CHAPTER 1

A Forgotten History

HE STUDY OF PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAUMA has a cuti-

ous history—one of episodic amnesia. Periods of active inves-

tigation have alternated with periods of oblivion. Repeatedly in

the past century, similar lines of inquiry have been taken up and
abruptly abandoned, only to be rediscovered much later. Classic. docu-
ments of fifty or one hundred years ago often read like contemporary
works. Though the field has in fact an abundant and rich tradition, it has
been periodically forgotten and must be periodically reclaimed.

This intermittent amnesia is not the result of the ordinary changes in
fashion that affect any intellectual pursuit. The study of psychological
trauma does not languish for lack of interest. Rather, the subject provokes
such intense controversy that it periodically becomes anathema. The
study of psychological trauma has repeatedly led into realms of the
unthinkable and foundered on fundamental questions of belief.

To study psychological trauma is to come face to face both with human
vulnerability in the natural world and with the capacity for evil in human
nature. To study psychological trauma means bearing witness to hortible
events. When the events are natural disasters or “acts of God,” those who
bear witness sympathize readily with the victim. But when the traumatc
events are of human design, those who bear witness are caught in the
conflict between victim and perpetrator. It is morally impossible to fe-
main neutral in this conflict. The bystander is forced to take sides.

It is very tempting to take the side of the perpetrator. All the perpetra-
tor asks is that the bystander do nothing, He appeals to the universal
desite to see, hear, and speak no evil. The victim, on the contrary, asks
the bystander to share the burden of pain, The victim demands action,




