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The reality of trauma has been prevalent in our society in the recent past - predominantly because of the terrorist attacks on September 11th - but also because of the escalating violence in the Middle East including suicide bombings and the killing of innocents, the atrocities in Bosnia-Hertzegovia, the truth and reconciliation tribunals in South Africa, the atrocities of the Taliban in Afghanistan, the slavery in the Sudan, the slicing off of hands and limbs in Rwanda, and so on and so on. On American soil - these atrocities (other than the attack on Pearl Harbor) was always far away - these threats to peace and security - these threats to our beliefs about order in the universe and the benevolence of human beings - these threats always happened elsewhere - and therefore did not enter deeper levels of our consciousness.  


This is a common human phenomenon. If we went through our days poignantly in touch with the painful realities of life we could not live. Our intellectual faculties provide us with knowledge and the cognitive processes with which to negotiate daily demands. Our feelings respond to our specific experiences, expressed in modulated levels in the course of day to day life. We experience intense feelings in response to the joys and tribulations of life. But our most intense feelings are reserved for the unique, special and devastating events of life. We understand the pain of others through empathy and compassion, but we can never understand someone else as well as we understand ourselves. In fact, it is when we ourselves have certain experiences, only then can we better understand others.  Catastrophic experiences break through these normally protective and practical mechanisms. The definition of catastrophe is “an extraordinary event or series of events which is sudden, overwhelming, and often dangerous to either one’s self or significant others”. Trauma is defined as “an emotional state of discomfort and stress resulting from memories of an extraordinary catastrophic experience which shattered the survivor’s sense of invulnerability to harm” this definition was expanded to include being a witness to, or hearing about, catastrophic events happening to others, especially loved ones. Then our critical faculty and emotional modulation goes out the window. We are there with the immediacy of the traumatic event with all of its pain and suffering, be it physical, psychological or both. 



Listen to this excerpt about the Oklahoma City bombing:

“Standing in his office suite in the Murrah Building on the morning of April 19, 1995, psychologist Paul Heath, Ed.D., heard three sounds in 14.5 seconds: the dynamite that set the bomb off, the bomb blast, and the building coming apart.


Instantly encased in debris up to his armpits, choking on dirt and smoke, he looked over his shoulder to see that the building had fallen away eight feet behind him. From the pit that remained, a great black and orange fireball raged toward the sky.


His first thought, expressed without words and repressed for weeks, was classic bargaining with G-d: “I don’t want to die, not today and not in this building, so if it is alright with you, I’ll die later”


The Murrah Building... had been Heath’s workplace for 17 years. He held one of the rarest psychology positions that you could ever hope for” - working for the Department of Veterans’ Affairs (VA) with practically unlimited resources to help disabled veterans......


Heath.....knew more than half of those killed. That ill-fated day taught him new lessons about psychology and, Health believes, changed his very brain chemistry. “I thought I knew what post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) was until I got my real training on April 19" he says. “I know what it is now”.


Here is a quote from a piece written by Peter Fraenkel, a psychologist in New York City who responded to the terrorist attacks by immediately reporting to the Red Cross Relief Effort. 


“Like everyone else, I’m still trying to comprehend the magnitude of these past several weeks. I keep noticing in myself and others how we hold onto our ways of making sense until the force of the facts pushes us hard up against the membranes of our beliefs and they snap, and we fall into a space where our world as we knew it can no longer anchor and soothe us. As I reconciled each new fact with my own template for reality. I felt, to paraphrase a line from the old Talking Heads song, a “gradual loosening of every surface.”


September 11th is emblazoned in our memories forever along with the visceral responses recorded in our bodies. These memories are re-experienced when triggered. I feel a gut level wrench when I see a car from a certain angle that has an American flag on the window - or when I am stuck in a traffic jam, if there is a jam then something terrible must have happened, somewhere. And, just think of it, we were only listening to the radio or watching television! When I tried to visualize the passengers on the planes - I could not hold on to the image in my mind’s eye. My gut would clench and the image would fade. And I am the child of Holocaust survivors who has seen all the documentaries, the films, the books. I have visualized my mother’s experiences over and over again. I have participated in the collection of hundreds of interviews. I couldn’t hold onto the image because the sense of fright that must have overwhelmed each person on those planes was too painful. How self indulgent, I can’t imagine it - thousands of lives were destroyed - tens of thousands of lives were affected. Oh, poor me, just picturing the pain is too much for me to bear.  


The statements of Dr. Heath and Dr. Fraenkel are critically important. We can’t talk about trauma, teach trauma and treat trauma without “pushing hard against the membranes of our beliefs” - without letting down our guard - without loosening our critical faculty and releasing our feelings. Only then can we try to understand - because we never will - not really. But, we need to try.


Robert Lifton, a world renowned psychiatrist, who has done a lot of research on trauma survivors including his early  work with survivors of the Holocaust and survivors of Hiroshima has talked about the world living in a state of post traumatic distress due to the nuclear threat that was real during the cold war. I don’t know about you but I remember the hallway drills and I have clear images of the red button and the red phone.  And yet, when I read these sentiments written by Lifton, I thought that it was a little overkill. I didn’t feel it. But now, I would say that the United States has certainly undergone a period of time that looks like national post traumatic distress. Sleep disorder clinics have reported record numbers of people who have problems sleeping since 9/11. It is not truly PTSD, but a time of awakening, when the old assumptions about the invincibility of our way of life have been sorely challenged.


Following the terrorist attacks on September 11th, trauma specialists went into high gear to help at ground zero - to help New Yorkers and to help the citizens of this country. Aid poured in for the families of the victims and for the rescuers still working on site. Counselors were available for the families and for the workers to debrief - debrief - debrief. Even the debriefers needed debriefing - because the pain of others was too much to hold. Media advice spread the word that we should keep lines of communication open so that we could talk about our reactions - whatever they are - this being especially important for children. Other advice included self care - acknowledging that anxiety and hypervigilance are part of the package - that individuals needed to rest, engage in soothing activities, make contact with people be they family or friends. There were reports of  resurgence of faith and the apparent need for individuals to gather in religious settings and pray. People sought to help in whatever way they could -  letters, food boxes, money, etc. New York became a nicer town for a period of time. And amidst all of this - the human stories emerged. And they were completely captivating. The most vivid in my mind is the passenger on the flight that crashed in Pennsylvania who organized the passengers and fought the terrorists. This brought the plane down in territory that killed all the passengers but avoided other populated areas. It is extremely meaningful for the wife to know of her husband’s heroism and willingness to act - not only because it offers her comfort to know that his last acts had meaning - but also for her to know that he died knowing that he was doing something for others - perhaps to divert the airplane from its intended flight path of destruction. Why was this so important to her? The tragic loss is the tragic loss. So what that he fought? He is still dead. 


Last week, family members of Flight 13 were able to listen to the recording of the flight recorder. One father said that he felt as if he was with his child during the ordeal. Why does this matter? Hundreds of fire fighters and police officers perished when the towers collapsed. There is a steady stream of reports about their fellow fire fighters and how they are coping. That their comrades died as heroes is some comfort. Remember the hullabaloo when Mayor Guiliani wanted to remove the fire fighters from the search for remains - there was a massive protest. The fire fighters insisted on being the ones to find the remains of their own - a matter of principle and comradeship. Why did this matter so much? They could have been called if a body was found - but no, they had to pay homage to the fallen by working round the clock. This was important. This will be important in perpetuity. Why?  


Trauma studies is a large field of study with an interesting history - and while I will not go into the history during this talk - suffice it to say that society as a whole has avoided a true understanding of the impact of trauma on its citizens. The willingness to “know” has emerged from the social revolution of the 60's and 70's when Viet Nam Vets demanded to be acknowledged, when women organized to fight for rape treatment services and when advocacy groups confronted society to face its culpability for family violence and its devastating impact on children and women. The false memory movement has formed in order to discredit the testimony of abuse victims much like Freud abandoned his women patients when he attributed their hysteria to intolerable sexual drives. But we have come too far for anyone to ever again silence the suffering that comes from abuse, violence, war, political repression, torture, natural catastrophes, manmade disasters and traumatic loss. 


But, even with these advances that have taken place in a relatively short period of time - the field of trauma studies has suffered from limited perspectives partially because of the newness of the field and partially because of the limitations of empirical research. It has also been bound by mental health perspectives that emphasize pathology. This combination of factors has lead to decades of trauma literature that only provides a partial picture of the trauma victim’s experience. On a personal level - as a graduate student of psychology I pursued my general studies and came across articles about Holocaust survivors and their children. When I read these articles I was outraged - which is not a feeling I typically feel. I did not know who these people were talking about - certainly not my parents, or uncles or aunts, not my 2nd generation friends and certainly not me. I dropped this literature and did not pick it up again until the late 1980's. I had no idea how to process my response. I was a novice in the field and didn’t know how to ask the right questions. The questions I asked a decade ago are the questions I should have asked then. Basically, if the writings about a group does not fit the experience of the group - how valid could these professional writings be. It is amazing how imbedded our perceptions and assumptions are. For example, when I first studied adult development, it all seemed interesting and challenging. There was no alternative perspective. I didn’t realize that all the subjects in the major research paradigms were men. It was not until the impact of the feminist movement and the work of Carol Gilligan that a researcher said - what about the development of women? Can a valid understanding of human development leave out half the human race? Subsequent research actually raises issues about diverging developmental issues for men and women. At that time, neither my developmental stage nor society enabled me to know what to do with my rage.  I wrote my masters thesis and dissertation about other topics and went on my professional merry way to become a therapist and a teacher.   I did not encounter the Holocaust literature again until 1981 when I joined a research team at Hahnemann University that was engaged in the study of family dynamics in Holocaust survivor families and the role of proactive efforts for survival and survivor guilt in post war adaptation. In 1986, Penn Council sponsored a conference on the intergenerational transmission of trauma which was in response to the writings and films that were emerging about the 2nd generation experience. Due to my interest in this area, I was asked to organize this event which has brought me to this day. 


After the conference in 1986 a group of interested professionals from the mental health and related fields got together out of an interest to work towards a better understanding of the intergenerational issues related to the pervasive impact of the Holocaust. We reviewed the Holocaust and Trauma literature along with related writings. And lo and behold - the entire study group recognized the deficiencies in the trauma literature which presented only a  unidimensional view of the negative impact of trauma with little attention paid to processes of coping and adaptation. We read and presented to each other over a two year period of time. 

Our investigation revealed that the Trauma literature and the Holocaust literature tended to focus on:
1. The negative consequences of  trauma without consideration of coping and adaptation.

2. the negative consequences of  trauma without consideration of the broad  range of  
individual differences.

3. the negative consequences of the trauma without consideration of significant life experiences before the trauma.



4. the negative consequences of the trauma without consideration of  the multiple influencing factors that account for post trauma responses.

5. the negative consequences experienced by survivors which are assumed to be linked to the negative consequences experienced by children of survivors without studying intergenerational transmission within biological families. 

In the attempt to correct these limitations and achieve a more comprehensive understanding of trauma’s impact, the study group developed the Transcending Trauma Project which committed itself to the investigation of:

1. coping and adaptation in conjunction with negative consequences.

2. the understanding of individual differences in conjunction with group norms.

3. the contextualization of traumatic responses within the life history

of the survivor.

4. the consideration of multiple influencing factors on post-trauma response 


patterns.

5. the investigation of  three generations of survivor families. 


We set as our goal, the incorporation of existing knowledge with the results of our inquiry into an INTEGRATED MODEL OF COPING AND ADAPTATION AFTER EXTREME TRAUMA. It is our most fervent hope that the work of the Transcending Trauma Project will serve to help victims of trauma and their families, but also that it will inform the mental health profession and the public at large about the combination factors that relate to more positive adaptation and those factors that relate to more negative adaptation. While there will never be a recipe nor guarantee for successful coping in the face of all adversity - there is much that we can learn from survivors and their families about their journey towards recovery.  This work is still ongoing.

METHODOLOGY


In order to answer the question:  How did survivors cope and adapt?  The research team utilized a semi-structured interview format which lasted several hours and spanned several sessions.  Complex and comprehensive data was elicited in an effort to reflect the diversity of survivors’ experience and the myriad of responses to trauma.  The interviewers were guided by a series of open ended questions covering several content areas with regard to life before the war, family of origin, experiences during the war, life after the war, liberation and immigration, and identity.   An emphasis was placed on eliciting process information from the interviewee, that is the behaviors, thoughts and feelings that were part of every situation. Circular questions were posed that put into context the behaviors, thoughts and feelings of all the significant others present in the same situation.  


In developing the semi-structure interviews we were guided by two principles.  The first is multideterminism, which states that there are multiple influences in people’s lives which are at play all the time.  The second is interactionalism, which states that these multiple influences interact differently based on a person’s unique life experiences and relational context.


The project interviewed survivors and their families who were representative of a cross-section of religious beliefs, political affiliation, countries of origin, and socio-economic backgrounds. To date we have conducted three hundred life histories with members of survivor families which includes 95 survivors and 65 family units. We gathered the sample through a process of snowballing that enabled us to reach a diverse group of survivors through social connections in the community. The networking process was critical because interviewees were engaged through personal introduction or connection.   This facilitated a willingness to share their life stories and helped to create an atmosphere of trust.   This is particularly important with survivors of the Holocaust who are sometimes suspicious of  social science researchers because of past negative experiences and/or their tendency to pathologize. 


Most interviews with survivors lasted between 8 and 18 hours, of course, conducted over multiple visits. We interviewed many family groupings of many family members. Our largest family grouping is 19 extended family members. You can imagine the richness of this data with 19 viewpoints illuminating family dynamics. 

ANALYSIS PROCESS

Needless to say, life interviews are very time consuming.  But this pales in comparison to the challenge of analyzing all of this data.  Currently we are involved in a two phase analysis process.   


Phase I involves an indepth analysis of each interview within family groupings by a team of three researchers. The Protocol of Analysis guides the organization of volumes of personal data into conceptual groupings. When completed we have descriptions of self in the interviewee’s own words, descriptions of family dynamics synthesized into conceptual themes utilizing the interviewee’s own words, descriptions of beliefs and values pre-war and post-war synthesized into conceptual themes utilizing the interviewee’s own words, descriptions of coping strategies synthesized into conceptual themes utilizing the interviewee’s own words. O.K., you get the idea. A list of the topics assessed by the Protocol for Analysis is contained in your handout. As you can see, qualitative research guided by grounded theory begins with the descriptions of experience. The approach is “hypothesis generating and theory building”, and it is grounded in real experience. The use of multiple researchers working through the interview data together mitigates against individual bias and establishes the content validity of the themes that are generated by the consensus of the research team.  


Phase II involves the comparison of themes across individuals and across families.   Through this process we hope to determine which themes are common across the sample of survivors and their families and what themes reflect individual and family differences.


By comparing and contrasting individuals and families different patterns begin to emerge.  What is most striking is the continuum of responses described by the interviewees.  While logic tells us this is not surprising, it is often ignored by researchers who make generalizations about an individual based on group means.  Almost every issue noted in the Holocaust literature as common to survivors and their families has been shown in the Transcending Trauma Project to actually exist on a continuum of individual and family differences. Certain issues are harder for certain individuals and families than others.  What accounts for these differences? Two survivors of the infamous death camp Auschwitz, who perhaps stood side by side during their ordeal, look very different in their post war lives. 


The answer to this can only come from acknowledging that before the war multiple influences were already at work.  Again, this may seem obvious, but from the literature on the Holocaust, and the literature on trauma in general,  it is as if life begins after the traumatic event.  Little if anything, is said about the survivors' lives and personality before the event when attempting to understand the post trauma aftermath.  The developmental, psychological, and family influences of a person’s life are not nullified by trauma. These factors are ever present and interact with traumatic effects in the process of recovery and healing.   

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

Many trends and themes have emerged from the 200 interviews analyzed to date by the Transcending Trauma Research Team. At this stage in the process, the themes generated by the analysis of each individual within family units constitute a list of  issues that will be compared across families during the next stage of the analysis process.


My goal during the rest of the program is not to engage in a discourse about findings, but to present a few areas of investigation and then have you listen to the words that describe these life experiences from the person’s point of view. As the words paint images - I trust that you will hear in these words thoughts, feelings and beliefs that resonate with dimensions of your life experience. 

 QUALITATIVE RELATIONSHIP DYNAMICS

To begin the discussion of preliminary findings, the most significant trend that has emerged thus far is the connection between pre war and post war family relationships. We have observed that the qualitative relationship dynamics between the survivor and his or her parents are often recapitulated in the qualitative relationship dynamics between the survivor and  his or her children. We have also observed that for survivor families with strong positive relationships there seems to be a pattern of continuity in life style and values from the first to the second generation. In contrast, we have observed in survivor families with problematic relationships, a striking pattern of discontinuity in life style and values. 


This observation is not about love and loyalty which seem to exist even in troubled families. It is about the quality of relatedness between parent and child and the similarities and 

dissimilarities between the generations.  It is very clear, from the interviews, what kind of emotional connection survivors experienced with their own parents. The analyses of families reveal that specific positive or negative events do not necessarily determine the quality of family relationships as much as the quality of the connection between family members determine how significant events are handled.  


Based on what I have said thus far, you're thinking that "it's not surprising for parenting to be a significant factor in family relationships and in the well being of children". You're also thinking that, "it's not surprising for parenting styles to repeat across generations". However, if you are viewing survivors from the vantage point of the Holocaust and trauma literatures, you  would expect that the damage caused by the Holocaust was too great for there to be continuity or normalcy in family life after the war. You would expect that the rupture of the war’s devastation created a schism with everything that came before.  Our data shows that this is not true.


From the findings of the analysis process thus far, it has been found that the qualitative aspects of parent-child relationships that seem most potent in their impact from generation to generation are:  
1. emotional expressiveness vs. emotional constriction, 

2. empathy vs. narcissism, 

3. altruism vs. selfishness, 

4. validation vs. criticism and 

5. closeness vs. distance 


This list presents the characteristics as opposite poles on the same continuum. In reality, everybody falls somewhere on the continuum. The critical distinction is whether or not the child experiences the parent as predominantly "other oriented" or "self oriented". Did the parent respond based on the needs of the child or was the parent driven by his/her own needs? Through the analysis  process described before, the perception of "other oriented" vs. "self oriented" comes through loud and clear in the descriptions of family life before the war. 


Here is an example of how qualitative family dynamics mediated the impact of parental symptoms on a child. As clinicians we assume that there will be a negative impact when we hear about a psychiatrically impaired parent. We just wait to see how the negative impact expresses itself. From just hearing the description of this survivor father, every clinician in this room would predict a pathological relationship and a troubled developmental path for the daughter. In doing this, we make the common mistake of forgetting to focus on the family system - we forget that there are two parents in the picture who are interacting with each other and impacting on the child. But this caveat comes right out of systems theory. The interview offers an important learning about the role of a mediating parent - but even more important is the learning that the symptoms of a parent are not the critical issue, what is critical is how these symptoms are played out in the family relationships. What are their context, their meaning and emotional impact.  

In this vignette the child of survivors comes to understand that her well being was based on how her father handled his anxiety, depression and often suicidal ideation.


In this family two members were interviewed, the mother and the daughter, the father was already deceased. The adult daughter described her father as religious, chronically depressed, very sad, anxious, “always working  and never home”.  The father was often overwhelmed by the demands of a very difficult family business. The daughter described her father’s discomfort and avoidance of dealing with conflict in the business in this way,  
“He was afraid of confrontation, afraid it would make him sicker, so there would be more (pain) to bear...It was unrelenting, his pain.”  
She observed that her father had emotional difficulties and was depressed and anxious during much of  her lifetime. She added that her father’s feelings were obvious to her due to her own heightened sensitivity to her parents’ struggles to make a living. Her father was unsuited to the business, "he was a soft man, slight of build, thin, simple and, straight, honest, and hardworking.” He couldn’t deal with the hard characters that he had to work with. But being an immigrant after the war, he had no choice.  The daughter observed that she was sensitive to her father’s emotional vulnerability at a very young age, learned to be a caretaker like her mother, and watched helplessly as her father suffered “on a tightrope of life and death".  She described feeling a great deal of compassion and deep connection to the three survivors in her family, which included her older half-brother. 

The mother was described by her daughter as strong, courageous, affectionate, loving, responsible, an even-tempered person; totally self-sacrificing to her husband, and particularly sensitive to not causing pain to those she loved.  


She sums up the reality of her relationship with her father in the following way:
“I could endure and be there...I was trained to be there because I had to be, but I was not injured along the way and that’s very important. I actually think that I was strengthened. Being present with a parent’s pain is different than the pain of being injured by the parent. My father's depression and anxiety was never turned against me. But I did feel responsible to try and help him. I did struggle with why I wasn't good enough to make him happy, but this thought was not central somehow. My mother gave me full permission to have a full life and did a lot of great things in my childhood. In adulthood, as his pain go worse, I wondered why he couldn’t derive comfort from me or anything else in his life.  I came to understand that this was my issue and not about him.”  

In terms of family dynamics, the daughter reported that she felt accepted, loved and supported by her mother’s mediating influence even when her father's depression pervaded the family emotional environment.   She observed, 
“Their pain  did not get expressed as hurting me. They didn’t take it out on me, they didn’t turn it into attacks on me, directly or indirectly, verbal or non-verbal. That I can be normal...because I think I am fairly normal. That I didn’t go crazy sitting on my father's bed in the morning, before school, listening to his sadness and fears...it certainly was painful enough to create difficulties.” But I didn’t go crazy!

FAMILY DYNAMICS AND COMMUNICATION

Over the course of the analysis process many themes have emerged that either reflect the psychological functioning of the family members or offer potential explanations for why family members act the way that they do. Communication is critically important to the functioning of a family and the development of children. We are studying many aspects of communication and its impact, which I won’t go into.  What I do want to point out in terms of the work of the Transcending Trauma Project is that the impact of specific communication issues is always based on the contextual base of the quality of family relationships. Prior work in this area has not picked up the potency of this reality. 


Let me put out two examples before focusing on the impact of survivor stories on their children. 


One example is the divergent impact of hero stories vs. victim stories. Certainly both kinds of stories exist because survivors had a vast of array of experiences during the war years. Now, of course, there is some meaning connected to why survivors focus on victimization vs. heroism, especially if they have had both experiences. There is meaning that the survivor is sharing his or her experiences in contrast to those survivors who are silent. But beyond these issues lies the question of how do these stories impact the child who is bearing witness. Prior to our work it was typically assumed that the nature of the story had a directly positive or negative impact on the child. Our findings indicate that the story itself is not as important as the relational context. For example, a hero story told within a positive relationship shared by parent and child can be inspirational and role modeling for the child - but a hero story told within a negative relationship, played out in many ways, can be experienced as the burden of responsibility that cannot be fulfilled and/or trigger a direct comparison of worth where the child assesses himself or herself as unworthy in the face of this heroism which is so extraordinary within the context of the Holocaust. Similarly, victim stories can have enormously diverse impacts. For some survivors and their children, these are sad and painful stories, real stories of suffering and loss that facilitate empathy, bonding and concern. These stories inspire children to rise above this devastation and bring a greater appreciation for the gift of life. Children admire parents who kept their humanity in the face of degradation and despair. For some, they take on life with a vengeance living life to the fullest - almost like a mission - but one that affords the opportunity to personal fulfillment. On the other hand, there are victim stories told within conflicted relationships that convey to the child that there is no compensation for the pain, that life has stopped having joy or meaning. For the child, he/she cannot but feel not good enough to bring some joy to his/her parent’s life. Some children take on this pain as their own and feel compelled to care for the parent to their own detriment. Some children become fearful of striving either because all will be lost or they sense the importance of not surpassing their parent’s limited life. 


As an overall finding, we have repeatedly observed that the emotional congruence of the survivor when telling any story is significant. Communication styles can have greater negative effects or positive effects depending on the quality of the relationship within which they are embedded. This is not unlike what is generally true of communication in families and all significant relationships.


Secrets have an entirely different reality when finally revealed. Even positive relationships are challenged by the “lack of trust” implied by the keeping of a secret. This is usually resolved quickly - but can create a storm. In negative relationships, the revelation of secrets can re-open wounds that never healed. Sometimes the revelation of a loss that was kept secret can corroborate for a child deep-seated insecurities that are confirmed as true. Here is an example of a secret that confirmed the child’s sense of never being worthy of her mother’s love - and yet in the long run, knowing the truth gave her the opportunity to come to terms with the reality of a lost sister and a mother who cannot get out of her grief to love the child of her new life. 


In her interview, Lisa, a daughter of Holocaust survivors, claims not to have a memory of a story told to her by either of her parents that felt pivotal. Her childhood was characterized by lack of communication and angry explosions. Only in adulthood did Lisa learn that her mother had a husband and a child who died of starvation in Siberia during the war, and with that knowledge came a clearer understanding of her mother's withdrawal and her distance. Lisa confirms the sentiment of other children of survivors, 

“that the most important event in her life happened before she was born, yet in this            instance "the way [these] memories and stories were transmitted...was through silence.”

 The interviewer offers the possibility that "the impact was not what she told you, it's who she was because she didn't tell you."  

"Right," Lisa responds. "I could not make sense of her inability to connect emotionally, physically, and so I internalized bad feelings about myself..." Had the stories been made available earlier, she admits, “it would have generated quite a bit of sadness...perhaps even overwhelming sadness, but I think it would have helped me be more compassionate of her and of myself.


When asked to think about the ways in which her mother’s silence has informed her behavior in her own life, Lisa takes a moment to respond.


“It’s difficult for me to be angry and to confront people. I grew up without expressing anger because it would have hurt her to have done that with her. I had a sense of being damaged because she couldn’t connect to me. If I have feelings, if I get angry, I feel guilty. It’s a challenge to validate my feelings and have feelings of anger, to confront people...I deal with it all the time. I’m more sensitive to my own feelings and the feelings of others. This whole scenario goes through my head -- ‘Why are you angry? Don’t be angry!’ My inclination is to be silent; my challenge is to work on that -- because that’s what I learned growing up.”


It is very interesting that in her effort to come to terms with these issues, therapy was only

partially helpful. For her, things didn’t start to improve until she volunteered to be an interviewer for the Shoah Foundation which is the project established by Spielberg to document survivor experiences for the historical record. She did this out of commitment to the project - not for any personal agenda - but found, much to her surprise that this was the turning point in her life and the beginning of a healthy focused determination to change beyond the limits of her childhood experiences. By meeting so many different survivors, many wonderful and warm, with close and loving families,  it became possible to see her parents as people not just survivors. This meant that their behavior was no longer justified as typical of survivors and understandable because of what they went through. She started to realize that as people they had significant failings and that these failings deeply wounded her. Oddly, she could be more compassionate and more angry - simultaneously.  


In this vignette, the dimension of “other oriented vs. self oriented” parenting is painfully clear. While most survivors of the Holocaust were adolescents and young adults it is not unusual for survivors to lose first families. Who can weigh and measure this loss. Most people hearing these stories feel convinced that they could never have survived. And yet there are those survivors who witnessed their children butchered in front of them who bring great love and nurture to the child born after the war - and there are those, like Lisa’s mother who because of her own suffering has little to give the three children she bore after the war. Does it matter to know that the husband she lost was the love of her life and her second husband was an angry distant man? Does it matter to know that her oldest child was born with severe congenital birth defects and was taken to an institution in early childhood. Does it matter to know that they rarely visit this child.  

FAMILY LEGACIES AND BELIEF SYSTEMS

Going hand in hand with the  relational issues and communication styles that affect intergenerational transmission of trauma and survival are family legacies. Not all survivors articulate family legacies, but for those who do, these legacies are threads that run through the beliefs and values that guide their lives. The emotional meaning of a family legacy for a survivor can be transmitted to the next generation as life lessons. The beliefs about their survival, about the war, about G-d, and about the meaning of life that survivors carry with them and share with their children, either in words or in deeds, have a dramatic impact on the next generation. This is especially true in positive relationships where the child identifies with the parent and gleans messages about how to live life from how his or her parent copes with horror.


Here is a story told about a survivor who as an adolescent was transported in a cattle war with his family to a labor camp.


“How can we describe the indescribably, when men, women and children, old and young, were pushed into cattle cars, about 100 persons per car, and then doors shut and locked from the outside? Again, the state of mind was numbness, glaring at each other with glazed looks. Pap, raising his hands, looking up to the ceiling in silent prayers. If firmly believe that Papa had certain powers to handle these so many times repeated special situations better than the rest of us. If there was under these dreadful situations any hope, little bit of hope, to be found in Papa’s attitude.”


“I had an interesting flashback about an event Papa told us. When he was a little boy, his father, Menashe, took him to see his great-grandfather, who was a great Rabbi in Europe. He was blessed by the Rabbi with a special emphasis that he and his children’s children shall always be successful and protected by the Almighty.”

PIVOTAL MEMORIES ARE TRANSFORMATIVE NARRATIVES

As we proceeded through the analysis process, subjecting each interview to intensive scrutiny and then moving on to the next family member and then the next, we were able to observe with great clarity the psychological impact of survivor war stories on their children. We would read those experiences that were clearly more poignant to the survivor than were other experiences. We would read the child’s account of the parent’s experiences during the war and see the same poignant stories recapitulated. And as the interviews progressed and the second generation was asked to talk about their lives, in all its various aspects, we would read the echoes of the poignant stories - not in the facts, nor in terms of painful realities, nor in terms of the existential questions about life and death, good and evil - but we would read the echoes in descriptions of self that contained the beliefs and values of the survivor parent that was being reflected in the stories of their struggles and suffering. 


This process mirrored what we know as mental health professionals to be the developmental process of identification. We learn who we are as human beings, as males and females by imitating our parents - by taking in their identities through role modeling, by determining what is like me and what is not like me. How children responded to their parents’ stories seemed indistinguishable from the “unconscious process we call identification”. In fact a striking parallel was the fact that the second generation did not make a connection between the story and the deeply imbedded belief or character trait until it was explored in the interview. This has been most intriguing and we are investigating this further. 


Here is an example of this process unfolding during the interview:

This is Iris’ description of the long death march that her grandmother was forced to do at the end of World War II:

"And she takes her shawl and puts it over her head and walks away from the hundreds, perhaps, women, that are being marched at gunpoint. And she took an out, she took the choice, she took control of her destiny, and as I interpret it, very calmly decided how she's going to determine the rest of her life, whatever it is."

The interviewer asks Iris to consider the meaning of this choice, she reflects:

"And she has said and has written that you know, she consciously made this very logical decision. If she turns around and walks away she'll get shot in the back and it will be over. And if she makes it, she'll get to be with her kids. And there is some courage in that...that incident evokes for me courage, control, solitude, the self-reliance that I think informs a lot of what I do in my life...."

Asked to probe this further,  Iris underlines her own intuitive sense about being separate, the imperative to not be part of a crowd.

"I see that scene, and I imagine her as being, if there are four or three women across in a line, she was obviously on the edge. So I know that whenever I'm in a crowd, I am reluctant to get into the center. I always stay on the edge. I'm conscious of where the exits are all the time. All the time."

Throughout her life, Iris has been cast as an oppositional rebel for her refusal to adhere to the rules. As she talked about this during the interview, she expressed resentment and pain and this negative label and tears welled up in her eyes. She feels that this behavior is an expression of strength. As she was crying, she described that she is not defiant - and that this behavior is an  inherited mode of survival. Making this connection, spontaneously, in the course of the interview provided an inner sense of self-recognition. For Iris, the recognition provided a much needed salve for private doubts about her inner motivations that most people labeled in negative terms. She knew she was not an oppositional rebel but could not explain the compelling drive within her. This is what she says later in the interview.  

"There's a defiance in general about rules and especially in crowds. But it sort of filters in all parts of my life. That following what everyone is supposed to be doing somewhere in my consciousness means sure and certain death. That it's up to, if I want to survive, I have to be on my own as a solo player, away from the crowd. I think that plays out a lot in my life. It's not, I have not consciously done this, but if I were to outline the path my life has taken, in terms of career, for instance, I manage to do things in a roundabout way, not from start to finish. I'm not assigning this experience of my grandmother's as the reasons I live the way I do. But it is interesting to note -- and I think there's a connection that...that nothing in my life has been start to finish...And there's something that I still hold, that if you keep running, you're safe...." 

Establishing her own path and finding the routes of her choosing are pieces of Iris' legacy. In fact, when asked by the interviewer to connect this most profound and resonant memory to "a trait of yours, an aspect of yours, a defining quality of you. Not just you reacting to war stories, but a war story that became, as you say, a self-defining aspect of your identity," she states:

"That would be it. And as I mature and understand myself more with each passing month and year, and as I fine-tune my truths, it becomes more and more clear. (Crying) And I feel like I'm on that...I'm behind her in those footsteps. In a way, the path has been paved. I'm not rebelling; I'm following a path."

From this vignette we can see how the war stories which we call pivotal memories, because they are clearly so important for the survivor, act as transformative narratives for the child. Iris took on a value system and character trait that is a deeply imbedded part of who she is. She lives these traits as meaningful and positive in her life. They are not the burdens of the Holocaust - they are Iris, living on the Main Line, raising 3 children and being much loved and admired. She is an extraordinary person.
FAITH 

Among the many themes that seem to be linked to qualitative family relationships is faith in G-d and religious expression. The topic of faith in G-d has received little, if any, attention in the psychosocial literature on the Holocaust. Theologians and philosophers have written about "faith after the Holocaust" but relatively little has been written about the  faith of the survivors? This is a compelling question in and of itself, but for any inquiry into how survivors' coped with their trauma, the question of faith is an absolute necessity. Can you imagine decades of studying trauma without exploring faith and religious coping. So we are bringing to the fore, more than just a new lens with which to understand the survivor experience of trauma and recovery - we are exploring a dimension of the human experience that has rarely been examined before - and yet a part of all of us as we go through life.


Taking this a work a step further - we are currently not just gleaning the statements reflecting faith and belief systems  from the interviews - we are also attempting to understand them within the common schema in the field that has been developed to explain the impact on belief systems when human beings are confronted with unexpected experiences. The most common understanding of how belief systems are challenged and reconstructed is described as Assimilation and Accommodation - terms used by Piaget to describe development and by Janoff-Bulman to describe cognitive adaptation to trauma. Assimilation being taking in the new reality and finding that it fits or making it fit one’s existing beliefs. Accommodation is the process by which we change our beliefs to account for the new information. Pargament, who has embarked on an ambitious goal of incorporating religious faith into the study of coping has called these two processes Conservation and Transformation.  Conservation works like assimilation - and transformation works like accommodation. We have many examples of these processes and I will read but a few - but before I do - I will also be reading quotes of survivors that represent a third process - which we haven’t yet named, if a name is possible - and that is something akin to accommodation and transformation, because the original beliefs cannot stand in the face of the devastation that has been experienced and therefore they are changed - but the end result is not completion of the transformation, but the emergence of beliefs that are ambivalent and often unclear - but somehow accepts that the big questions cannot be answered. - it is like holding the unknowns of life with resignation, acceptance and faith. Only those who have suffered can describe this process - our logical minds believe that there must be closure. For those whose lives have been ruptured - the belief that closure is possible is the aberration.

NOTE THE IMPORTANCE OF FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS

CONSERVATION
RETENTION OF FAITH
H.B.    If I wouldn’t have had the belief like that, I wouldn’t have gotten through.  I always talk to Hashem [God].  I got a lot of this from my parents.  Because I grew up in this kind of a home, that’s where I got my steadfastness.  I didn’t have the feeling, like some people [who] maybe were very religious before the war and after the war they threw it all out. [They say], “God doesn’t help us anyway, you know, what for?”  No.  Never. I never had that.  I was always, always praying to Hashem, talking to Hashem, He should help us.

C.W.    I always believed, even as a child, and I carried the belief, mostly that there is a God and He is going to come back to me. I still believe strongly in God.  I always had religious faith even in the hardest time when I was in concentration camp, and there were real hard times.

RETENTION OF AGNOSTICISM
L.R.    Before the war, God was not in my life at all.  My mother never pronounced the word, never discussed it. They would go for high holidays to the synagogue and I would sit on the steps outside....I am an agnostic, so God has nothing to do with what I feel. It’s not because Hitler gave me an identity. It’s difficult to explain that if you went through that kind of experience to  remind you of what you are, then it’s part of yourself, and it has nothing to do with God.  You want to be one link of the chain, and you don’t want to break the chain.  It’s very important to you, and this is the way I also told my children.  It has been difficult to be a Jew, but I don’t fight it, because I know that every cell of my body is so Jewish that I cannot change it.  But it has nothing to do with God..

RETENTION OF TRADITION 

A.W.  The whole inside of [my friend’s] abdomen seemed to be outside. [The Nazis had shot him while A.W. and he were escaping from a train to Auschwitz].  I started pulling him towards the woods.  He was conscious and said, “Stop.  There is no way I can make it.  I’ll be dead in a few minutes.  Run, run.  We are close to a town.  They must have alerted the SS there and they’ll be on the prowl soon. Please, please, run and live.  Live!  How else will anybody ever remember me?  Everybody else is dead.”...I never did forget Emmanuel.  I keep up his Yahrzeit (anniversary of death) and Yiskor (prayer of remembrance) every year, just like my parents and brother, on the 9th of Av.  Because I never knew the name of his father, I say, “Emmanuel ben Israel.”  If there ever was a true son of Israel, he sure was him.

TRANSFORMATION
ALTERED FAITH (Implies some struggle, but has a resolution, and an ultimate conservation of some aspect of the original belief system)


4a. A GOD WHO IS NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR THE HOLOCAUST (Preserves the   idea of a benevolent God)

A.J.  I realized that we cannot blame God, nor can I accept the fact that what happened to us is a punishment for our non-observance....I believe God has put us here in this earth for us to rule ourselves, and given us the laws to be.  But to say that God has that power over each individual to punish us for every little transgression – we would never accept such a God.  Nor would we forgive Him for the things that He has done.  


4b) LIMITED HUMAN UNDERSTANDING (Preserves the idea of a benevolent God, while also avoiding the question)

V.G.  There are only two ways that can go.  Either you say where was God, and then you shed your faith, or you are willing to admit that human intelligence is limited and there are certain things we don’t understand....I guess we all stayed away from where was God, particularly where was God with respect to my grandparents, with respect to innocent little cousins, and just in general.

 LOST FAITH

S.S.  I don’t probably believe in God like I used to.  I personally don’t believe in God at all.  To me honesty and charity, honesty and thinking of helping people in human distress, this is my belief.  I lost the faith in God after the war, and I never recaptured that.  Even though I go to the synagogue and I do whatever is needed to be a member of the synagogue, a member of the community, I can never regain that faith in God....I saw too much what happened, and since that time...I always ask, “Where is God?....Why do they kill us?   Why do they kill so many good people who never did anything wrong in their lives?  Children, two months old, six year old, twelve years old being killed, and there is no mercy, and no God. And this is where I lost my faith, and I don’t think I will ever regain it, and I’m not trying to, even.

2) LOST FAITH, BUT RETAINED TRADITION
G.E.   None of us keeps any holidays except Pesach [Passover] as a family holiday and Chanukah as a family holiday.  Other than that, pay no attention, because they’re meaningless because there’s no God, and the idea is to live a moral life if you can. I do belong to a Temple just to keep it alive, and I think that we have to sustain these centers of Jewish learning, but other than that, I never go.  I have no place for it in my life.

 AMBIVALENCE 

D.E.  I believe in God because as a child I was brought up to believe in God.  But I claim all the time that I don’t believe. I always say that I’m an atheist. It’s an unfinished business with God. I still have some cheshbon, an unfinished account....On the one side I claim I am not religious, and I am an atheist, I don’t believe in God.  On the other hand, it is such a mystical deed to believe in my heart that we [the Jewish people] will live forever.  Because we believe in it. Our belief is our protection.  We survive because we believe in our existence....Our faith guarded us more than we kept the faith.

A.R.   I’m not against God.  I’m not against, and not for.  Sometimes I wish I could change myself. I can’t change myself.  To be more religious. I can’t.  Because I have a lot of questions to myself, and I can’t find the answer.  I can’t find the answer.

L.R.  If I was to accept that God was part of my surviving, then....how do I explain the part that so many did not survive?  If God had to do with one, then God had to do with the other.  And I just couldn’t accept either [explanation].

MEANING MAKING

Of course, aside from faith, meaning making is a related area of inquiry in the attempt to understand the impact of trauma and the process of recovery. While theorists and researchers have written and made significant contributions in the area of cognitive adaptation to trauma, when you read the tomes - the large texts - that present the state of knowledge in the trauma studies field - reference is made to the reality that beliefs are shattered and that there is a process of reconstructing beliefs - but that’s it. This is a significant example of how trauma studies still manages to draw boundaries around its inquiry that leaves out significant dimensions of the human experience.


Here is a poignant example of this process:



“Friday night [while the family was in the ghetto], usually my father was sitting home, and he told us stories, all kinds of different stories from rabbis, from sometimes the portion of the week.  But that Friday night he told us a story... .A rabbi said that a big storm and fire will come to a small town.  It will start in the forest and will burn the whole forest, and the whole city will be destroyed.  But in a corner they saw, after everything was destroyed, they saw a little bush just start to grow.  And the rabbi said, ‘You see?  From this little bush will come out a whole forest.’  

And this I remembered when I was in Auschwitz, and when I was liberated.  I remember the holy words, what my father said.  That from this little bush will grow a forest.


“So at that time I decide that I marry my husband.  Because he was married before the war, he had two sons, and he lost his wife and two children during the war.  And I gave him two wonderful sons.  That’s when I gave thanks to God.  I said, ‘I am this little bush, what I’ve survived, and from me will come another generation.’”
INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION OF IDENTITY


The intergenerational transmission of Jewish identity after the devastation of the war is another intriging question. How survivors expressed their Jewish identity and how they decided to raise their children was no longer determined by family and the surrounding community. Uprooted by the war and immigration, Holocaust survivors had to rebuild their lives from nothing. For many survivors, the experience of being Jewish  and how to raise their children Jewishly were in flux. Studying the choices made by survivors and the rationale for their choices has been extremely informative.  The successes and failures of their choices shed light on the successes and failures of the transmission of Jewish identity. Understanding these processes for survivor families offers the promise of a better understanding of identity formation and transmission in our diverse society. 


The preliminary findings challenge us to look beyond specific beliefs and specific rituals in the intergenerational transmission of identity and to focus on “clarity” of beliefs and “consistency” of ritual practice if we are to foster successful Jewish continuity into the next generation. Clear beliefs combined with consistent practice (whatever the practice may be) tends to foster continuity of the parents’ belief system and life style. Ambivalent beliefs and inconsistent practice tends to foster discontinuity and disparate choices among the children. Both patterns are mediated by the quality of family relationships.  

"OTHER ORIENTED" AND "SELF ORIENTED" AS COPING MECHANISMS

If we shift the lens of inquiry from intergenerational transmission, to the understanding of coping and adaptation in survivors, the ability to be "other oriented" vs. "self oriented", seems to define fundamental differences in the ways that survivors have coped. In order to be "other oriented" in the context of family relationships,  survivors must have the ability to control and modulate emotional experiences and the ability to control and modulate conscious awareness. These abilities are inherent to psychological adaptation to trauma. They help trauma victims resolve the post traumatic effects of intrusion and avoidance. Intrusion is the unwanted flooding of traumatic memories and painful feelings. Avoidance is the need to push these painful memories and feelings out of conscious awareness at all costs. These mechanisms,  intrusion and avoidance, are two of the criteria symptoms for the diagnosis of PTSD. 


Those survivors in the Transcending Trauma Project that seem to be doing well in their lives, irrespective of other difficulties, seem to be those who can live in the "middle of these extremes" and experience some measure of control over their feelings,  thoughts and memories,   without needing to block, repress and deny. What does this mean in day to day life? It means that  they can express the emotions of the moment without the debilitating fear of being overwhelmed by the intrusion of painful feelings. It means that they can recall their pre war and war experiences without the automatic need to shut down in order to avoid these memories. They can hold contradictions in their head and they can be "other oriented" without losing a sense of self. 


For survivors who cannot moderate their thoughts and feelings, the experience of being out of control or the fear of overwhelming material intruding into their consciousness, contributes to the characteristics that make them "self oriented". It is hard for them to feel truly connected to other people and it is hard for them to feel comfortable in the world, because of their difficulty modulating  painful feelings and memories. They attempt to find stability by being emotionally cut off, or controlling of others or by being cognitively rigid and preoccupied with self. The delicate balance between being "other orientated" and "self oriented" is often difficult to determine, and for those survivors living with the perceived threat of being overwhelmed by the effects of the Holocaust, their only option for perceived safety is to be self controlled, controlling of others or self centered. These are all coping mechanisms, albeit ones that often leave  survivors disconnected from emotional support and the comfort of relationships. 



On the other hand, as described in the resilience literature and observed in the Transcending Trauma Project, the devastation of the war did not destroy the will to live for those remnants that were still alive at war’s end. With life as their only possession, many survivors struggled to adapt and rebuild. An attitude of appreciation for each step forward enabled them to work towards short term and then long term goals. Many survivors married for love and companionship. They had children and cherished family above all else. Bringing the next generation into the world represented the ultimate victory over Hitler and living life well, with self respect and dignity represented the re-affirmation of one’s value as a human being. Their rebuilt lives, built upon the foundation of their childhoods, served as living memorials to parents whose legacy would have continuity. These survivors are open, sometimes raw, but they make contact. They have told their stories to their children. They are connected. 


Why do these differences exist among survivors? This question is very compelling and we hope to have a better understanding of this and other issues as we proceed in our work on the Transcending Trauma Project.   

One more vignette:


“It was like looking in a mirror”


She described a painful experience that took place in her hometown of Demblin, Poland, when the Nazi SS had herded the Jews into the town square for a "selection". Some were selected to work and the others were selected for deportation to the Sobibor death camp. 


My mother was holding my brother in her arms, her husband had already been shot by the Nazis. My brother was 8 months old. My grandmother, was standing near my mother and she was holding the hand of her youngest child Toba, my mother's sister. In the chaos and crush of people, my grandmother was begging my mother to give her the baby from my mother's arms so that my mother would be selected to work. 


My grandmother knew that she was going to her death and she knew that mothers with young children were also selected for death. Both women knew that the baby was lost, but my grandmother wanted her daughter to live, and so she begged for the baby.  My mother, knowing the fate that faced my grandmother and knowing that she would also be selected for death because she carried a baby in her arms, still refused to give up my brother. 



I have always known this story. It is an overwhelmingly painful story and it always made me cry. While describing this event during  the interview, my mother put into words for the first time, her deeply felt conviction that no matter what the reality of the situation, she could not have gone on living, that it would have been unbearable for her to have had any role in hurting her mother. When probed  she acknowledged that she knew her actions were irrelevant to my grandmother's fate but the emotional reality was more compelling. The emotional reality of this choice became poignantly clear during the interview, that even if it meant that they would all die, she would rather die than live believing that she had a role in her mother's death. 



When my mother said these words, it was like looking in a mirror at my reflection. More correctly, I became poignantly aware that I was her reflection. Not the reflection of victimization, but the reflection of compassion and self sacrifice. I wasn't just reacting to my mother's suffering. I had taken the lesson embedded in her choice to hold on to her baby and not have any responsibility for her mother's death and I had made it part of me. I had learned, in that moment, that the moral imperative I carry inside of me to "never be responsible for causing pain to others", was not just my way of giving meaning to life after the devastation of the Holocaust, but an introjection of her moral conviction. When a mirror faces a mirror, one can see eternity.  


