietnam and
the atrocity, the trauma, ends. Such perpetration narratives are “about”
healing, with the incumbent reaffirmation of traditional power structures
afterwards. Empathy is accorded to the perpetrators who made the “wrong
choice” (but who can blame them given an impressive list of environmen-
tal and military “stressors”, including racism, harsh conditions, fear of an
“invisible enemy”, and peer pressure).

In other words, the problem with the concept of “moral injury” is that
healing and forgiveness might not be appropriate. Primo Levi recognized
this in his chapter “The Memory of the Offense” (1986), which struggled
with how we should write about the “memory of a trauma... inflicted”.
Levi concluded that,

Here, as with other phenomenon, we are dealing with a paradoxical anal-
ogy between victim and oppressor, and we are anxious to be clear: both are
in the same trap, but it is the oppressor, and he alone, who has prepared it
and activated it, and if he suffers from this, it is right that he should suffer.?*

If not all traumatized people are victims, so, too, not all terrible events
are perceived as traumatic to survivors. As Peter Leese expressed it in
“Traumatic Displacements: The Memory Films of Jonas Mekas and Robert
Vas”, the “bad event” of forced exile “may or may not result in later trau-
matic memory”. Depending on the presence or absence of friends, family,
or members of one’s own community, a person might be “traumatized” or
simply “stressed”. Victims may not even respond to a “bad event” in a way
that they register as “traumatic”. Freud observed this in Civilization and
its Discontents when he stated that “on occasions when the most extreme
form of suffering have to be endured special protective devices come into
operation”.?® Leese even suggests that people who undergo traumatic
events might even be able to use them for “creative re-interpretation”.

Cultural rules play an important role in providing such “protective
devices”. This theme is strongly argued in Sandra Kessler’s contribution
to this volume. The political nature of remembrance of the Korean War
is strikingly revealed in the name given to the conflict—*“yug-i-0” or “six-
two-five”, meaning 25 June 1950. This name communicates the belief that
the war was the result of communist belligerence from the North. In inter-
viewing Korean veterans about their war experience, Kessler was conscious
of the cross-cultural differences in the way Korean veterans narrated their
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war experiences compared with veterans elsewhere. She also recognized
the importance of interpersonal dynamics in the interview situation, which
altered the content of the rules for reciting memories of traumatic events.

An equally striking example of the influence of culture can be observed
in explorations of Soviet responses to war. In Night of Stone: Death and
Memory in Russin (2000), historian Catherine Merridale argues that,
despite exceptional suffering during the Great Patriotic War and in its after-
math, veterans did not respond by developing traumatic neuroses. Their
watchword was stoicism.?® Her arguments are elaborated in Robert Dale’s
chapter, entitled ““No Longer Normal’: Traumatized Red Army Veterans
in Postwar Leningrad”. Dale points out that “bad events” might increase
the 7isk of trauma but do not make it inevitable. Russian veterans proved
remarkably resilient. He admits that it was “not that Leningrad’s veterans
did not suffer psychological pain”. Rather, their pain was “rarely recog-
nized as trauma and rarely resulted in mental breakdown”. Above all, their
mental stoicism was bolstered by ideological adherence to the idea that they
had contributed to the “supreme collective sacrifice and national rebirth”.

There is another way of explaining the lack of a direct relationship between
the “bad event” and “trauma”, and it returns us to the point made earlier
about the agency of victims. It is not the case that a person “experiences”
a “bad event”, after which affective, cognitive, and motivational processes
“kick in”, enabling the person to respond and interpret the event. People
perceive what is happening around them through the prism of the entirety of
their lived experiences, including their sensual physiologies, emotional states,
cognitive beliefs, and relational standing in various communities. This is not
to deny that surviving a massacre will make most people feel very unwell
indeed. But not necessarily. Different emotional reactions can adhere to even
“yery bad events”. Depending on the presence of other objects and people,
“bad events” can elicit feelings of exhilaration, surprise, or even pride for
having survived. It makes a difference whether the “bad event” is anticipated
or if it is believed to be “natural”. It makes a difference if the psychological
or physiological “wound” is inflicted by a spouse, former friend, or neigh-
bor. Trauma that is followed by financial or other forms of compensation
“feels” different to trauma that is rudely shunted aside or stigmatized. In
other words, trauma is a way of perceiving an experience. Trauma is not the
“bad event” as such but the way we evaluate what has happened to us.

This way of thinking about trauma places less emphasis on innate, bio-
logical responses (“fight or flee”), and more on performativity. This is why
the clarity (or otherwise) of a social script for dealing with “bad events”
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is important. There are social expectations to the way people express their
trauma, and these norms differ according to gender, class, occupation,
life stage, generation, ethnicity, sexuality, and so on. They change dra-
matically over time as people creatively perform trauma. Subtle messages
communicated though language, facial expressions, and gestures inform
traumatized people how they ought to comport themselves.

Unfortunately, this also means that people who fail to “perform
trauma” according to the prescribed script will often fail to have their
suffering acknowledged. This comes sharply into focus in relation to the
Holocaust. In the chapter “Testimonies of Trauma: Surviving Auschwitz-
Birkenau”, Lisa Pine asks the most important question for trauma schol-
ars: “whose traumatic experiences gain attention and why, and whose
have been ignored?” She convincingly argues that gender is crucial: in the
camps, men and women responded to the horrific abuse in very different
ways. Unfortunately, male experiences have been noticed and prioritized
by scholars, at least until recently.

In the early 1990s, the artist Judy Chicago responded to this problem
of the invisibility of gendered suffering in her work “Double Jeopardy”
(which was part of her “Holocaust Project”). Chicago’s chief aim was
to portray how women during the Holocaust were doubly traumatized.
They were persecuted because they were Jews; they were raped because
they were women. Her artistic challenge was to establish women’s unique
encounter with trauma. She observed that victims of the Holocaust were
usually represented through photographs and films, both of which rou-
tinely excluded female suffering. Her solution was to combine photogra-
phy and painting. In “Double Jeopardy”, therefore, the lower half of the
work shows a widely circulated photograph of male inmates in Buchenwald
during liberation while, in the top half, she “paints in” women’s very
different experience of liberation: they were raped by German, Soviet, and
American soldiers. This is gender-specific trauma.?”

Women are not the only group whose trauma can become invisible:
class also matters. As Croft shows in her chapter, working-class Britons
during the bombing of British cities were severely disadvantaged when
they contemplated going to their doctors with emotional complaints.
Their failure to adhere to the propagandist “stoical” model and their unfa-
miliarity with medical models made it difficult for them to confront the
class superiority of physicians.

However, the tyranny of emotional comportment is important for all
victims, who are only acknowledged as victims through acting in particular
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ways. “Mistakes” in following the script enable the harm to be minimized. In
Western societies, this often requires confessional speech. This is what femi-
nists Linda Alcoffand Laura Gray argue in “Survivor Discourse: Transgression
or Recuperation?” (1993). They observe that victims of rape are expected to
“break [...] the silence”, which is conceived of as “the necessary route to
recovery or as a privileged political tactic”. However, this risks becoming “a
coercive imperative on survivors to confess, to recount our assaults, to give
details, and even to do so publicly. Our refusal to comply might then be read
as weakness of will or as re-enacted victimization”. Might it not also be the
case, they continued, that “survival itself sometimes necessitates a refusal to
recount or even a refusal to disclose and deal with the assault or abuse”?
Disclosure could be more emotionally, financially, and physically damning
to victims of atrocity than silence.?® In other words, confessional discourse
requires the adoption and framing of the traumatic experience along rigid
lines shaped by Anglo-American legal doctrines and moralistic codes, which
may not be in keeping with an individual’s process of self-creation.

Clearly, the concept of “trauma” does a formidable amount of politi-
cal and ideological work. Trauma is always practiced within interpersonal,
historical, and environmental contexts. This is yet another way of insist-
ing that there is no decontextual trauma event: trauma is always infused
with politics of power. This can be seen in two distinctive ways. The first
involves individualizing suffering. This is often the approach of those
working within the mimetic tradition, where trauma recedes into a very
personal ego in its encounter with thanatos. As a result, violence is priva-
tized; material violence, thrusted aside. It shifts attention from the exter-
nal wound to the inner one. The political becomes personal.

The second tendency is precisely the opposite—that is, a focus on the
political. For example, second-wave feminists pressed for rape to be admit-
ted into the pantheon of “traumatic events”. This culminated in the intro-
duction of “rape trauma syndrome”—defined as an “acute stress reaction
to a life-threatening situation”—in 1974.%” Other groups used the trauma
label to validate violence, as did the Bush administration after 9 /11. Still
others used trauma counseling as a form of therapeutic governance or cul-
tural imperialism. This is exactly what happened in Kosovo, argues Vanessa
Pupavac. She rails against the assumption of humanitarian groups from
Western nations after the war in Kosovo that refugee populations would
be traumatized. When they intervened to help displaced persons, they
imposed a PTSD model based on the American experience of defeat in the
Vietnam War. The result was disastrous.
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Some of the best work about the political aspects of trauma has been done
in the German context. As Mikkel Dack cogently argues in his article on
postwar Germany, “victim status” was used for economic and social advan-
tage. This occurred at a personal level, as Dack shows through an exami-
nation of the denazification questionnaire or “Fragebogen”. However, it
also occurred at a communal level, as when emphasis was placed on the
expulsion of 11 million Germans from eastern and central Europe and on
the many thousands of German Prisoners of War who died in Soviet hands.
According to Volker Heins and Andreas Langenohl in a chapter they pub-
lished in a book entitled Narrating Trauma. On the Impact of Collective
Suffering (2011), postwar Germans could not commemorate the air raids
as a trauma because their country had been occupied by the perpetrators of
those raids. Instead, the memory of the war revolved around the Holocaust
and war-guilt. Perpetrator trauma overrode victim trauma.®!

This point has been made by many historians. As Alon Confino dryly
observed, “The often-made contention that the past is constructed not
as fact but as myth to serve the interest of a particular community may
still sound radical to some, but it cannot (and should not) stupefy most
historians”.** Wulf Kansteiner echoed this point when he pointed out that
although “specific versions of the past may originate in traumatic experi-
ences, they do not retain that quality if they become successful collective
memories”. He concluded that

The concept of trauma, as well as the concept of repression, neither captures
nor illuminates the forces that contribute to the making and unmaking of
collective memories. Even in cases of so-called delayed collective memory
(as in the case of the Holocaust or Vietnam), the delayed onset of public
debates about the meaning of negative pasts has more to do with political
interest and opportunities than the persistence of trauma or any “leakage”
in the collective unconscious.

People who experienced traumas such as war will only see their narra-
tives enter the public realm “if their vision meets with compatible social
or political objectives and inclinations among other important social
groups”.3® Why is it important that some “bad events” are rated higher
than others and that some people who experience “bad events” are viewed
as more traumatized than others? It leads to an unequal distribution of
sympathy. In the words of Slavoj Zizek in The Fragile Absolute, or, Why is
the Christian Legacy Worth Fighting For? (2000),
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the Other to be protected is good in so far as it remains a victim (which is why
we were bombarded with pictures of helpless Kosova mothers, children, and
old people telling moving stories of their suffering); the moment it no longer
behaves like a victim, but wants to strike back on its own, it magically turns all
of a sudden into a terrorist/fundamentalist /drug-trafficking Other.3*

Clearly, trauma is a normative concept. It distinguishes “normal” vio-
lence from what is excessive and therefore “traumatizing”. For example,
“trauma” is not assigned to children starving in the Third World or to
any other kinds of systemic violence. It usually requires a sudden event—
a violent fissure. It allows for instrumental, dispassionate, state violence
while castigating zealous cruelty by non-state or illegitimate actors.
Furthermore, it is not only the fact that many underprivileged people
have to fight to have their trauma noticed: it is also the case that many
people might themselves not register an occurrence as distressing simply
because it is so typical. Nightmares, excessive sweating, trembling, flash-
backs, and suchlike may be interpreted as part of everyday experiences. In
other words, the language of psychological trauma might not make much
sense to many people for whom “bad events” are endemic and related to
issues such as poverty, patriarchy, and racial prejudice. The idea that there
is an “after”, a “post-”, to abuse is based on an assumption that there is
a non-assaultive “before”. It assumes that violence is an event limited in
time and different from everyday life. After all, it is interesting to observe
that “rape trauma syndrome” was invented in the context of middle-class
young women. Thus, one of the first academic attempts to formulate
the idea of rape trauma was published by Sandra Sutherland and Donald
J. Scherl in 1970. They formulated the “three stages” of trauma in the
context of middle-class volunteers (each of whom “had a background con-
sistent with accomplishment, independence, and apparent psychological
health”) who had been sexually assaulted while working in “low-income
neighborhoods”. The suffering of these middle-class women allowed the
harm of sexual violation to be recognized for the first time.*® By contrast,
for working-class, black girls and women who lived in these areas, violence
was seen as “natural”—for both victims and perpetrators.

CRITIQUE

What is the way forward in writing “history that hurts”? The editors to
this volume have rightly suggested that there is an “urgent need... for
a broader cultural and historical analysis of trauma which takes account
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of social dynamics, politics and medical conceptualization, but which
is not confined to them”. In this volume, they emphasize the diversity
and instability of different constructions of trauma, approached from a
range of methodological and theoretical standpoints. The volume has
been exemplary in showing that “it is not the ‘bad event” which makes
trauma, but the material, emotional and communal context within which
it is remembered”. They call for more rigorous and nuanced analysis of
the ideology, practice, and performance of “trauma” across historical time
and geographical space. Implicit in their analysis is the need for greater
self-reflexivity and self-critique.

In the spirit of critical solidarity, I might add that the ambivalence of
trauma scholars toward perpetrators of violence remains problematic. It
remains too easy for perpetrators to be turned into traumatized victims,
conflating the differences between victim/perpetrator suffering. Ruth
Leys pointed this out as long ago as 2000 in her trenchant critique of
Caruth’s Unclaimed Experience.®

This ambivalence is exacerbated by a tendency to give too much agency
to the perpetrator and too little to the victim. As Marzena Sokotowska-
Paryz cogently argues in her chapter entitled “War Rape: Trauma and
the Ethics of Representation”, this was the problem with Jerzy Bohdan
Szumczyk’s memorial to Polish women raped by Red Army soldiers dur-
ing the Second World War. In the sculpture, the woman’s trauma was
“visually subjugated by male aggression. The victim was completely domi-
nated by the towering soldier figure”.

The problem is twofold. On the one hand, there is a risk that perpetra-
tors of “bad events” are overburdened with power. Trauma studies should
not be based on fear of perpetrators, but disgust of them. This contin-
ued genuflecting toward the perpetrator is worrying. Perpetrators become
omnipotent demons, scarcely human. Of course, such representations of
violent men and women accurately reflect the all-too-human terror of
death. But it is bad politics. On the other hand, traumatized victims risk
becoming single-dimensional, cardboard cut-outs. They are relentlessly
innocent, never violent themselves, and not consumed with vengeance.
Their totalizing innocence is damning. They are not “real”. Perhaps, this
also relieves us of the anxiety that we, too, might become victims.

Excessive emphasis on the harm done by psychological trauma can
obscure three facts. The first is that psychological trauma belongs to those
who are not killed outright. The second is that the emphasis can eradicate
the victim in a different way—that is, by defining that individual solely in
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terms of her trauma. This risks trapping them forever in the “bad event”.
The traumatized person steps out of her own history and becomes defined
by “it”, the “bad event”.

As I argue elsewhere, this was one of the risks when second-wave femi-
nists responded furiously to the systematic disregard of the harm of sexual
and domestic violence against girls and women.?” In their struggles to coun-
ter contempt for women, some feminist therapists went so far as to argue
that a/l women were suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder or “insid-
ious trauma”. As one feminist argued, “No one has yet beaten or raped me,
or torn me from my home or taken my job or threatened my life. That is
not to say that no one even will”. Every woman is a PTSD sufterer brought
on by the stress of knowing that “they may be raped at any time and by any-
one”.®® As a result, however, femininity zzself becomes defined as traumatic.
Feminist theorist Sharon Marcus perceptively argues that this risks taking

male violence or female vulnerability as the first and last instances in any
explanation of rape is to make the identities of rapist and raped pre-exist the
rape itself.%’

In addition, trauma studies have been dogged by its adherence to
an outdated Cartesian distinction between mind and body. It is widely
acknowledged that what we call “physical pain” does not exist without a
mental component, but too many analyses of psychological trauma ignore
its physiological (neurochemical, muscular, nervous, etc.) aspects. The
challenge will be to invent a language that goes beyond the physiological /
psychological dualism.

Ignoring the visceral body is particularly worrying in trauma accounts
that conflate personal trauma and secondary witnessing. The corporeal
and the imaginary are not the same. Implying that they are similar effaces
the horror of the encounter with dismemberment and death.

Finally, it may be useful to reassess what it meant by saying that some-
thing is “unspeakable”. As Jacque Derrida wrote in his essay “How To
Avoid Speaking”, the trope of unspeakability is usually followed by a great
deal of talk.*® The trope of unspeakability is always negated the moment
it is uttered. In other words, the statement exists in historical time and
the moment something it is said to be “unspeakable”, it no longer is. By
naming “trauma”, it is represented. Death and major psychoses may be
beyond the reach of language. But the vast majority of traumatized people
still exist in the world. Their world may be imprisoned within a different
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frame, but it is nevertheless one that they own and one that scholars of
trauma have a duty to explore.

Indeed, there may even be an argument that the traumatized people are
those who truly reside in the world. This was acknowledged after the ter-
rible wars of the twentieth century. In 1919, for instance, G. Elliott Smith
and T.H. Pear wrote Shell Shock and its Lessons. In it, they pointed out
that it was common to describe shell-shocked men as losing their reason
when, actually, the opposite was the case. The senses of traumatized ser-
vicemen from the war were “usually not lost but functioning with painful
efficiency”. It was insane 7ot to be driven mad by what had taken place
between 1914 and 1918. The war poet Herbert Read put it like this:

It must have been the experience of many men, when the war was over and
they came back with minds seared with the things they had seen, to find a
civilian public weary and indifferent, and positively unwilling to listen. The
public was, indeed, suffering from a war-neurosis far worse than any the
active soldier had contracted.

Traumatized people might not lack a language to communicate their
suffering; instead, witnesses to their trauma may be refusing to listen.

CONCLUSION

As we have seen in this book, trauma is an essentially contested category.
It has become a master narrative, fuelling fascination with wounds and
abject bodies. As critical scholar Susannah Radstone explained as long
ago as 2001, trauma has become a “popular cultural script”, which needs
“contextualization and analysis in its own right—a symptom, the cause of
which needs to be sought elsewhere”.*! In other words, the trauma trope
performs a vast amount of political, ideological, rhetorical, and personal
labor. It is collective, material, historical, and spatial, rather than individ-
ual, linguistic, universal, and free floating. In the words of Barth’s poem,
trauma “corrupts the chambers of the heart”.*? It hurts.
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