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ent, and remembering. Leo Eitinger, a psychiat.rist who has
cn%:igf:ln:unr’ivors of the Nazi concentration camps, dcscnbes_tl%c cruel
= ﬂ? t of interest between victim and bystander: “War and victims are
S l;: the community wants to forget; a veil of obhvlt?n is drawn
csn?:;-eevl:rfrming painful and unpleasant. Wt;! find the two sides face tz
face; on one side the victims who perhaps wish tolforgct bl'lt ca.nr;lot,va:
on the other all those with strong, often unconscious motn;]s W] e:l tmrs{
intensely both wish to forget and suf:cced in doing so. The (;zmajns
. .. is frequently very painful for both sides. Thc wca,l’{lcst one. ..
the losing party in this silent and unequa! dja!ogue. i
In order to escape accountability for hx‘s crimes, the perpetrator ocs
everything in his power to promote forgetting. §ecrecy and silence a::aCks
perpetrator’s first line of defense. If sectecy fails, the pcrpctraltor ]: s
the credibility of his victim. If he cannot silence her absolutc.y, et :
to make sure that no one listens. To this end, he.marshals an unprcss};:; _
array of arguments, from the most blatant denial to the most sopt >
ticated and elegant rationalization. After every atrocity one can cxl?ci:th
hear the same predictable apologies: it never happened; the victim lies; it:
victim exaggerates; the victim brought it upon herself; and in any castt;1 -
is time to forget the past and move on. The more powcr.ﬁ.d 1'.h:l p:}?rpc >
tor, the greater is his prerogative to name and define reality, and the mo
i ments prevail.
cor;ﬁic?eip}::r:og;s argur}r’lents prove irres.istible -when T.hc bystanct:r
faces them in isolation. Without a supportive social environment, S
bystander usually succumbs to the temptation to look the othf:r]:,way.f
This is true even when the victim is an idealized and valued memde: o
society. Soldiers in every war, even those who have been reg:a.ﬂr1 eb a:
heroes, complain bitterly that no one wants to know thl.’: real truth al ﬁc:d
war. When the victim is alteady devalued (a woman, a chxl.d), she may i
that the most traumatic events of her life take place outside the realm o
socially validated reality. Her expetience becomes unspeakablc‘le. e
The study of psychological trauma must co:'listallltfly conten \}»)'1 T-hs
tendency to discredit the victim ot to render her invisible, :I'hroug_ ﬂ(:ut tc
history of the field, dispute has raged over whether patients wi ! pos ;
traumatic conditions are entitled to care and respect or <:‘lcscrv1ngth o
contempt, whether they are genuinely suffering or ma.!mgc%'mg, whe aﬁr
their histories are true or false and, if false, whether ltf]aglncd or mali-
ciously fabricated. In spite of a vast literature documcnung. the pht?nom;
ena of psychological trauma, debate still centers on the basic question o
whether these phenomena are credible and real.
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It is not only the patients but also the investigators of post-traumatic
conditions whose credibility is tepeatedly challenged. Clinicians who lis-
ten too long and too carefully to traumatized patients often become
suspect among their colleagues, as though contaminated by contact.
Investigators who pursue the field too far beyond the bounds of conven-
tional belief are often subjected to a kind of professional isolation,

To hold traumatic reality in consciousness requires a social context that
affirms and protects the victim and -that joins victim and witness in a
common alliance, For the individual victim, this social context is created
by relationships with friends, lovers, and family. For the larger society, the
social context is created by political movements that give voice to the
disempowered.

The systematic study of psychological trauma therefore depends on the
support of a political movement. Indeed, whether such study can be
pursued or discussed in public is itself a political question. The study of
Wat trauma becomes legitimate only in a context that challenges the
sactifice of young men in war, The study of trauma in sexual and domestic
life becomes legitimate only in a context that challenges the subordination
of women and children, Advances in the field occur only when they
are supported by a political movement powerful enough to legitimate

nary social processes of silencing and denial. In the absence of strong po-
litical movements for human tights, the active process of bearing witness
inevitably gives way to the active process of forgetting, Repression,
dissociation, and denial are phenomena of social as well as individual
consciousness.

Three times over the past century, a particular form of psychological
trauma has surfaced into public consciousness. Each time, the investiga-
tion of that trauma has flourished in affiliation with a political movement.
The first to emerge was hysteria, the archetypal psychological disorder of
women. Its study grew out of the republican, anticlerical political move-
ment of the late nineteenth century in France. The second was shell shock
or combat neurosis. Its study began in England and the United States
after the First World War and reached a peak after the Vietnam War. Its
political context was the collapse of a cult of war and the growth of an
antiwar movement. The last and frost recent trauma to come into public
awareness is sexual and domestic violence. Its political context is the
feminist movement in Western Europe and North America, Our contem-
potary understanding of psychological trauma is built upon a synthesis of
these three separate lines of investigation.




