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Preface


1.


During the 20th century, humanity was disoriented by successive outbreaks of systemic evil. This included two devastating world wars, the totalitarian predations of Hitler and Stalin, and the Nazi destruction of European Jewry. The Nazi Holocaust was but one of a wave of genocides: Armenian, Roma, Bangladeshi, Cambodian, Bosnian and Rwandan. Partly these things happened because a new technology in weapons, communications and transport made it possible to kill people more efficiently than ever before. Something else had changed as well: because of an omnipresent news media, the rest of the world could not for long escape the horror these atrocities generated. Given these ongoing events of unprecedented malignancy, the depth of humankind’s capacity for evil has become painfully evident. Humankind now has the technological ability—and evidently the implacable desire—to destroy itself, either with nuclear weapons or with the destruction of the planet’s climate; it seems likely that without some major changes, the worst will happen.


Thus the problem of human aggression, and of good and evil, are now central human preoccupations. They always have been—but in the last three centuries educated people began to feel that humankind was leaving behind its dark predilection for violence and enslavement. Sadly, the 20th century demonstrated that humanity’s predisposition to violence and cruelty—and its ability to carry it out—are worse today that anything imaginable in the past. Even as people become more enlightened about the kind of world they wish to see, their actual behavior becomes more aggressive.


People now have a choice: they can ignore this painful reality, deny that it exists, or try to deal with the questions it raises. Why are human beings so destructive? Why do people harm each other even when they don’t intend to do so? The abused child grows up to become an abusing parent, and victims of persecution can hardly wait to persecute others. Why can’t people learn from their mistakes?


We are caught in a powerful and seemingly inescapable cycle of aggression that few people have examined, and nobody fully understands. This book was written to systematically explore how that cycle operates. People become aggressive in ways they do not fully understand, because their aggression is internalized unconsciously rather than by choice—indeed, people who experience this transaction are often unaware of it. Thus victims of aggression go forth to create new victims, and the armed state prepares its citizens for more death and killing. While some insightful, gifted individuals can see through the negative psychological dynamics of this cycle, most oppressed and victimized people do not learn from their suffering. Instead they seek opportunities to discharge their internalized aggression by attacking others.


Of course some people are exceptions to this brutal rule—and those happy exceptions become the teachers of humankind. Indeed, when examining systemic evil we should focus on precisely those kinds of people—the people capable of resisting it—that we may learn from them how to avoid becoming aggressors ourselves. But as much as we admire and learn from such exceptional individuals, they are exceptional only because of the behavior of the majority, which tends to be either aggressive or complicit in aggression. Thus a great deal of what we think we know about aggression and the problem of evil is sentimental nonsense. The fact is, most human beings do not learn from being victims of bigotry and aggression, but seek to replicate the same bigotry and oppression in their behavior toward other people.


The purpose of this book is precisely to explain why and how this happens.


I am uninterested in theological or philosophical speculations about good and evil. I simply note that evil exists, that it manifests itself in destructive and self-destructive behavior, and that it is likely to end human civilization’s brief tenure on this planet, if we don’t do something about it. Furthermore it is precisely the existence of good and evil that to a large extent animates human consciousness, causing us to live out our lives through the multitude of moral choices we make on a daily basis. Since aggression and evil exist, they demand to be analyzed and responded to, both in our personal lives and on the larger stage of public life. Ultimately the problem of aggression and evil can best be approached as psychological problems, since it is in the human personality that good and evil are encoded, and in human behavior that they are acted out.


2.


For 25 years I worked as a counselor in residential treatment programs for people with behavioral problems, some of whom had mental illness, but others of whom suffered from emotional trauma arising from discernable events in their lives. There was a recurring pattern I noticed in the lives of these traumatized clients, a pattern that I’d also observed in my life experience, and of which some historians writing about mass aggression are likewise aware. Victims of human aggression tend to internalize the aggression visited upon them, and very often become aggressive themselves, either against others or against themselves. Women tend to turn their internalized aggression inwards, against themselves, in the form of depression, self-harm and self-sabotage; men direct their internalized aggression against others, or identify with aggressive figures or movements in society.


Demagogic leaders also use trauma to disorient people and prepare them for more war or genocide, making recovery more difficult. They may do this either by keeping old traumas alive in the public mind, or by committing new violence in the present moment to bond people to ongoing state oppression—or (as often happens) both. In trauma there is a power exchange that many people have observed, but few understand. Victims of traumatizing aggression often internalize the aggression they endure, in some cases by ‘identifying with the aggressor,’ a tendency Anna Freud noticed among children. Adult victims of human violence are more likely to internalize the aggression itself, which can then cause them to behavior aggressively, either toward themselves or others. Family Courts refer to the highly charged connection between abusive parents and their children as a ‘trauma bond’; a similarly charged connection often grows up between abused women and their abusers, which has been characterized as ‘traumatic bonding.’


But this bonding mechanism is likely to be present, in a less discernable but still powerful form, in most interactions involving aggression, including aggression by the state. Human violence and aggression has an enormously powerful effect on emotion and thought, one which most people do not understand but which is intuitively used in destructive ways by violent leaders, movements and governments.


Aggression is not, however, the same thing as evil. What’s the difference? Aggression becomes evil when aggressors conceal, dissemble or rationalize destructive behavior. Evil is unacceptable aggression plus deceit—and when enough people simultaneously engage in aggressive behavior for the same destructive purposes, and the state works to conceal or rationalize that combined aggression, the result is systemic evil. In this form, evil is capable of becoming so widespread that it becomes a mass criminal project of the society, such as the systemic evil that flourished under Hitler, Stalin and the Cambodian tyrant Pol Pot.


An investigation of the ancient problem of good and evil is clearly called for, if for no other reason than to increase the odds of humanity’s survival; this process can contribute to a new moral psychology, which could eventually become what moral philosophy was to the late 18th and early 19th century. In any case, we need a new determination to deconstruct systemic evil in societies, and to oppose the idea that violence is the best and most authentic way to deal with human conflicts; we need also to understand why aggression and evil are so powerful in the modern world, and so desperately hard to overcome. But to understand it, we should pay close attention to the bonding effects of trauma as used by violent and manipulative criminals, leaders and governments.


3.


My personal story is as follows:


As a young adult I was active in union politics for ten years (postal workers), was VP of Postal Clerks in San Francisco; my novel Waiting for the Earthquake is about the postal workers’ strike of 1970. I worked as a journalist in Latin America and Europe, and as a counselor for twenty-five years doing psycho-social rehab with clients in various treatment programs; in 2002 I founded the Interfaith Freedom Foundation to oppose Islamophobia and support religious liberty in America. I have one Jewish and one Muslim daughter, and one son who is—perhaps not surprisingly—a confirmed secularist. Now old and retired from worldly cares but writing full-time, I live in ecstatic lower-middle-class anonymity as a semi-recluse in a mountain village in California, with a lovely (and to my mind, saintly) wife who cooks exquisite vegetarian food.


I’m grateful for my 17th-century ancestors in Anglo-Dutch New York, who because of their prodigious religious conflicts gave me my name: Society for the Withholding of Aid and Information from the Militia, SWAIM. I honor also Moses, Benjamin and William Swaim, leaders of the Manumission Society of North Carolina, who published in 1830 their immortal Address to the People of North Carolina on the Evils of Slavery.


I have also learned from the criminals and mountebanks in my ancestry, including those Swaims who for one hundred years of sheer murderous mendacity, from 1820 to 1920, doggedly sold their addictive, near-fatal patent medicine ‘Swaim’s Panacea’ to the American public. (Why ‘Panacea’? Because its stupefying compound of mercury and opiates “could cure anything.”) We learn from the frauds and monsters whose blood we are, if we stoutly interrogate their ghosts when they appear and call out the evils that men do.


My moral and stylistic guides as a writer are George Orwell and the incomparable Thomas Babington Macaulay; and the American political writers I.F. Stone and Dwight Macdonald. Orwell must be our standard in all things, which is one reason why the neo-cons have tried so hard to steal him. Orwell flayed the Stalinists, but also campaigned to make it possible for Communists to organize, advocate and publish their work in Britain without interference from the state. His core value was a sense of fair play that he recognized as originating in the English personality, constitution and common law. Macaulay is the unequaled master of the historical essay—in this book I quote from his defense of Machiavelli, because Macaulay’s gifts are so luminous that even as he defends Machiavelli, the traumatized Florentine’s true malignancy shines through. I.F. Stone defines independent literary-political journalism; and Dwight Macdonald’s humor and self-deprecation make him the patron (but unpatronizing) saint of all who seek to separate useful political instincts from fanaticism.


Trauma Bond: An Inquiry into the Nature of Evil is the second book in the ‘Genesis Trilogy,’ which is my systematic attempt to investigate and illuminate how aggression and evil work. In the first book in the trilogy, The Death of Judeo-Christianity: Religious Aggression and Systemic Evil in the Modern World, I argued that religion in the West cannot at present help us solve the problem of systemic evil, especially in the Middle East. That does not mean that someday—perhaps sooner than we realize—religion cannot regenerate itself as a powerful influence on thought and behavior. I say simply that religion in the West cannot at this time help us deconstruct and oppose the most important forms of systemic evil. Therefore this book offers a secular method for understanding aggression and evil as psychological realities.


4.


I elaborated my theory of aggression and evil over a period of decades. During much of that time—about 25 years—I worked as a counselor at residential crisis and treatment programs. The work of the psycho-social rehab clinician is completely different than the 50- minute hour of the psychotherapist. In the 50-minute hour (that is, regular psychotherapy), the client or patient tells the therapist about his life. Clients, being human, are naturally inclined to create a narrative that is self-exculpatory—in which the client, in other words, is usually a victim, and therefore helpless in the grip of his demons. (Clients also tend to leave important things out when talking to their therapists, such as the substances they abuse and the criminal acts they commit.) Psycho-social rehab is completely different. the psycho-social rehab clinician interacts, socializes and talks to the client in the residential milieu for ten or twelve hours at a stretch. The counselor helps the client prepare meals, do the dishes and go in the program van to do shopping; he watches TV with him, discusses the events of the days, and conducts therapeutic groups in which both counselor and clients interact.


The clients’ problems arise naturally in the course of the clients’ interactions with staff and others living in the residential program. The client doesn’t tell the counselor about the problem; the counselor sees the problem, because the clinician is temporarily in residence in the same house as the client—and in such a situation, the clients’ problems are usually very much in evidence. As the problems become discernable, the counselor pulls the client aside for a 1:1 session, and proceeds to identify (in a gentle and non-judgmental way) the problems the client has been having during that same day.


Imagine going through your average day with an insightful friend who carefully watches your important interactions, and then tells you how well you handled them. Such a process would help you see yourself much more quickly than years of psychoanalysis, I can practically guarantee you. (Whether you really want to see yourself that clearly, or give a friend that much power, are separate issues.) In other words, what people talk about in psychotherapy is often not their behavior, but the life-story they are trying to get the therapist to believe. In psycho-social rehab, the counselor watches his clients as they are engaged in actually living their lives and interacting in real relationships.


The staff at residential treatment programs tends to be bright, compassionate, disaffected from power and money, and somewhat neurotic. A great many of them are in recovery from various addictions, which helps them relate to their clients; they are rather footloose, so there tends to be a big turnover of staff in most agencies in the larger cities. Mental health counselors believe in far too many psychological fads, and many of them have—or once had—their own harrowing mental health issues. They tend frequently to get into conflicts with each other: this happens because of the unbelievable stress of the work, sexual attractions arising from the artificial intimacy produced by stress, disagreements over clinical issues, and ancient quarrels that play out in bizarre but colorful ways. The nonprofit agency that I worked for in California was one of the best in the country; and at the transitional housing program where I worked during the last ten years the staff got along pretty well, considering how stressed-out we all were.


If you want to imagine a typical residential treatment or acute care program—or the average county mental health system—think of a raucous and perhaps grisly procession of de-compensating psychotics (the clients) led by a talkative contingent of partially-compensated neurotics (the staff). The staff engages in nonstop conversations with the clients about the events of the day, and watch carefully as their charges engage in various kinds of interactions, writing progress notes later about the interactions. They also gossip compulsively about each others’ personal lives, and the clients do their best to eavesdrop on the gossip.


Our consulting psychologist was a neo-Freudian whose entire approach was psychoanalytic, creating a difficult and interesting challenge for the staff. How could psychoanalytic theory, developed in central Europe to treat the Viennese middle classes, possibly have any relevance to the gritty reality of psycho-social rehab in a small county seat in northern California? Staff focused on those specific human interactions that probably had a psychological rather than biological origin (no theory, no matter how well-meant, was going to help an untreated paranoid schizophrenic who is going to a state prison the next day). So how were we to apply psychoanalytic theory to the intensely practical needs of our highly addicted, usually victimized, sometimes homeless and often traumatized client population? We found that we could apply theory, but it had to be done in an extreme practical, concrete and dynamic way, by boiling it down to compact interventions around the clients’ most problematic and recurring interactions.


And these problematic, recurrent interactions almost always had to do with aggression, either directed toward other people, toward society at large, or in the form of self-harm, self-sabotage or high-risk behavior.


This aggression generally conformed, in various ways, to the patterns of victimization our clients had suffered in the past. It is usually inappropriate and unhelpful in psycho-social rehab for counselors to probe past trauma—in psycho-social rehab you’re simply trying to help the client live in the present moment, despite the horrors of the past. (Besides, psycho-social rehab clients have a bad habit of getting stuck in the past, and when they revisit past traumas they often don’t want to come back.) So we stayed out of the past, encouraging the client to stay in the present—but at the same time, there was no denying the extent to which aggression often had to do with trauma in the past. The most dynamic interventions we made almost always had something to do with interactions in which some form of aggression was present. If we could get the client to see his aggression, whether directed against himself or others, the intervention was a success.


One might compare our practical adaptation of theory to the psychoanalytic shorthand of Thomas A. Harris’s immensely popular I’m OK, You’re OK—except that our use of theory was even more focused, avoiding shorthand nomenclature to focus almost entirely on dynamic interactions that staff had personally witnessed, which we talked about in the language of the clients themselves. Such interactions were easily discernable in the milieu, because they were so often recurring; but they often revealed like a flash of lightning the sinews of the clients’ social maladjustments.


In retrospect it is clear that we unconsciously focused on aggression, and it’s easy to see why. From our entirely practical point of view our first goal was to help clients stop doing things that were causing them to get arrested, and secondly, to help them to stop harming themselves. After that we could focus on helping them overcome those behaviors that caused people to reject them. Either way, we focused on aggression—the behaviors as well as the emotional orientations. This focus on aggression could be the goal of the new moral psychology that I would like to see, because within it are encoded certain lessons for the survival of humankind, at least for those brave enough to look at them. Despite its potentially universal application such a psychology would be, among other things, eminently practical, because aggression always comes up in the behavior of emotionally disturbed people, and it always comes up in ways connected to the central dilemmas of their lives.


5.


The biggest obstruction to understanding evil today is that a great many people are in denial about it. Religious people blame the Devil, and secularists deny that evil exists. They’re both wrong. Evil exists—in fact, at this point in history, good and evil have become the main problem that politics, religion and culture are struggling with, however unconsciously that struggle may occur. But even very insightful people are often not aware of good and evil in their own behavior, because morality is partly unconscious, partly cognitive and partly behavioral. People tend to be anxious about sexuality, death and aggression: but since humanity now has the capacity to destroy itself the last two categories are now increasingly—if unconsciously—conflated.


I believe that for a full understanding of these matters one must face one’s personal capacity for evil. The capacity for both good and evil exists in all people; and one really has little reckoning of the true contours of the human dilemma until one confronts it in oneself. Simply to be aware of it does not increase the likelihood that one will act on it; on the contrary, the more one is aware of it, the less likely once is to act on it. One’s own capacity for evil is, after all, not a living or consummated thing, but simply an emotional and behavioral predilection. But it should be faced, because once one has faced it in oneself, it will be easier not to act on it—and easier to face it in the world, and much easier to forgive (or at least to understand) in other people.


Many people wish to find a more graceful and perhaps clinical-sounding word than ‘evil,’ but that probably won’t work. There is no other word in the English language that can describe the Nazi Holocaust, and all the other genocides and campaigns of mass murder that broke out during the 20th century: Armenian, Roma, Cambodian, Bangladeshi, Bosnian and Rwandan. (I repeat them because we are all too willing to forget that they happened.) Furthermore, there is absolutely no other word that can describe the nuclear genocide that threatens all of humankind; and there is no other word to describe those who would willfully contribute to global warming, in order to put their short-term profit before the lives of their children. It is evil, pure and simple.


Of course, the people responsible for it may not realize what they do—the most lethal forms of systemic evil are acted out not by conspirators, but by sleepwalkers. The goal of a moral psychology would be, in part, to awaken both aggressor and victim. The world needs people who consciously seek, as Camus put it, to be neither victim nor executioner.


My goal wasn’t just to write a good popular book on the psychology of evil; I also set out to write a book that gives pleasure to the reader, even as it deals squarely with a difficult subject. There is great satisfaction in reading, in the form of a book-length essay, an unconventional but well-thought-out view of human behavior, even if the reader doesn’t agree with all of it. If it is written well, you will have plenty of time to make up your mind, because you will remember its key arguments long after you put the book down.


Some will say that considering one’s own capacity for evil is the posturing of an inverted Faust; and that this book’s deconstruction of evil is but the inflated jibber of a would-be Prometheus. What you seek is impossible, they say—you can never defeat evil, because it is too big, too various, too slippery, too omnipresent.


But I already know it cannot be defeated completely, and I agree that it would be unwise to try. The idea of human perfection has always been a monstrous concept—so let‘s accept that humanity will always to some extent betray, hate and persecute even as it creates, loves and cherishes. Aggression and evil will always be with us. I simply wish to see evil defeated to just the extent that humankind has a better chance (better odds, as it were) of surviving its own self-destructive tendencies. That is a modest and logical goal. In writing this book I seek not to be a public intellectual, or even an engaged one, so much as a ‘prophetic’ one—a ‘prophetic intellectual’ being one who warns humankind of its dark angels and the dangers they foretell.


My view of humanity in the early 21st century is similar to that of my collateral ancestor William Swaim, who when he created his anti-slavery newspaper Greensborough Patriot in 1828 (in Greensborough, North Carolina) put these words on the masthead: “The ignorant and degraded of every nation or clime must be enlightened, before our earth can have honor in the universe.” The difficulties inherent in such a task he knew well, for on his editorial page he quoted Pope: “Truths would you teach, or save a sinking land? All fear, none aid you, and few understand.” At present our species has precious little honor in the universe, but it must change to survive. The best in humanity is not what it is, but what it can become.




Lawrence Swaim


Napa Valley


2012
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Chapter 1
Understanding the Trauma Bond


1.


The woman I was talking to was only thirty, but looked older. She was attractive and alert, but her face, arms and body were covered with scars—she had been severely beaten by her husband, who had put her in the hospital innumerable times. She wanted more than anything to leave her husband, a man who had devastated her life several times over, and was now in prison for trying to kill her—and since I was her primary counselor at a county-funded crisis center, I wanted very badly for her to leave him too. In fact I sometimes came close to begging.


But she didn’t think she could do it.


“I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she told me. “My husband was very nice when I first met him, but he gradually began to threaten me, and then he started hitting me—and when he’s violent he’s absolutely out of control. I love my kids, and he says he does too; but he beats them up and tells them they’re worthless. He locks me up when he’s gone.”


“You need to leave this man,” I said. “Nothing we say in this conversation is going to mean anything if you don’t do that.”


“I want to leave him.”


Sadly, I had heard this story many times. the woman was smart, without an ounce of self-pity, and exceptionally likeable. “Look, there’s no big mystery about it,” I said. “Just leave him. Deep down, you really want that. We’ll send you and the kids to a women’s shelter. If he comes after you, we’ll use the courts. You can have him arrested under California’s stalking statutes.”


“I know.”


“So why don’t you?”


She sighed—a sigh that came from the depths. “I just can’t seem to leave him and make it stick. I’m like a zombie, or like something diabolical has taken over my mind and body. I swear over and over that I’ll never go back to him—yet the next thing I know, I’m with him again.”


“And what happens?”


“We’re happy for awhile, but he always starts beating up on me and the kids again.”


Her husband was in prison for breaking her nose, both collarbones, both arms and one of her legs. She had actually been in a coma from severe head trauma as a result of the last beating he gave her. The hospital had referred her to us for help, and she begged us to help her leave her abusive husband. We advised her to break off all contact with this man, but when he called from prison she would always find ways to sneak off and take his calls.


“You know, if you keep going back to him, you’ll just end up in the same dangerous place,” I said, “and someday it’ll be too late. Your kids are already deep in crisis because of your husband’s violence.”


“I know.”


“And the DA will probably charge you with child endangerment if you go back to him.”


“I know.”


“If you leave him, you can start over.”


“I know, I know—that’s what I want.”


She was saying all the right things—except just a few minutes before I had seen her sneaking into an empty office to take a call from her husband, who was calling from prison. He was calling to tell her where to meet him when he got out.


And she agreed to meet him.


I confronted her with this. “Destroy yourself if you must,” I said, “but you do not have the right to take your children back into this nightmare. We’ll have to recommend putting the children into foster care.”


“I know, I know,” she said miserably, “but I just don’t seem to have the willpower to leave my husband. I try and try, but I just can’t seem to do it.”


“Remember where this all comes from,” I reminded her. “You were physically and emotionally abused yourself by your father.”


“Yes, and I could hardly wait to leave home.”


“And when you did—”


“The first thing I did was to hook up with someone who beat me up just like my father did.”


I and the other counselors spent hundreds of hours talking to her. We gave her books and pamphlets about spousal abuse. We shared endless strategies for breaking free from her husband’s abuse. We did groups, role-playing and many other interventions during the weeks she was with us. I pleaded with her to go to a women’s shelter with her children. Sometimes I actually found myself tearing up when I talked to her—partly because I understood the risk she incurred for herself and her children, whereas she did not seem to comprehend them at all. But there were times when I and the other staff seemed to be winning her over. The biggest thing we had going for us was the fact that despite the bond she had developed to her husband, she was truly terrified of being beaten up again by him.


But ultimately, of course, she went back to him.


What I did not completely understand at that time was that driving this woman’s seemingly inexplicable behavior was one of the most powerful—if malignant—psychological dynamics in the world. This same mechanism was also, I discovered over many years, at the heart of much of the world’s most blatant expressions of aggression. People who are victims of violence internalize the aggression they have suffered, and then act that aggression out, either as violence against others or violence against themselves. And they often become bonded to aggression itself as a way of life, seeking it out and allowing it to become the single obsessive organizing principle of their personalities.


It all seemed a bit crazy, since most human attachments usually grow stronger in response to nurturing, not abuse—but in an abusive relationship the bond is based on violence; and if anything, the human bond created by aggression can become far stronger than anything based on kindness. In fact, this disturbing reality is so common that in 1981 two psychologists, Donald G. Dutton and Susan Painter, began to study abusive relationships. They noted especially the powerful—and therefore dangerous and irrational—bond that grows up between an abuser and his victim. They referred to this phenomenon as “traumatic bonding.” They noted the “power imbalance” between the abuser and abused, and the emotional and cognitive confusion created by the aggressor’s use of intermittent good and bad behavior. They called the resulting bond a “paradoxical attachment,” without arriving at any definitive psychological or biological reason for it. But they did agree that the bond it created was powerful, and that once it reached a certain stage it was almost impossible to break.1


The client I was counseling was beaten up many more times by her husband. (The reader will perhaps not be surprised to know that the abuser had himself been abused as a child.) There was one thing he knew for sure about the world he lived in—that any woman to whom he was attracted, and who found him attractive, deserved to be beaten up. Although he might not have been able to articulate it, that was the ethic (or ethos) that drove his life. His wife, battered into submission by his merciless beatings, had bonded with him; and because of that, she had validated his ethos of love-as-violence, to which she had first been introduced as a child by her abusive parents.


She and her abuser had arrived at a way of experiencing the world together—a shared, ritualized and highly pathological worldview based on aggression as the supreme and most authentic form of truth; and they acted out this murderous ethos until she was finally and irrevocably dead. About a year after her husband got out of prison, he finally killed her, as we knew he would all along; he was sentenced to life in prison without parole. I’m delighted to say that their kids were eventually adopted by a very nice professional couple—the wife was physically disabled, but both she and her husband were very happy with their new family. Ten years later, they’re doing well.


2.


The abused woman portrayed above is a composite: that is, she is a combination of personal characteristics of many such abused people I counseled during the twenty-five years I was a counselor doing psycho-social rehab. Everything in this composite portrait actually happened, including the nice part about the children in the abusive home who ended up with the nurturing professional couple. And I really did counsel a woman whose husband used to lock her and her children in the house whenever he left. When she first told me about it I had trouble believing it, so before I wrote it up in the woman’s chart, just to make sure, I went out to their house with her and inspected it. Believe it or not there really were locks on the outside of the doors and windows that her husband had installed, so that this maniac could lock up his whole family in the house while he was gone. (And although the wife complained mightily about his controlling behavior, she, too, refused to leave him.) And there was also another guy who chopped his wife up with an ax and put her remains in the trunk of his car before he went out to do a few errands. His wife, too, had tried many times to leave him, but had never been able to. There were many others, some even more bizarre that the ones recounted above, but they all had one thing in common—they couldn’t leave their abusive spouses or lovers.


Both victims and aggressors tended to be people who had been traumatized by violence, often over a long period, and often as children; they identified with aggression so strongly that it had become a powerful and lethal addiction. (Another one of my clients, a disabled man confined to a wheelchair, had a girlfriend who had hit him so many times on the head with blunt objects that he was going blind. He went back to her, too.) Not only were many of these people in abusive relationships unable to stop being victims or aggressors, the violence they were involved in had come to define their personalities, and in some cases had replaced their personalities completely.


In social work and family law, this phenomenon is often encountered, and has been referred to as a trauma bond. This is frequently used to describe abused children that are nonetheless incredibly loyal to their abusive parents, and will do anything to remain with them—even though they hate and fear the abuse. Why does this happen? It happens because the children have developed a profound emotional bond with the adults who are abusing them. Under its influence, they will lie to protect their abusers, and will rationalize the adults’ abusive behavior in mind-boggling ways, in an attempt to stay with them. But why do children develop trauma bonds in the first place? That’s a complicated and somewhat threatening issue for many people, because of what it reveals about violence and human intentionality—and it isn’t limited to children, as we have seen. Any investigation of the trauma bond is likely to reveal information that is highly threatening to the way we are accustomed to think about human nature, and about good and evil.


Some of the best research done on the nature of aggression among children was done by Anna Freud, the daughter of Sigmund Freud. Anna didn’t mean to explain aggression in any complete or systematic way—and she certainly wasn’t aiming at a theory of evil. But she hit on certain dynamics of the ego that probably explain more about aggression than anything her father ever wrote, especially her theory of “Identification with the Aggressor.” One has the sense that ultimately aggression was a subject that Sigmund Freud might have written more about, had he not taken a wrong turn by ignoring his mild-mannered disciple Alfred Adler in the years before the First World War. Adler thought that aggression was the big problem facing humankind; Freud thought sexuality was the culprit. After two world wars, the depredations of Stalin and Hitler and the Nazi Holocaust, most of us today would probably agree with Adler.


In a style both direct and innocent, Anna Freud used her thera-peutic experiences with children to demonstrate how identification with the aggressor operates. In one case, she wrote of a little boy making faces at a teacher that he feared. “Observing the two attentively, [an associate] saw that the boy’s grimaces were simply a caricature of the angry expression of the teacher and that, when he had to face a scolding by the latter, he tired to master his anxiety by involuntarily imitating him. The boy identified himself with the teacher’s anger and copied his expression as he spoke, though the imitation was not recognized. Through his grimaces he was assimilating himself to or identifying himself with the dreaded external object.”


Anybody who has observed a class clown will readily agree that mimicking the teacher is mainly about authority and aggression. For a moment the bad boy has the upper hand—and the dreaded authority figure, his back turned, is temporarily bereft of power, as long as the class clown is skillful enough to avoid detection. But such gambits are themselves power gestures: if the class clown is obliged to imitate the teacher to feel safe, he is already not only poking fun at him, he is assuming his role—he has to become the teacher to defeat him, even if only for a moment.


Anna Freud wrote also about a little girl who overcame her fear through identification with an imagined aggressor. “At home she was afraid to cross the hall in the dark, because she had a dread of seeing ghosts. Suddenly, however, she hit on a device which enabled her to do it: she would run across the hall, making all sorts of peculiar gestures as she went. Before long, she triumphantly told her little brother the secret of how she got over [her] anxiety. ‘There’s no need to be afraid in the hall,’ she said, ‘you just have to pretend that you’re the ghost who might meet you.’”


In another case, a young boy who was Anna’s patient came to her after experiencing great pain at the dentist’s, and “vented his feelings” on various objects in the room. He cut string into tiny pieces with his knife and then “turned his attention to some pencils, and went on indefatigably sharpening them, breaking off the points, and sharpening them again.” Anna made the point that he was not playing at being a dentist, but was “identifying himself not with the person of the aggressor but with the aggression.”


Anna writes also about a boy who was struck by the fist of an instructor—apparently inadvertently—during a game on the school playground. The next day he showed up for their therapy session dressed in full armor! “On his head he wore a military cap and he had a toy sword at his side and a pistol in his hand.” During the session he sat down and wrote a letter to his mother demanding that she send him a pocketknife. In this way the little boy identified with the aggression he attributed to the teacher who had inadvertently struck him, and had already made considerable progress in internalizing that aggression by arming himself with toy weapons.2


Anna saw clearly the process of identification with the aggressor and the resulting internalization of aggression (“By impersonating the aggressor, assuming his attributes or imitating his aggression, the child transforms himself from the person threatened into the person who makes the threat”)3, but she uses the rather turgid psychoanalytic word introjection to describe this process. If one chooses to use psychoanalytic language, the Hungarian psychoanalyst Maria Torok’s word incorporation might come closer to describing what happens when people identify with aggression and internalize it. In her strange but fascinating essay “The Illness of Mourning and the Fantasy of the Exquisite Corpse,” Torok described the grieving process as a wild attempt to internalize the departed (and an unconscious attempt to keep the departed alive, this writer would say); and Torok concluded that in such an emotionally charged situation the psychoanalytical concept of introjection, as commonly understood, didn’t apply. Incorporation, as Torok used it, meant a kind of instant internalization.


Grieving, she decided, was so violent that it allowed the mind to instantly position forbidden, dangerous or incongruous material within consciousness. This is necessary during grieving, because “faced with the impotence of the process of introjection (gradual, slow, laborious, mediated, effective), incorporation is the only choice: phantasmic, unmediated, instantaneous, magical, sometimes hallucinatory.”4 Torok’s contribution lies in understanding that powerful, paradoxical and “phantasmic” emotional material can indeed be instantly internalized into the personality during moments of extreme emotional duress.


The psychoanalytic words introjection and incorporation, then, describe two phases of the same thing, but since they are so close to each other in meaning this writer greatly prefers the common-sense word internalization to describe what happens in both phases. Both Maria Torok and Anna Freud were mainly interested in how the ego survives, not how aggression replicates itself in the world; nonetheless, Anna saw clearly how the mind can identify with aggression preparatory to internalizing it, and reported the phenomenon accurately. Of course, both women were overly freighted with Freudian psychoanalytic theory that we might today find tedious and insulting—for example, Anna Freud attributes the fear of the little girl who was afraid of ghosts to penis envy!


But both women—Anna Freud in particular—illuminated critical aspects of the ego’s struggle to survive in a hostile world; and Anna’s discovery of “Identification with the Aggressor” is critical to understanding how the personality can first identify with the aggressor and his aggression. Adults, in fact, typically go much further than simply identifying with the aggressor—adult victims of traumatic violence tend to internalize the aggression itself, rather than the persona of the aggressor. We become aware of this because they can be observed acting aggressively months or years later, either against themselves or against others—and they do this without necessarily adopting the personal characteristics of the aggressor. Once internalized, aggression becomes a powerful unconscious orientation which often leads to self-harm or violence against others; and it may lead to a worldview in which aggression is the standard of emotional authenticity by which everything else is measured.


3.


I witnessed a startling example of adult trauma bonding while counseling two difficult clients, Darlene and Little Davy, at the residential crisis program where I worked. Both were street people, both were poly-substance abusers, and Darlene had multiple personality disorders; in addition, she was an experienced and rather frightening street criminal. (Both clients had been referred to the residential crisis center by the courts, via the county mental health system; almost all our clients were poor, and a great many homeless.) I watched from the window of the staff office one day as Darlene engaged in the thing she did best, which was intimidating other clients to get their cigarettes. She didn’t know I was watching her, and I didn’t want her to. With multiple personality disorders, Darlene was the kind of client “who could give sociopathy a bad name,” as the counseling staff jokingly put it; almost every morning she’d bum cigarettes from the other clients—that is, she’d threaten and intimidate them until they gave them up.


Usually she did this in out-of-the-way places where staff couldn’t see her, but today I watched as she ran her game in plain view.


She stood about two feet away from another client and launched into a detailed account of how she’d recently beaten someone up. Then she asked casually for some cigarettes, took a step back—then stuck her face quickly back into his face.


“Yeah—you heard me. I need some smokes. That’s right, from you.”


A new client asked: “What if I don’t give you any?”


Darlene’s eyebrows went up. “Say what?”


“I don’t have any.”


“Yeah you do. I’ll go buy something from my friend, and when I come back I might be packing something. Be smart. Help me out here.”


The new client handed over a smoke. Without a flicker of a smile, Darlene held her hand out until the stranger put another cigarette in it.


Another client fished out a couple of moldy-looking smokes without even being asked. It usually didn’t take Darlene long to get enough smokes to last the day.


“See you later, sucker,” she said to nobody in particular.


Her victims thanked her. They often did that.


Her favorite victim was the soft-spoken client called Little Davy, who was both developmentally delayed and homeless. He usually didn’t have a lot to say: his most noticeable characteristic appeared to be a burning desire to avoid anything remotely resembling a conflict. He had no family, and lived on the street. Darlene had made him into a combination mule and house servant—if she needed a drink of water, she’d make Little Davy get it; if she had a message to send, she’d make him deliver it. Naturally, he was the first to give up his cigarettes to her in the morning. (Interestingly, it never seemed to occur to him to hide his cigarettes from Darlene. Or maybe he hid them so cleverly I just didn’t see him do it.) I finally concluded that there was something in the interaction that validated his position as her second-in-command.


Later I confronted Darlene about her cigarette-bumming in our regular therapy group. She was the very soul of confidence. “You must be mistaken,” she said sweetly. “I never get cigarettes from clients. I don’t like the crummy brands they buy.”


In the course of subsequent human events, Darlene was discharged from the county-funded rehab, because she broke too many rules, intimidated too many people, and was finally caught stealing. A couple of days later I looked out the staff office window to see what was going on with the clients. They were all smokers, so as usual they stood around smoking and having their morning coughing fits.


That day I heard an eerily familiar voice. “That’s right—don’t you hear right? I need the smokes. Yeah, that’s right, you.”


The hair on the back of my neck stood up. It was Darlene’s voice—the exact intonation, the same words, everything. Yet Darlene was nowhere around. Looking out the window, I saw that the speaker was Little Davy, Darlene’s former victim and toady. “Yeah, you—I know you can spare a couple.” Little Davy was shaking down the other clients for smokes. “Sucker, you know what I need. Give it up.”


Little Davey, the conflict-avoidant homeless man who wouldn’t hurt a fly, then launched into an angry recital of the people he’d recently beaten up, and all the violent things he’d been forced to do to his victims when they didn’t do as he had politely asked them to do. Not only did he talk like Darlene, he even moved his body the same way she did, sticking his face in the faces of his victims.


I couldn’t believe my eyes.


“Pretty soon I’ll be packing heat. Is that what you want? Huh?”


The other clients were as freaked out by Little Davy as I was, but they didn’t hesitate too long before fishing out a few cigarettes and handing them over to him. The same thing happened the next morning, and the next. When I confronted Little Davy about it in a subsequent group, he denied everything. (“You must be mistaken—I never take cigarettes from clients.”) Little Davy had been so frightened by Darlene, so beaten down and terrified by her, there he’d adopted all her most threatening verbal expressions, mannerism and facial expressions, assimilating them directly into his own personality and acting them out with astonishing verisimilitude. Little Davy became a completely different person, adopting to an amazing degree the threatening behavior of the woman who had previously bossed him around.


It wasn’t long before Little Davy went back to being his old, soft-spoken, conflict-avoidant self. (And a good thing, too, since his aggressive behavior would have gotten him discharged if it had continued.) Instead of intimidating people to get their cigarettes, he went back to giving his away. Ironically, his very lack of cognitive organization may have helped release him from his identification with Darlene’s aggression. But where did the personality of Little Davy go, and who was he during the week when he took on Darlene’s most violent characteristics? Was he Little Davy, Darlene, or some weird combination of the two?


I had spoken to Little Davy privately about some of the things Darlene had done to him on the street, and quickly became aware she had done enough to traumatize three people. These predations had created some very powerful factors that were affecting Davy behaviorally. They were so powerful that they allowed him, a devel-opmentally-delayed homeless man with an IQ of 69, to intuitively but flawlessly assimilate into his personality the boldest moves of a cunning, street-wise sociopath—such was the strength of his identification with her.


Adults don’t usually identify with their aggressors: they are much more likely to identify with aggression itself. Even abused spouses will pick up with another abuser if the first abuser dies or is not available. Adults subjected to emotional trauma often respond to it by adopting aggression as a way of life, identifying with aggression as it arises and manifests itself in society. So Darlene wasn’t just a mental health client who had traumatized Little Davy with threats and beatings—she was the most powerful manifestation of aggression in Little Davy’s world. So he bonded with her, at least when she was available. (His cognitive deficit apparently caused him to bond with her personality traits as well as with her aggression, rather as a child would.)


Similarly, this writer worked with an older veteran who had been struggling with drugs since he became habituated to substance abuse in Vietnam. Although he was a college graduate (in social work!) he hung out with a bunch of violent bikers who were bad for him because they supplied him with drugs, and bad street drugs at that. He had a long history of run-ins with the police, and the convictions were piling up—but he couldn’t break free of the low-rent, street-fighting guys he ran with. In retrospect, it appears that he was bonded not just to his friends’ violence, but also to their fascination with his combat experiences; they had an intuitive way of keeping his traumatic memories alive by talking about violence all the time they were around him. That made him a good customer for the weed and the downers they sold him. And there was something else: the bikers didn’t judge him for the way he’d screwed his life up. “They understand me,” was the way he put it. But with friends like that, he didn’t need enemies.


This was a rather common scenario with some of my clients, actually. Many of them weren’t even people with a recognizable mental illness, chronic or otherwise—they were people who had been through extremely violent and traumatizing experiences, and some of them had gotten very badly stuck. Their trauma was like a place they went to once, but somehow couldn’t leave. (Think Hotel California, by the Eagles.) It always had to do with some kind of aggression, it seemed—and then the client found himself acting out the aggression against other people, or against himself, or both. Traumatized women, I quickly found, were likely to act out internalized aggression against themselves, with cutting, substance abuse and depression; men usually acted it out against other people. What I was seeing, I gradually came to realize, were the powerful effects of trauma bonding that determined behavior in the present moment as a result of things that had happened weeks, months or years ago. Some clients had gotten used to it and wanted it to stay that way; others wanted to break out of the cycle of violence and aggression, but couldn’t. The most inspiring clients were able to break out of the bonds of past trauma and design new lives for themselves.


4.


When we talk of emotional trauma in this context, we are not referring to the trauma of the tornado, the earthquake or the house fire. These things are horrific, causing emotional wounds that last a lifetime—but they’re different from the psychic wounds suffered by a combat veteran or the victim of a rape, for example. There is something about person-on-person violence that is uniquely harmful, because it tends to destroy the trust necessary for social contracts—it destroys, on a very deep level, one’s connection to the rest of humanity. The traumas of war, rape, murder and genocide (not to mention governments that imprison, torture and discriminate against people for religious or political reasons) affect us emotionally as nothing else, because they take away our ability to trust and count on other people; indeed, they seem to take away our ability to make objective assessments of other people, which in turn compromises one’s ability to function in society. That may be irrational, but that’s what feelings are—they are by definition irrational.


Sometimes it is the loss of trust itself that drives the emotional trauma. The Ponzi scheme of Bernard Madoff was a so-called affinity scam—that is, it exploited people that Madoff knew through his connections in various East Coast Jewish communities. Madoff especially concentrated on the soft targets of Jewish charities and philanthropies, with their large accumulations of capital that could be moved quickly and easily. When the scam was revealed, the effects were devastating—for people who lost their livelihoods along with their ability to trust others in their own community, the effects were traumatizing and life-altering. The disquieting effects percolated out into the general society, as it became clear that supposed regulators had ignored repeated warnings of wrongdoing. Even some of the victims seemed complicit in their own downfall, as greed caused some to ignore clear warning signs. Interviews with Madoff’s victims reveal people who are seething with aggression, and are seemingly prepared to act on that aggression; the devastation of the Madoff catastrophe will be felt for decades in the form of suicides, divorces, lawsuits between family members and aggression of every variety.


Let us take another example of trauma, one that is far too common: a woman is raped. The woman goes directly to a hospital, a rape kit is employed, and the rapist is arrested; the crime is adjudicated and the rapist goes to prison. The victim of the rape tries to return to her old life. But she is easily distracted, and can’t really concentrate as she once did. She is hyper-vigilant, and finds the aftereffects of the sexual assault much more trying that she’d imagined they’d be. Later, after hearing about women who cut themselves, she finds herself surreptitiously trying it. She drinks more alcohol now, and even begins to abuse prescription medications. She has acute feelings of anger and powerlessness from time to time, and she tries to suppress the unfamiliar feelings with a little calculated sexual promiscuity. But the mental disequilibrium is still there, when she comes back from drinking or a romantic adventure. She finds herself cutting her arms and legs regularly. Why? She was the victim of a violent crime. Why is she hurting herself?


A combat veteran returns from a tour in Iraq. He thinks he’s okay, but hangs out with other vets more than he talks to his wife, because he believes they “understand.” The vets meet in a bar, and tend to drink a lot. One of them takes painkillers while he drinks boilermakers (whiskey chased down with beer), which strikes the combat veteran as dangerous. He also notices that something about the neighborhood is making him uncomfortable—it reminds him of a particular street in Iraq, a street that used to frighten him because he saw an improvised explosive device blow up a truck parked ahead of him. He wonders why he keeps coming back to the bar, since the street on which the bar is located reminds him of Iraq. He starts to feel trapped. What’s going on?


He can’t talk to his wife anymore, and never even feels like having sex with her. His own children are afraid of him, because he inadvertently finds himself yelling at them. One day the guy at the bar that takes pain pills passes out, and after he regains consciousness the vet gets in a fight with him. It’s only after the police break it up that the vet remembers that he had a buddy in Iraq that also took pain pills, mainly to kill the terrible headaches he had after head trauma suffered in an IED explosion. The Iraq war vet is starting to realize that something’s very wrong, but has no idea what to do about it. The next time he goes to this bar he gets in another big fight, and is ejected from the bar and told not to come back.


He goes home stoned, and his wife understandably gets on his case; but after a lot of arguing the vet ends up striking his wife in front on their kids, covering her face and neck with bruises. He’s come close before, but this time he goes over the line. His oldest son won’t speak to him the next morning; and his wife ends up sending the kids to her mother’s house. The veteran is aghast at his own behavior, but doesn’t know where it’s all coming from, and has no idea what to do about it—he has a distinct feeling he won’t be able to stop the physical abuse the next time he gets angry with his wife. In fact, he’s afraid he might kill her, or kill somebody else, or even himself. He figures his marriage is over, he doesn’t want to face charges in court, and especially doesn’t want a repeat of the domestic violence. He buys a Harley, and hits the road.


What’s going on here? What is causing the rape victim to hurt herself, and the veteran to beat his wife? They have both internalized enormous amounts of aggression, and they are both acting it out. The rape victim takes it out on herself, as women often do; the combat veteran takes it out on his wife. Both are acting out aggression that they internalized when they were victims of aggression themselves. But how does trauma cause the victim to internalize the aggression of the aggressor?


Let’s break it down step by step.


5.
1) Identification with the Aggressor.


A rape, an ambush, an attack on the street by a criminal—time slows down, and to the victim of the violence it seems like he is suddenly fast-forwarded into a dream, even as he tries to fight back against the danger battering him. The attack seems to go on forever. Indeed, it seems to the victim as though he is suddenly in an alternative universe where time itself is being extinguished. The world of the victim is completely overwhelmed by the attacker’s aggression, as that same aggression quickly becomes the victim’s world. The victim is in a strange terrain, but must somehow master it quickly to survive. Thus he has no choice except to identify totally with the world of the aggressor, because only total alertness to the danger that is upon him is going to help him survive the danger.


The senses are on red alert; but in the meantime something else is also happening. The emotions don’t have time to process anything, nor does the mind. The victim is operating totally on intuition. Horrifying things are happening to the victim, but she or he doesn’t have time to feel anything. All the thoughts and feelings that the victim would normally have in response to these events are put on hold. That is one aspect of emotional trauma—that emotions and thoughts have to be postponed to be experienced later. The personality is overwhelmed by so much stimulation that cognition closes down. The victim is running totally on adrenaline, nervous energy and something close to hysteria. The mind and emotions are totally out of whack, which is why part of post-traumatic treatment is helping the victim get his or her thoughts and feelings back, afterwards, into some kind of workable juxtaposition to each other. That might include helping the victim experience unpleasant feelings that he or she didn’t have time to feel during the violence; but it also might be making sure that the victim doesn’t get stuck in those volatile emotions.


Or perhaps the trauma comes from living with violent images, threats or attacks over a long period of time. The key to trauma bonding is this: the human personality experiences something that the conscious mind cannot accommodate or explain, so the experience goes directly to the unconscious part of the personality. Violence cannot be accepted by the reasoning, logical mind because violence is essentially illogical, and its impact on the personality can be exponentially increased when you try to impose logical criteria on the experience retrospectively. This also happens in situations that are not completely traumatic, but have such high levels of stress attached to them that the aftereffects, although not as severe, are similar, especially when they are cumulative. The fundamental illogicality of aggression is a big reason why the traumatized individual keeps returning in his or her mind to the aggression itself. Sadly, many victims of trauma—especially women—torment themselves by wondering if they made some mistake, and spend a great deal of time trying to figure out what it was.


Aggression, in other words, breaks asunder the normal, problem-solving world of the conscious mind. And then, because of some psychological (or perhaps biological) adaptation whose exact derivation we do not understand completely, aggression—or even the memory of it much later—temporarily shapes the world in which the victim lives. It is as though the victim is suddenly living in the aggressor’s world. This identification may continue long after the attack is over, as though the aggressor somehow continues to control the victim’s mental state. Both the conscious and the unconscious mind stay on red alert for a long time after the attack, as though the attack is still going on; but it is the unconscious mind that is affected most profoundly. The victim cannot logically answer the perennial question of all victims (why me?), so the unconscious mind takes over, using a greatly heightened intuition to make an adjustment to what is going on. The unconscious mind fights off death by bypassing logic and creating an emotional awareness so intense that it approaches a complete identification with the attacker.


A soldier describes an ambush: “I thought I was back in my bunk, dreaming. There was no place to run, so we had to return fire right away. I felt like I couldn’t be hurt. My training kicked in, and after a firefight the enemy withdrew. I still don’t know how long it lasted.” The narrator is describing, first, a fight or flight reaction; and secondly an omnipotence fantasy. There was nothing for the soldier to figure out. His unconscious mind simply accommodated itself completely to the situation, and then his training kicked in and got him through it.


Besides time slowing down, sound also sometimes fades out during a violent attack, as the mind explodes with intuitive flashes of insight aimed at hiding, escaping, evading or avoiding the attacker. This fantastic sensitivity to the aggression is actually a kind of identification with the aggression, an identification that opens the personality wide open to the aggression itself. The logical mind is no good in the world of attack and counterattack; nor is there enough time to process emotions in a normal way. There is only survival, and the unconscious mind’s desperate attempts to avoid extinction by intuitively getting into the mind of the attacker to figure out what he might do next, and using a tactic accommodated to the attacker’s behavior.


Here is an account of a victim’s escape from a rapist that appears in Gavin de Becker’s excellent book The Gift of Fear. The victim, named Kelly, was told by a rapist to stay in her bedroom. But Kelly intuitively sensed he was going into the kitchen to get a knife. Here’s what happened next: “But the instant he stepped from the room, Kelly stood up and walked after him, pulling the sheet off the bed with her. ‘I was literally right behind him, like a ghost, and he didn’t know I was there. We walked down the hall together. At one point he stopped, and so did I. He was looking at my stereo, which was playing some music, and he reached out and made it louder. When he moved on toward the kitchen, I turned and walked through the living room.’


“Kelly could hear drawers being opened as she walked out her front door, leaving it ajar. She walked directly into the apartment across the hall (which she somehow knew would be unlocked). Holding a finger up to signal her surprised neighbors to be quiet, she locked their door behind her.”5 This amazingly adaptive gambit probably saved Kelly’s life—Kelly later found out that this rapist had previously killed a victim with a knife. How did Kelly know he was going to her kitchen to get a knife? Because he stopped to close her bedroom window—and her intuition told her it was to muffle her screams. Her intuition also told her that he was sufficiently self-absorbed that he wouldn’t notice her escaping by ‘shadowing’ a couple of feet behind him. These things probably saved her life, and they helped the police take a really bad guy off the streets.


As courageous and life-saving as it turned out to be, Kelly’s quick move wasn’t the result of careful, logical thought. It was the result of intuition, which becomes greatly heightened in such situations. In an attack the unconscious mind understands the omnipresence, the totality, of the danger the victim is in. There’s no denial—not with the fists or bullets or threats flying. It’s there, and you’re in the middle of it. It has overwhelmed your world, expanded in a nanosecond to fill your horizons. The dangers you are facing, and your need to survive, are now your universe. Because the aggression that is endangering you is all you are able to concentrate on, you are forced to identify with the world created by it. Because the attacker is threatening to end your life, you must identify with him and his motives enough to outwit them in some way. Even if you do not lose your life in a situation like this—and even if you are not traumatized by it—I can practically guarantee you that this experience will affect you as few other experiences are likely to do.


Those who survive violent experiences, including those who seem to have escaped with no trauma, will sometimes have flashbacks triggered years later by some insignificant sound, association or situation. People who have experienced flashbacks describe it as being like putting a CD on a turntable—it’s all there, ready to be played, not the experience itself or even a memory of the events, but a sequence of emotions that the unconscious mind has not been able to decode and deconstruct. One reason for that is that the emotions were so insanely heightened at the time of the event itself. People who experience these kinds of flashbacks aren’t necessarily having auditory or visual hallucinations—they just feel all the emotions they didn’t have a chance to feel before, when they were in the midst of the violent experience. They couldn’t feel them the first time around because they were so focused on the life-threatening attack.


Think about it. How could you not identify with the world of aggression in which you suddenly find yourself? If you didn’t identify with it completely, you might miss something—you might not see the door or window through which you could escape, or the flicker of hesitation in the aggressor’s eyes that signals a chance to run or land a blow. This is what is meant by identification with aggression—you have to identify with it, or you might not survive it. This identification continues after the attack. Afterwards, the victim may make excuses for the attacker, taking responsibility for his motivation, soon perhaps beginning to blame herself and trying to understand it logically.


But violence is completely unreasonable, and therefore not amenable to reasonable theories. This sense of unreality may continue as long as the victim thinks about what happened. Since it cannot be processed logically, it sticks in the victim’s emotions—and it may gradually expand its influence over the individual’s unconscious thoughts and feelings even as the victim begins to forget the actual events. The silver lining to this paradoxical, bewildering process is that it enables the victim to survive.


That’s a big silver lining. But there’s an emotional price to pay.


2) Internalization of the Aggression.


Internalization is a secondary and deeper form of the victim’s engagement with aggression. First is identification, which begins at the moment when the victim understands the supreme danger he is in. Then something else kicks in—the internalization of the aggression, as the unconscious mind is mobilized and races its engines, desperately trying to arrive at some expedient to save itself. The logical mind is so overwhelmed and at such a disadvantage that it can no longer process events very well, since the victim is functioning mainly on instinct, adrenaline and intuition. But the unconscious mind of the victim knows the danger, and turns the tables on the attacker. It responds to the aggression with a gambit used in judo—it accepts the aggression, using the hostile energy of the attack to pull the aggression in. It is trying desperately to control the situation by internalizing it. This mental flip-flop is the mind’s way of trying to ensure the survival of the personality. By internalizing the aggression attacking it, the personality can now bend instead of break. Instead of resisting the aggression, the unconscious mind welcomes in into the personality, making the victim feel that he has gained some control and making the attack a little less overwhelming.


The internalization of an attacker’s aggression may not become apparent until a long time after the physical danger has passed, as the emotions reorient themselves and struggle to process what has happened. The discomfort of this later process is what often makes PTSD generate so much anxiety—the short-circuited or overburdened emotions are trying to get back in some kind of juxtaposition with the conscious mind, and with each other, based on highly incomplete and distorted memories. But the really difficult part may arise with the powerful feelings of aggression the victim is likely to have later, which really can’t be attributed only to delayed stress or to a desire for revenge, since the aggression that has been internalized typically isn’t just aimed at the attacker. The internalization of aggression by the trauma victim is what is likely to cause the biggest problems later. The bad part is the price the victim will pay later, often while struggling with powerful feelings of irrational anger arising from the aggression internalized during the attack. This aggressive orientation is likely to grow stronger if the conscious mind cannot retrospectively make sense of the violence endured—and it usually can’t, if the victim cannot create some kind of moral context for the aggression experienced. The best way to begin doing this, usually, is by talking about the experience as early as possible without getting stuck in memories of it.


When one speaks of internalizing the aggression of an attacker, a threatening figure, or a battlefield enemy, it sounds more like a physical than an emotional process, like an exchange of blood-borne pathogens. But it isn’t a physical transfer. It’s a sharp, violent and emotional response to aggression, in which the victim’s emotions violently reorient themselves and take on an aggressive emotional orientation that the victim didn’t have before. The unconscious mind isn’t just accommodating the aggression it is experiencing—it is unconsciously imitating and conforming to the aggression being visited against it, in a desperate bid to survive it. The longer the aggression goes on, and the longer the victim is in a threatening or violent environment, the more these changes are likely to occur, and to affect the victim’s personality later.


When US soldiers went out on patrol in Iraq, as they tended to do almost daily, similar changes in the soldier’s personality were extremely likely to happen, because a constant state of aggressive alertness was the only way the American soldier could compensate for the familiarity of the enemy with The terrain, the culture and the prevailing tribal alignments. Again, it was an effort to imitate the readiness that the insurgents possessed, simply because they were Iraqis, and the Americans weren’t. The Iraqi insurgents were, in other words, playing on their home field; and the Americans had to adopt a hyper-vigilant and aggressive attitude to compensate for the disadvantage.


Without The agency of moral choice, without conscious decision-making, the entire unconscious linkage of emotion, instinct and sensory awareness coheres to fit the pattern of the attacker’s aggression. The personality of the soldier is very often affected by a powerful aggressive emotional orientation—and it becomes very difficult to turn the spigot off. A specific crime, attack or threatening situation may end, but its effect on the victim’s personality may remain for a very long time—and affect the victim’s behavior in strange and unexpected ways in the future. The two main qualifiers are these: The length of the traumatizing aggression; and the extent to which it is forced upon the recipient of it.


On one level, what happens to a victim of aggression is fairly simple. He is attacked, and he fights back. His adrenaline soars; his heart pumps; his breath is short; he shouts and curses; and his entire sensorium (the sum total of his senses) is now on high red alert. He responds to an attack with unabated defensive violence—but reactive anger isn’t the whole story. The victim who experiences trauma often continues to feel aggression for much longer than is rationally necessary, sometimes for a lifetime; and subsequent anger is often aroused at inappropriate times and directed at inconsequential things. The reason is because the victim internalized the aggression of the attack during the traumatizing event. The unconscious aggressive emotional orientation that has been created in our victim can quickly become a driving force not merely of the victim’s behavior, but of his worldview. It also frequently involves self-destructive gestures, which it logically shouldn’t, and it sometimes results in suicide, which it logically never should. The reasons these things happen is obviously not revenge; it is because victims have internalized enormous amounts of aggression and have found no healthy way to express, act out or deconstruct those orientations.


Clearly something happens when people are victims of aggression that is quite extraordinary, especially if the aggression lasts a long time. Some people, of course, are able to very quickly figure out a way to deconstruct the aggression they’ve internalized, and to sublimate or channel it in positive ways; but unless people are willing to talk about the things that traumatized them, internalized aggression can become so volatile and so uncomfortable that it is intrinsically difficult to control. Generally speaking, the best thing the victim of aggression can do is to start talking about what happened—and how he feels about it—as soon as possible. It is this book’s central thesis that the trauma bond, whatever ultimately causes it to happen, is a profound dynamic in the way aggression and evil are replicated in the world. The most powerful forms of trauma bonding involve some identification with the aggression that caused (or continues to cause) the trauma; and at the same time a fair amount of internalization of the aggression itself. Then the victim either has to figure out some way to deconstruct it, live with it, or act out the aggression on someone else, or on oneself. Again, by far the best expedient is for victims to start talking about what happened, as soon as possible.


Long after the attack, the victim’s sense of unreality continues. Ultimately, it is as though the aggression experienced by the victim has moved into his personality and is continuing to influence him—and that is exactly what has happened. By focusing so strongly on the danger from the aggressor at the point of attack, the victim has allowed (indeed, welcomed) the attacker’s aggression into his own personality at a moment of supreme vulnerability. This was the result of focusing so intently and intuitively on the violence of the aggressor, which is necessary to survive. But the aggression will gradually become a powerful emotional orientation that can over time take on a life of its own. This aggressive emotional orientation is insistent, volatile and uncomfortable, and the pressure generated by it can usually be relieved only by deconstructing it or acting it out.


Since this aggressive emotional orientation ends up in the unconscious part of the victim’s personality, over a long period of time it is likely to influence the victim’s behavior in ways he or she may not be consciously aware of. It is also likely to affect the victim’s worldview. Men traumatized by aggression are prone to identify with aggression in the larger society by supporting patriarchy, nationalism or a coercive attitude toward the resolution of social problems. The male victim may bond with other people, usually males, who engage in violence together. (Think paramilitary militias, biker gangs, Serbian nationalists, hazing fraternity students, etc.) On the other hand, a benign example of this dynamic might include guys watching football together in the den or basement (the ‘man-cave’) on Saturday. What’s the difference between a football fanatic and a street criminal? The football fan is in control of his aggression, allowing the players to act it out for him, and enjoying the resulting aggression vicariously.


In general, the behavior of the victim will gradually become more aggressive, since the aggression he internalized has coalesced into an emotional orientation that demands an outlet—and if it can’t be acted out or sublimated in some way, the result is usually anxiety of varying degrees of intensity. The victim can either act out the aggression he is feeling, abuse substances to dull the discomfort, or suffer increasing levels of anxiety—or, find some way to deconstruct the aggressive emotional orientation without having to act it out against himself or others.


Sometimes the victim becomes aware of his new aggressive impulses, especially if he wasn’t particularly aggressive before. This, too, causes anxiety, but may be healthy because it may cause the victim to seek help. There are many ways that strong feelings of aggression can potentially be deconstructed, but usually the key is getting the traumatized individuals to talk about their experiences as soon after they happen as possible, without allowing them to get stuck in overwhelming emotions or memories. (Other ways that internalized aggression can be deconstructed will be discussed later.) The victim, remember, has taken a big part of the aggression into his own personality in an attempt to normalize it—which means that the personality of the victim has been altered, to accommodate the aggression of the attacker. These are things that the victim needs to talk about, and to be reassured that the feelings of anger are normal for this experience—but also needs to be reassured that he doesn’t need to act on those feelings, because he is no longer in the aggressor’s world. If the victim can’t deconstruct the aggressive orientation, he is likely to act out his aggression against himself or others.


A man from El Salvador that I interviewed survived an attack by a death squad in which a girlfriend died; he experienced so much aggression afterwards that he said that he felt like his stomach was on fire. After awhile, he got involved in the ongoing civil war in El Salvador by joining the revolutionary guerillas in his province. Amazingly, he survived the whole thing and opened a business after the guerillas signed a peace accord. He, along with some other former guerillas, formed a political party that at the time this was written had been voted into government. This man was an example of a victim who became an aggressor in a way that was acceptable to his society—or at least to his comrades in the revolutionary army—and deconstructed his aggressive emotional orientation through the agency of the peace agreement, which came as a huge relief to all Salvadorians. (Remarkably, the guerrilla commanders of his faction dropped Marxism-Leninism and adopted a democratic and surprisingly conciliatory approach to the rebuilding of the country.) But the revolution devastated El Salvador, creating extremely violent youth gangs and making the crime rate the worst in Latin America. It would have been better if the rich families of Salvador hadn’t created death squads in the first place, and if the US hadn’t given them money to murder people, most of whom simply wanted trade unions, social justice and the rudiments of a democracy.


If trauma bonding occurs on a mass basis throughout the world, humankind’s ability to control aggression may depend on how well people can deconstruct this process. But we ought to first understand that trauma bonding is itself a mechanism of survival—the unconscious mind’s extreme response to the perceived threat of death. Although it cannot make moral choices, there is almost always a reason for what the unconscious mind does. Consider drowning, for example. The body goes through excruciating and extreme changes as it is deprived of oxygen. The unconscious mind desperately tries to keep the personality alive by producing vivid pictures from the drowning person’s past. It also prepares the drowning victim for death, creating a kind of instant documentary of what that person’s life has been. (People who have almost drowned often say, “I saw my whole life flash in front of my eyes,” which has now become something of a cliché but is quite an enlightening experience for those who survive to talk about it.) People having near-death experiences also report a beautiful and indescribable sense of peace, as the unconscious mind prepares them for the next step.


It is something like this that causes the victim of aggression to internalize the aggression he is suffering. He ‘resolves’ the adversarial nature of the attack by taking the aggression into his own personality while the unconscious mind assumes all the attributes and dynamics of that aggression. This is one of the unconscious mind’s recurring strategies for keeping the personality whole and the victim alive; but these machinations are completely unconscious rather than conscious, and were probably selected into human behavior by some obscure social juxtaposition in humanity’s past social and biological evolution. (At least some evolutionary biologists have hypothesized along those lines.) And the dreamlike, unconscious way in which the unconscious mind operates is why the internalized aggression is so potent, so toxic and so deceptively long-lasting.


One reason why the victim of violence pays such a high price is because he has no idea whatsoever, during the attack, what is going on inside him emotionally. At first the victim experiences relief from simply having survived—then the anger and anxiety arrive, and the victim begins to understand that the struggle has just begun. The aggressive emotional orientations that now characterize his emotions must be either deconstructed—that is, their disruptive nature neutralized—or acted out in some way. This is the peculiar difficulty that afflicts both men and women who are suffering from PTSD. What makes recovery so difficult for them is the irrational anger they find themselves feeling, not to mention hyper-vigilance, which can by itself cause ongoing anxiety because it seems to erupt without sufficient reason. The result is that the victim begins to wonder if his entire future is going to be shaped by the trauma he experienced at some time in the past. When trauma victims feel intense anger later, a long time after the original trauma, it is a kind of ‘Invasion of the Body Snatchers’ sensation, all the worse because it seems so unwarranted.


During the Vietnam War, the Veterans Administration understood that the returning vets were having so-called ‘re-entry problems.’ The VA had also decided that some of the vets’ behavior was becoming a problem for the society—but at the same time a great many of the vets had themselves already figured out that the government had lied to them about the reasons why they were sent to “kill the yellow man,” as the Bruce Springsteen song would have it. It was an angry time during which the Black ghettoes were exploding, and the vets had combat experience, and (although nobody would say so openly) the vets returning from Vietnam were seen by the US political class as something of a subversive threat. In San Francisco, where this writer lived, it was not uncommon for the VA to simply give returning Vietnam Vets powerful tranquilizers, usually around ninety tabs of 10 MG Valium every month, recommending that they take three of these 10 MG tabs a day. Unfortunately, these tranquilizers were actually muscle relaxants, and were thus highly addictive, so that the VA was supplying them with a free gateway drug to a life of further addictions.


But that was the only way the VA knew in those days for dealing with the problem of delayed stress among their returning veterans, many of whom were not only traumatized by combat but also deeply disillusioned by the lies the government had told them. (And yes, this loss of trust apparently exacerbated the symptoms of trauma, because of the unspoken realization that the traumatizing events were to some extent caused by a war that was unnecessary.) The Valium they gave these young vets anesthetized their anger, but it only worked in the short term—over the long term it made things worse. Because of ignorance about the effects of emotional trauma among returning combat soldiers during and after the Vietnam War, and because of the counterinsurgent nature of the war itself, America lost part of an entire generation of young returning veterans to mental illness, addictions, homelessness and suicide.


3) The Victim Becomes an Aggressor.


People who have internalized large amounts of aggression must contain it, neutralize it or act it out. If they try to contain (that it, ignore or deny) it, anxiety often results: sleeplessness, inability to concentrate, irritability and hyper-vigilance. Street drugs and alcohol can neutralize it, but only in the short term. Those who can’t handle the internalized aggression very well often start acting it out. Some act it out as self-harm—women are particularly prone to that, but there are plenty of male combat veterans who also engage in self-harm in the form of substance abuse, high-risk behavior and suicide. And of course some traumatized people—usually men—act their internalized aggression out against others, and adopt a worldview in which violence is an acceptable and desirable way to resolve human problems. This is mainly because they have internalized huge amounts of aggression, but perhaps also because they have been in situations where certain kinds of violence were honored and rewarded.


In the film Apocalypse Now, the protagonist Captain Benjamin L. Willard, played by Martin Sheen, comes back to Vietnam even though he has already done two tours of duty. “When I’m here in Vietnam, all I can think about is leaving,” Willard says in a voice-over, “but when I’m not in Vietnam, all I can think of is getting back into the jungle.” That seemingly paradoxical refrain is repeatedly encountered in narratives of Vietnam Veterans. (“When I was in the [Vietnam] shit, all I could think about was getting back to the world. When I went home, all I could think about was getting back to be with my buddies.”) While consciously hating the mayhem of Vietnam, and verbally cursing it as a lost cause, many soldiers felt an inexorable pull to get back into it. Very often they couldn’t explain why—it simply seemed that once baptized by fire, they couldn’t wait to get back into the jungle to again experience the aggression that had so radically changed them. (Sometimes they’d say, “I wanted to finish the job we’d started”—even though they knew US strategy was fatally flawed and going nowhere. So if the job was flawed, why did they go back?)


The entire premise of Apocalypse Now was that some soldiers wanted to get back into the jungle—what they saw as evil in its purest form—to recover something they had lost; but when they got in too deep they got lost themselves. In this paradox are distant echoes of a particular colonial paradigm, in which the European colonialist is both attracted to, and terrified of “going native.” (That is, he might identify too closely with the indigenous people he’s been exploiting.) Traumatized soldiers can find themselves on a similar merry-go-round, if they cannot deconstruct the aggression they have internalized. Don’t forget that for many men, the experience of trauma bonding with their buddies may be the only experience of emotional intimacy they’ve ever experienced. Men that have internalized huge amounts of aggression could spend the rest of their lives trying to recapture that intimacy, while at the same time they seek unconsciously to go back to the emotional country where their personalities were forever altered, and perhaps broken. They know that something big happened to them; but feel that there is only one way to find out what it was, by going back to that place where aggression was the standard by which everything else is judged.


Once the soldier has identified with and to some extent internalized the aggression that is all around him, he is likely to find himself irrationally attracted to aggression as a phenomenon, especially the kind of aggression he already knows about. There is a part of him that will always want to go back to the original site of the aggression, back to the place of the trauma—the unconscious mind cannot forget that trauma happened, because it gave the personality its new orientation. The mind of the traumatized veteran drives him to return to the scene of the original emotional dislocation, back to the place where everything changed. To do that, he may create or seek out social situations that generate violence and aggression, trying to remake the world around him to conform to his feelings. That may include getting involved with groups—from biker gangs to cocaine wholesalers to vulture capitalists to “re-upping” in the military—that are organized around aggression. They can’t deliver lasting peace, but in the short term they seem to give the victim the intimacy he craves, and supply a kind of logic to otherwise incoherent emotions. And they take him closer to that place where he lost his innocence. But what exactly the victims hope to find when they get back to the point of maximum trauma most traumatized people don’t really know.


In Apocalypse Now, the emotionally battered Captain Willard is anxious to re-engage the enemy again, as though by defeating him he can get his life back. But the movie suggests that the danger confronting Willard comes from a different source—from the nature of the war itself, which he has internalized. Counterinsurgency involves killing civilians, which is always an atrocity. And it was an unnecessary atrocity, because the Americans did not allow the elections mandated by the Geneva Accords of 1956, which would have allowed the South Vietnamese to pick their own government. (The US knew the South Vietnamese would probably vote for Ho Chi Minh, so they did not allow the election to go forward.) So the US action in Vietnam was completely unnecessary, and therefore entirely immoral; and most solders sensed that, or they gradually became aware of it, without acknowledging it in so many words. That was the central irony of Apocalypse Now—that the emotional trauma and the personal meltdowns of US soldiers in Vietnam came not only from a diabolical enemy, and not just from daily violence, but from the emotional and cognitive degradation of the American troops themselves, as their reasons for being there came to feel like so many drug-induced chimeras.


Some soldiers consciously turned against the war, and the courage associated with that transformation gave some the emotional armoring to protect them from the worst kind of trauma. Others used drugs, or shut down emotionally to shut out (or deliberately dissociate from) what they were doing and seeing. The only ones that adjusted to the situation with total success were the sociopaths, as Apocalypse Now demonstrates. Others were not so fortunate. The deeper they got into the jungle, the crazier they became, and the more systemic the bonding to a primitive world of sheer unending violence. But it started with the imperial idea that Americans knew best how Vietnam should be governed, and was driven by that weird combination of idealism, narcissism and innocence that periodically drives Americans to seek personal truth in places they do not fully understand.


The unconscious mind does not seek cognitive answers, but emotional ones—and if cognitive reasons for behavior are also lacking, that exponentially increases the need for emotional answers. What the traumatized person seeks, on one level, is an answer to the riddle of evil. The traumatized person longs to go back to the original violence, as though an emotional Eden lay waiting to be discovered in the instant before the ambush, rape, IED explosion, domestic violence or violent attack, the instant before the violence created a new person and a new world inside the victim. So traumatized men must cash in their spiritual IOUs, and Bogart their way back, back to the Garden, back through the violence to the safety and innocence encapsulated in the moment before the aggression. Or is it the violence itself that contains the answer? Traumatized men can never be completely sure, until they start dealing with the aggression they’ve internalized. Traumatized women spend an enormous amount of time blaming themselves, trying to figure out what they did wrong. Trauma-bonded people never really know what they’re searching for—all they know is that they want to get back to the things that transformed them, and get back the thing that they lost, and find out once and for all what the hell happened to them.


This mental boomerang effect is, again, the mind’s way of trying to ensure the survival of the personality, however paradoxical it may seem in the short-term. To know itself, the mind wants to know what made everything so different after the traumatic event. But the answer to post-traumatic stress, or delayed stress, usually does not lie in going back to the site of the trauma. The problem is not in the past, nor in the geographical place where it happened (Vietnam, Afghanistan or Iraq), because the problem now resides in the unconscious mind of the victim.


Many Vietnam Vets experienced a deep desire to return to peacetime Vietnam; and to be sure, for many vets that ended up being a healing experience. (This may have been partly because the Vietnamese government wanted improved relations with the US, and therefore encouraged vets to visit.) But some vets didn’t find what They were looking for, because they were looking in the wrong place. The vets who had the best return trips to peacetime Vietnam were those who dealt with their trauma before they attempted to go back. They found a way to externalize the aggression that they origi- nally internalized, and they found a way to do this without hurting themselves or others, usually with the help of talk therapy and (usually) some kind of peer-counseling with other Vietnam Vets. When vets deconstruct those parts of the war they’ve been carrying around inside them, they’re ready to go back to where the war was fought. That way, when the Vietnam Vet goes back to Vietnam, he won’t expect the Vietnamese to give him back what he lost. He can look instead at the Vietnamese as people, rather than stages in the dissolution of his personality.


Perhaps most victims of trauma feel at some point or other that insane pull, that incredible desire to go back to the moment—back to the place—where their trauma first happened, even if the journey back in time is metaphorical or merely simulated in popular art. Abused adolescents, for example, love to watch the most hideous kinds of ‘slasher’ films (Halloween, Friday the 13th, the Scream and Saw films) as though in the buckets of ketchup and simulated mutilation they can find what they lost to the brutal adults that physically and sexually abused them. I worked once at a residential program for SED—that is, severely emotionally disturbed—adolescents, almost all of whom had been abused in ways most people could hardly imagine. The staff at this program allowed the adolescents to watch ‘slasher’ films every night. “I know it’s crazy,” the program director told me, “but it’s literally the only thing that can get them to sit still for an hour or two. It’s the only time we can get our progress notes done. The rest of the time they’re so needy we have to give them nonstop attention.”


The Hollywood makers of these films apparently understand the relativity between trauma and the on-screen violence, because as the Wikipedia entry for the ‘slasher’ genre points out, the murderous antiheros of these exercises in gore (Freddy Krueger, Jason, Chucky, etc.) are usually based on “mentally deranged and/or physically deformed individuals who were traumatized, in many instances at an early age.” I also understood why abused kids wanted to watch ‘slasher’ films, because they would like to revisit, even if only in a wildly exaggerated cinematic form, the violence that traumatized them and took away their innocence; and I understood how hard it was for the staff to get these needy, violent kids to calm down long enough for them to write their progress notes. But I couldn’t agree with the way the staff resolved the problem. So I resigned from the program and went to work for a different agency.


By watching the spurting blood, decapitation and hacking of torsos and limbs on the screen in Slaughter High, Scream or I Know What You Did Last Summer, the traumatized adolescent may interpret the resulting thrills as recreational. But in what sense is extreme graphic hacking of human bodies recreational? Such kids are trying to discharge their internalized aggression through the catharsis of watching people being mutilated on the screen. By attempting to go back to the world of pure aggression where their own trauma originated, these children are signaling that they want to discharge the freight of the aggression they are carrying, because it is just too heavy for them to bear alone. But for adolescents to watch the extremely graphic violence of a ‘slasher’ movie without dealing with their own internalized violence is simply compounding violence with more violence, regardless of the momentary catharsis.


Ultimately such young victims of abuse will discharge their internalized aggression wherever they find themselves in life; and one can only hope such a person finds some social institution or program that can help him deal with his emotional orientations. If the abused adolescent’s internalized aggression is not neutralized, he will act it out, either against himself or against other people, or both. Watching a ‘slasher’ film will give an abused adolescent momentary relief, to be sure; but overall it simply takes him one step further in his progression from victim to aggressor. And even the momentary relief of the catharsis offered by ‘slasher’ films is likely to be so pathological that the young person will get the message that under certain circumstances violence is okay.


The abused male adolescent might find a way to act it out that is minimally acceptable to society (as a soldier, boxer, stunt man, high- rise construction worker), but is far more likely to find ways that are not acceptable and in the process hurt himself and others. In his quest to act out the aggression inside him he is likely to end up in prison. In the past, the military has been a time-honored place of maturation for many violent young males; in the rigors of training, following orders, strenuous exercise, cleaning weapons, standing at attention and marching around, etc., many young recruits paradoxically find that military training gives the recruit a psychic container to control aggressive emotions.


At the same time, the military also redirects his aggression by encouraging him to support patriarchal solutions to social and international problems, based heavily on oppression, violence and intimidation. A young male in the military who seems to have promise will sometimes be mentored by an older person and will become a good career soldier. But he is also very likely to be mentored into an ultraconservative worldview, and to end up supporting extreme right-wing solutions to everything, including large doses of patriarchy, nationalism and militarism.


In a worst-case scenario, a male survivor of youthful abuse might, after a great deal of substance abuse and violations of the law, commit “suicide by cop”—pick up a gun and wave it around threateningly until some poor patrolman has to shoot him dead. Until he can deconstruct the trauma bond that drives him to violent solutions, the young male will always want to go back to the aggression that first broke his personality, and that all too often drive him to look for ways to act it out in the present moment. At some point it may not even be a matter of choice anymore, but of sheer, brutal emotional compulsion. The young adult who is recovering from the effects of abuse may have some control over how he acts out the aggression inside him, but one way or the other he’ll have to act it out. And that makes him a walking time bomb. The best thing for him is to talk to someone about what is going on inside him. If he simply tries to hold it all in without talking about it, he is likely to end up going out of control.


Sometimes abused adolescents learn very early in the group homes and residential treatment programs how to play the victim-aggressor angle, mimicking the behavior of the adults who originally beat them up or exploited them sexually. If an abused kid is in an environment in which he learns enough psycho-babble to blame everybody else, he may reach the highest rung of the victim-aggressor ladder, and become a sociopath. He may say that the system is stacked against him and that although he robs, rapes and kills, he shouldn’t be blamed because he was abused. (This is sometimes called the ‘abuse excuse’ in psycho-social rehab.) The life of the victim-aggressor will not be a satisfying destination, because it has many of the characteristics of an addiction; and that means more anger, frustration and criminal behavior down the line, rather than the emotional growth that most people need. It also portends long stretches in prison, unless our youthful sociopath is clever enough to become a con man, white collar criminal, hedge fund manager, or politician.


Not all aggression comes from trauma—some is intrinsic to the human personality. Trauma simple adds to it, to the extent that the victim internalizes the trauma he suffers. And for many victims of aggression, becoming an aggressor is the final destination in the long pilgrimage known as the trauma bond, and one that many, many people end up in, some early, and some late. It is theoretically possible at any point for the traumatized person to get out of the negative consequences that the trauma may have initiated—and some people do. But many people may identify so strongly with aggression that they will never change, perhaps because they don’t want to. In fact there are no hard and fast rules about trauma bonding, because society still doesn’t understand how aggression replicates itself in the world, and how people that have been brutalized internalize and act out that brutality. Furthermore, many people are a little queasy about learning too much about it, because it suggests just how deep evil runs in human affairs, and they’re really not interested in finding out about that. If they did, they might have to look in the mirror, and face the evil in themselves.


In any case, deconstructing a trauma bond usually involves getting clients to talk about what is happening in the present, without getting stuck emotionally in the past, or generating a toxic new identity centered on the traumatizing event or its resulting emotional turmoil. And secondly, it usually includes making some effort, however small, to deconstruct the social factors that caused the traumatizing events. Often that means that the traumatized person can find great satisfaction in doing humanitarian work aimed at stopping or controlling the kind of violence that first hurt and traumatized him. The traumatized person needs to change his own personality, while seeking to change the world around him—there is tremendous power to doing both at the same time. If there’s a real desire to deconstruct the effects of violence or exploitation, cognitive ability finally does have a role to play, at least retroactively, because only the logical mind can figure out the social factors behind the human aggression that caused the trauma, and isolate the historical and cultural factors that generated it.


Two good examples of movements that challenge aggression in society are veterans that work for peace, or who help other veterans recover from emotional trauma; and victims of rape that work to challenge and deconstruct patriarchy. This kind of thing can be very liberating because it allows the trauma victim to imagine a better world, in which the trauma that hurt her or him is less likely to harm others in the future. (Another example: a kid abused in foster care might campaign, as an adult, for better conditions for foster children. An abused child might campaign for children’s rights.) So cognition does very definitely come into play at this point—one must decide consciously on a strategy to free one’s unconscious mind from the bonding of past trauma; and however it is to be done, a person must make the decision to get better. But in terms of figuring out why violence has such an effect on the emotions, reason is limited, because both violence and emotions are unreasonable. Trying to rationally figure out why the trauma happened is also not a good or therapeutic short-term solution for the victim—getting over one’s victimization in the present moment is a much better and more positive goal, by deconstructing the way past events are influencing one’s current behavior. For many people the best way to do that is to focus realistically on the future, by imagining what one wants to become, as well as the kind of world one would like to see.


The intricacies of the trauma bond reveal in glaring detail the human dilemma of this moment in history—we are a thinking species who can resolve problems, and we’re organized enough socially that we have created a vibrant civilization with a high culture; but since there is no logical explanation for our aggression (even when we don’t need it and even when we don’t want or intend it) we remain conundrums to ourselves. That explains, to a great extent, why we are story-telling creatures—our behavior is often so lacking in unity and coherence that it only makes sense according to a logic that is essentially retrospective. Thus deconstructing trauma usually begins with the victim talking about what happened and telling his story, as people in 12-step meetings do.


Reason does not understand aggression, and aggression does not understand reason. The victim of emotional trauma is often trapped in this discontinuity between cognition and aggression, which plays out in an existential borderland in which the conscious and unconscious minds have not only parted company, but are no longer on speaking terms. Try as it may, the self can find no logical answers about the past in these emotional badlands. Out of this radical unknowability of human aggression rises the trauma bond: it organizes and focuses violent emotions in ways that neither reason nor emotion could ever do alone.


4) The Cover-Up: Aggression Becomes Evil.


Some people make such a good adjustment to their own aggression that they become extremely dangerous. These are people who know how to lie convincingly about the aggression they are acting out, or to seamlessly rationalize their own brutality. Sometimes whole societies do it—the infamous Joseph Goebbels, for example, created an alternative national narrative in Nazi Germany that justified everything that Hitler and the Nazi regime did, which was almost completely bogus but which a great many people wanted to believe. Stalin’s minions, likewise, adopted a complicated ideology that promised the ultimate eradication of aggression and exploitation if only people would look the other way when the Soviet state engaged in its own massive aggression.


When people dissemble, cover up, or rationalize human aggression against the innocent, that aggression becomes a form of evil. That is in fact this book’s working definition of evil: Unacceptable aggression plus deceit equals evil. And aggression that is successfully concealed is far more likely to become systemic evil (a coordinated system of aggression accompanied by systematic lying to cover it up) which is used to oppress large numbers of people, usually by the state. We’ll explore that idea in more detail in the following chapters. For the time being, let’s see how some of the ideas related above play out in the following examples of people whose lives were deeply altered by aggression. The first is a well-know crime narrative known as the Hettinger case.


6.


Karl Hettinger was an undercover cop in Los Angeles, who on the evening of March 9, 1963, was patrolling in an unmarked car with his partner Ian Campbell. The officers did a traffic stop on two suspi-cious-looking men who turned out to be ex-convicts who’d committed a string of store robberies. One of The criminals got the drop on Officer Campbell—that is, he jammed a gun in Campbell’s back before the officer could get his weapon out—and to save his partner’s life Hettinger gave up his weapon. The two kidnappers, Gregory Powell and Jimmy Lee Smith, forced the officers at gunpoint to drive them to Kern County, in the vicinity of Bakersfield. They stated repeatedly that they would set the officers free in a remote location; Powell had taken some money from Hettinger, but as they neared their destination he gave it back. The kidnappers also stated that they would throw the officers’ revolvers in the bushes so that they—Hettinger and Campbell—could recover them after the two criminals drove away.


The officers were directed to a dirt road, at the end of which the two criminals said they would free them. All occupants of the car got out, and Powell rather casually asked Campbell if he had ever heard of the so-called “Little Lindberg” law. When Campbell answered in the affirmative, Powell shot him in the mouth. Hettinger screamed and ran; and as he ran, more shots were fired. Hettinger got away, but a total of five rounds were pumped into the body of Officer Ian Campbell as he lay dying on the ground.


Smith and Powell were originally convicted and sentenced to death. Because of some questionable police work and some legal complications, their automatic court appeal was successful; as the state struggled to get a conviction, Smith and Powell were tried repeatedly. Karl Hettinger was required to testify each time they went to a new trial, and may have been re-traumatized by being repeatedly called to testify. (Especially when the various defense attorneys began to subtly question his memory, his motives and his sanity.) Hettinger began to experience terrible dreams, sleep disturbances, night sweats and other symptoms of trauma. Testifying repeatedly at the trials of Smith and Powell added to Hettinger’s sense of unreality concerning the death of his partner Campbell. (People who are required to tell the same narrative repeatedly sometimes report that it begins to feel like a fabrication, or something that happened to someone else. Talking about oneself repeatedly can create a feeling of alienation from one’s own life story, even though the story one is telling happens to be factually true.)


But the worst was yet to come. Karl Hettinger’s behavior began to change dramatically. As he thought obsessively about how his partner Campbell had died, and what he might have done to prevent his death, Hettinger began to steal, engaging in one petty theft and shoplifting episode after another. He was already somewhat estranged from his fellow officers, not to mention the LAPD brass that in typical macho fashion was inclined to blame him for Campbell’s death. (It was actually Campbell who had allowed the kidnappers to get the drop on him—Hettinger gave up his own weapon only because his partner had a gun in his ribs.) Hettinger’s reputation tanked as he became more uncommunicative, undependable and irresponsible. His stealing became more systematic, and increasingly noticeable. He was finally busted by the Internal Affairs division of the Los Angles Police Department for theft, and forced to resign from his job as detective.


What happened to Karl Hettinger? What caused a family man with a wife and children to go from being a good cop with a clean record to being a thief?


There are several clues that immediately present themselves. On the night of Campbell’s murder, Hettinger had a long time to talk to the two criminals, Powell and Smith, as the patrolmen drove them at gunpoint to Kern County—and therefore Hettinger had a lot of time to identify with them, especially Powell. Hettinger and Campbell were basically hostages; and hostages often identify personally with their captors. (We will examine that in a later chapter.) Hettinger desperately wanted to establish a relationship with the kidnappers—he hoped to enhance the two cops’ chances of getting away unscathed by establishing a friendly tone. Powell encouraged this feeling of camaraderie by giving Hettinger back his money; and as they all got out of the car Powell sounded almost conversational as he asked Campbell if he’d ever heard of the “Little Lindberg” law.


All these things doubtlessly increased Hettinger’s identification with the criminals, especially with Powell. Thus when Powell pulled the trigger and murdered Campbell, Hettinger was completely unprepared. He screamed and ran four miles to a farmhouse; at this moment of supreme vulnerability he was deeply traumatized emotionally. The brutal murder that he had witnessed entered his consciousness and memory as nothing ever had before; almost surely a certain callous disregard and outright hostility of fellow officers and LAPD brass added to his agony and guilt. Should it have been himself and not Campbell who died out there in that field in Kern County? Considering all that happened later, it seems impossible not to conclude that Hettinger internalized the aggression he witnessed. It would be a volatile, disabling emotional orientation from which he would suffer for the rest of his life.6


And he acted out the internalized aggression. In Hettinger’s case, the internalized aggression he carried around inside himself wasn’t acted out toward other people—Hettinger acted it out in ferocious, horrifying ways against himself. He punished himself in extraordinarily harsh ways—with sleep disturbance, nightmares, survivor guilt and a generalized anxiety interrupted by bouts of major depression. Most mind-boggling of all was the way he mimicked the criminal behavior of the low-rent criminal Gregory Powell, as Hettinger increasingly engaged in various kinds of petty theft. He didn’t just identify with Powell’s aggression—over a period of time he actually became Powell, actually becoming a petty thief like Powell had been. Only when he had been arrested by the LAPD Internal Affairs for robbery, as he had once sought to arrest Gregory Powell for robbery, had he acted out that particular aspect of his internalized aggression to its final conclusion.


Hettinger was also attracted to the place where his partner Campbell lost his life. He often went on fishing trips, and always managed to pass the part of Kern County where the violent murder had occurred. Eventually he moved into a house in a semi-rural area not far from the murder. Clearly Hettinger felt, as many traumatized people do, that by going back to the scene of the crime that changed his life, he might somehow recover whatever he had lost.


Hettinger may have ended his career by committing petty thefts, but there was no attempted cover-up on his part. Hettinger did not try to spin, dissemble, conceal or rationalize his behavior. He was the ultimate stand-up guy, taking responsibility for the petty thievery that caused him to be fired. The internalized aggression that drove him was directed only against himself. For this reason Karl Hettinger didn’t engage in what we could call evil behavior—the aggression he had internalized he directed exclusively against himself, as he drove himself to become the ultimate victim.


There is some evidence that he didn’t talk in a therapeutic setting about his feelings about Campbell’s murder until it was too late—and then, only after the police psychiatrists got into the game, Hettinger was already stuck emotionally, and the police shrinks were all operating according to a political logic having to do with departmental policies. Hettinger’s treatment by LAPD brass was probably the most disabling thing—it was characterized in 2010 by crime writer Joseph Wambaugh as “not only wrongheaded, it was unforgivably ignorant and incredibly cruel.”7 Karl Hettinger, who died in 1994 at the early age of 59, must be considered one of the many unheralded casualties of that most trauma-prone profession, law enforcement.
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The tragic story of Karl Hettinger was documented by author Joseph Wambaugh in his book The Onion Field, which was later made into a movie. Wambaugh’s work remains notable for several reasons. Wambaugh does not spend a great deal of time describing Karl Hettinger’s helpless descent into criminality; but the book strongly suggests—as almost all of Wambaugh’s work does—the traumatic power of violence and the way it attracts and influences those who are exposed to it. The attraction of crime for law enforcement professionals has become a favorite trope of novelists, filmmakers and TV producers, to the point of cliché and beyond—but the essential truth of it cannot be denied. It is an occupational hazard of law enforcement. Criminals and law enforcement operate on opposite sides of the same violent world, which paradoxically makes it easier for them to identify with each other. A similar paradox also characterizes the relationship of the victim to the aggressor. (We must remember that Hettinger, although a detective, was in the situation recounted above a victim.)


Ryan E. Melsky’s “Identification with the Aggressor: How Crime Victims Often Cope with Trauma” is an attempt to deconstruct the Hettinger case and apply the findings to similar cases. In this segment from his paper, Melsky—a police officer himself—describes as a kind of step-by-step paradigm the unconscious identification with the criminal that victims of criminal violence may experience. The full paper appeared in the June 2004 issue of The FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin, as well as numerous websites dealing with trauma and law enforcement. The following is a quote dealing with situations like that experienced by Hettinger:


“By identifying with their aggressors, assuming their attributes, and imitating their aggression, crime victims cognitively transform themselves from the people threatened into those making the threat. This mental transformation allows the victim to achieve some feeling of strength in an otherwise humiliating situation. In short, when an aggressor sticks a gun in a person’s face or kidnaps someone at knifepoint, often the victim’s only chance for survival is to join the aggressor emotionally, as well as physically. Anything short of total cooperation likely will result in death.”


“In addition to its cognitive utility, identification with the aggressor serves an important, external function. With this defense mechanism, victims make an intuitive prediction regarding their Aggressors’ reaction to the bond. Instinctively, victims know that as they appease their aggressors, their chances of survival increase. Aggressors assured that they are ‘right’ or whose controlling ideations are bolstered by the companionship of submissive victims will less likely dispose of the ‘positive’ reinforcement. In this way, the victim’s identification has somewhat of a controlling effect on the aggressor. Intuitively, the victim has outsmarted the aggressor.”


But whereas the victim has “outsmarted” the aggressor in the short term (and therefore survived physically), the psychological effects could haunt him for a long time. The identification may persist, even though it may be completely unknown to the victim consciously. Worse yet, the aggression internalized in these short but extremely violent encounters may result in ongoing personality changes which the victim has not chosen, and which may seem bewildering to everybody else.


The Melsky paper deals specifically with the Hettinger case, but also with the Patty Hearst kidnapping. Hearst’s case, although extremely harrowing, had an outcome that was at least nominally happier.


Hearst, it will be remembered, was kidnapped by violent political extremists and sadistically abused over a significant period of time. She was locked up nude and blindfolded in a closet, sexually assaulted, and deprived of sleep and food by her kidnapers. (The people who kidnapped her were wannabe revolutionaries from Berkeley who called themselves the Symbionese Liberation Army.) They used guilt in tandem with violence, constantly threatening and insulting Hearst about her privileged background, while systematically subjecting her to assault and inhuman treatment.


After several months she was allowed to leave the closet and was treated with comparative—but highly calculated—kindness by her sociopathic captors. Is it any wonder that Hearst was brainwashed to the point where she joined their cult-like band and adopted their revolutionary rhetoric? Identification with the aggressor (and profound internalization of their aggression) was probably the only way Hearst could survive emotionally during the long periods she was locked in a closet, naked and hungry and dealing with the shame of being sexually assaulted. Clearly she imbibed huge amounts of their highly focused aggression, adopting the name ‘Tania’ and declaring herself a revolutionary.


Later, after most of the SLA members were arrested, killed, or on the run, Hearst was charged with a variety of criminal offenses (she participated in at least one armed robbery with SLA conspirators), and was convicted by a jury. The dynamics that resulted in Hearst’s radical personality change were essentially the same as those described in this book as trauma bonding. The relativity between extreme coercion and personality transformation was not well-understood at the time of her trial, despite much information about North Korean and Chinese brainwashing during the Korean War. (The term ‘Stockholm Syndrome’ had been coined by psychiatrist Nils Bejerot just the year before Hearst’s trial, but was even less well-understood at that time than brainwashing techniques.) Partly because of Hearst’s notoriety, information about hostage trauma and personality transformation gradually began to percolate out into the society.


Eventually, Patty Hearst was pardoned and was allowed to leave prison, and in time was able to resume a more or less normal life. Still, it is hard to imagine that she was not permanently harmed by her incredible ordeal. From being a wealthy and rather laid-back student at UC Berkeley to taking on the personality (or persona) of the professional revolutionary ‘Tania,’ she eventually returned to being—what? Only she can answer that question. Ms. Hearst’s family hired a bodyguard to look after her, and the fact that she eventually married her bodyguard is suggestive, although given the horrors she’d experienced quite understandable.
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The American political class understands the transformative nature of violence, partly because violence has been such a big part of the American nation-building experience, and is therefore a major part of how Americans understand themselves. Many politicians also understand it in terms of—and compared to—the way aggression affects peoples’ attitudes and behavior. One fascinating example of this intuitive understanding is a saying that became wildly popular in politically conservative circles around 1970, remaining popular among conservatives over the next twenty years. The saying was, “A conservative is a liberal who’s just been mugged.” Liberals retaliated immediately with, “A liberal is a conservative who’s just been indicted,” referring to the transformation that occurs when conservatives are indicted for corruption, at which point they become intensely devoted to due process and civil liberties.


But the conservative mantra had more impact because it suggested the power of aggression to violently transform loyalties—to create trauma bonds, in other words. This had great meaning for conservatives because of their identification with aggression as an important part of the militaristic, patriarchal and hierarchical order they generally support, particularly those from the Midwest, Border States and South. For that reason, they were not interested in making the world less aggressive or deceitful, because in the conservative worldview aggression is one of the eternal verities, consisting of exactly those qualities that cannot be changed. Indeed, these things are to some extent necessary to the formation of the conservative character—a conservative man can achieve stature either by standing up to aggression, or using it decisively against enemies. In the political conservative worldview, one of the highest political actions is to successfully use state aggression against a state enemy. (This is one reason why conservatives were so upset when President Obama succeeded in killing Osama bin Laden, something his conservative predecessor Bush had not even dared to try.) The ability to use aggression is not always a bad thing, particularly when used defensively, or in a necessary military operation, but in a nuanced world it is increasingly limited in its possible deployment.


“A conservative is a liberal who’s just been mugged.” Conservatives liked this half-humorous formula so much because they intuitively understood the nature of aggression to bond people to a patriarchal worldview. This is partly because conservatives are more likely to believe in the existence of evil than liberals, although less likely to do anything about it when they encounter it. The average educated liberal, on the other hand, wouldn’t dream of using the word ‘evil,’ at least not in public, because that word is regarded as old-fashioned and unnecessarily suggestive of religion. Conservatives believe in evil, to be sure, but almost invariably tend to get upset about evil in nations and cultures that are different from theirs. Nor is the conservative likely to admit that the weak and powerless are most at risk from evil—and least of all is he able to see evil in himself.


“A conservative is a liberal who’s just been mugged.” Modern political conservatism in America in 2012 promotes an understanding of the world not just as flawed by aggression but as defined by it. The conservative believes that corporations and governments have to be and ought to be ruthless, and to a certain extent deceitful, because that is simply how the world works. The conservative wants to make the traumatized liberal see what the world really is—that is, essentially aggressive—and to understand, furthermore, that to use aggression to get what you want is admirable and powerful. In short, when the American political conservative talks about mugging a liberal, he identifies with the mugger’s aggression. The capacity for power-as-aggression is the only thing that matters: it is the gold standard of the conservative philosophy, and the final arbiter of history. Aggression is the nuclear-grade fuel that really drives the world; and though you may not like it, the conservative and neo-conservative both think you’d better wise up and accept it. (You must accept it on their terms, of course, or those of their corporate sponsors.)


Of course, aggression and evil do rule our world, but the world can’t go on much longer that way if we want to survive—we have both the irrational desire and the technology to destroy the world, so we need to change that. The liberal is right to see that aggression is getting out of hand, and that humankind needs to control it. Humankind is in its adolescence; and it is an adolescence that is painfully suggestive of the high-stakes drama, angst and emotional meltdowns typical of most adolescents—therefore it’s simply common sense that we take the necessary steps to contain human aggression long enough that humankind can grow up. One way we can do this in the short term is by encouraging the classic virtue of restraint (which means not using force unless absolutely necessary), along with effective diplomacy. About this, the liberal is absolutely right.


But the political, theological and cultural liberal does not want to look closely at how aggression works, and feels queasily uncomfortable with the very word ‘evil.’ The conservative, on the other hand, sees violence and its traumatizing effects as inevitable, and frankly sees evil as useful because anybody he doesn’t like can be accused of it. This same conservative accepts aggression not only as the supreme force in the affairs of men, but the successful deployment of it as the inevitable standard by which excellence in all things is measured. The liberal knows in his gut that aggression needs to be contained if humanity is to survive—but doesn’t know how to do it in either the short or the long term, partly because he is uncomfortable with a systematic analysis of how aggression and evil are disseminated in society. This superficiality is something political liberalism needs to overcome if it is to continue to be taken seriously.
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As you might imagine, dictators are particularly adept at using trauma bonding, the mechanics of which they seem to understand intuitively. They use traumatizing violence, or threats of it, to transform ordinary people into compliant servants who will identify with the aggression necessary to maintain the dictatorship. Those who work for a dictatorship’s security or military intelligence agencies must also be prepared and able to engage in aggression when called upon to do so by the state. This is frequently accomplished through some variant of trauma bonding, which is done to psychologically prepare the individual security apparatchiki for the torture, murder and other forms of state terrorism that they’ll be required to use against their country’s citizens.


One particularly chilling example of this process was the way in which Saddam Hussein introduced new hires into his security and intelligence services. Iraq suffered from a defect typical of one-party states: in such a state, the most ruthless person will eventually take control of the party, which then gives him the capability to control and manipulate the entire state apparatus. Saddam Hussein took control of the Ba’ath party, the only party allowed in Iraq, and consolidated his rule in the 1970s by slaughtering possible rivals and practicing the most disgusting kinds of state terrorism.


Sadly, he was soon receiving huge amounts of money from the American government, which has typically supported tyrants in the Middle East; and after Saddam invaded Iran the Americans gave extensive intelligence to Iraq (Donald Rumsfeld actually met with Saddam in Baghdad at least once for that purpose). Half a million people died in this totally unnecessary war between Iraq and Iran, which went on from 1980 to 1988. You may not know much about that brutal and costly war, because the American media almost never refers to it, but during it the US was supporting Saddam.


Saddam needed a vast security service to ensure the continued existence of his dictatorial rule; and it was credibly reported by multiple sources that new recruits to government service would often be systematically traumatized in the following way. First they would be escorted to a firing range, and deliberately prevented from knowing exactly what was going on—although some of the recruits may have had a queasy premonition about what was coming. The old employees that the new hires were replacing were then brought out, lined up, and summarily executed as their replacements watched. For purposes of expediency, Saddam also took films of government workers being executed and showed them to new employees. The intent was partly to warn the new security civil servants of the penalties of subversion—but also to traumatize them in order to bond them to the state terrorism they would be required to personally act out.


In a similar vein, Amnesty International has reported that often torturers in dictatorships are routinely tortured before being set loose to torture others. As we will see in a later chapter, the torture victim who enthusiastically and even fanatically advocates torture of others is a common and even predictable historical figure, perhaps the most well-known being Niccolo Machiavelli. He was brutally tortured just before writing The Prince, a book in which he repeatedly advocated torture; at the time he wrote his violent and melancholy classic he clearly still identified with the sadistic aggression of his torturer. (It is quite telling that he not only wrote a book justifying his torturer’s methods, but also offered it to him as a gift.) It would be harder to find a better—or at least more notorious—example of a trauma-bonded victim of state aggression who then promoted organized aggression and deceit as a worldview (not to mention a lifestyle), afterwards developing a highly calibrated methodology for conducting public business through the strategic application of violence and systemic evil.


Criminal organizations, especially drug cartels in all countries, are well-known for subjecting new recruits to ritualized executions, as are criminal groups, prison gangs, and armed revolutionary organizations that use terrorism. In Traffic, a film about Mexican narcotrafficantes and North Americans addicted to their products, a Mexican narcotics officer is forced to watch his long-time partner and friend executed by higher-ups who control the drug trade and wish to recruit him into their criminal activities. Again, the purpose of forcing someone to observe a ritual murder is not merely to terrify them, but to transform them emotionally—in this case, to bond them through overwhelming trauma to a violent business system, and prepare them to kill others. By being forced to be complicit in the murder of a friend, the new cartel member is not only introduced emotionally into the total degradation of violence as a business, he also kills any association with other people based on affection, trust or freedom of choice (in fact, it could be said that he kills his membership in the human family); and he replaces it with associations defined solely by extreme, nonstop violence and deceit. This kind of association is likely to end in violent death.


In prison gangs, a recruit to a gang is often required to “make his bones”—that is, to kill an enemy of the gang while established gang members watch. Here the motivation may be somewhat complex because of the extremely high level of sociopathy in prisons.


Ritual murder might be required by a prison gang to see how competent the recruit is at killing; it may also be used to establish intimacy among gang members, or to enhance sexual feelings or repress them. But one main purpose in forcing the recruit to commit homicide while the gang watches is to establish a powerful emotional bond between the gang and its new member, and to bond him to a violent lifestyle.


Criminal gang members in state and federal prisons sometimes start killing simply for pleasure, in which case murder can lose its focused and somewhat ritualized bonding function and get out of hand. This is what happened to the Aryan Brotherhood, perhaps the most violent prison gang in US history. Federal agents arrested over a hundred of its leaders and most active members, arraigned them on conspiracy charges, and segregated them from the general prison population, virtually ending the AB—at least temporarily—as an important force in US prisons. According to former AB members, the Brotherhood was taken down because it was killing people indiscriminately, rather than for ritual purposes that could increase the gang’s cohesion.


A similar theme was sounded in the excellent Mafia film Goodfellas, in which a New York crime family kills one of their own hit men for murdering people in ways that worked against the mob’s solidarity. This suggests that perhaps sociopaths are not only harder to discipline within criminal organizations, but may also be somewhat inured to trauma bonding, the technique normally used for maintaining discipline in such organizations. Could this be because sociopaths are less likely to be traumatized by human aggression? This writer suspects that is the case, and if it is, it might be that the ability to be trauma-bonded is a mechanism that can only be triggered in people that are relatively normal, or start out that way. Sociopaths may not need trauma bonding to join a criminal gang because they’re already dangerous; but neither are they particularly amenable to discipline enforced by shared violence. The recurrent problem of criminal organizations is that their most effective killers are also the least susceptible to discipline.
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The power of trauma to bond the human personality to aggression is so powerful that some people never leave it behind, and some have no desire to try. Working in residential programs as a counselor for deeply disturbed people over a twenty-five year period, I became oppressively aware that some clients identified so deeply with the trauma they’d suffered as children that their abuse narratives had become their identity. That is to say, some clients believed that the abuse they had endured was the most important or notable thing that had ever happened to them, or that ever could happen to them; and as a consequence they had built their personalities around their traumatic memories of abuse. Many of them had been sexually or physically abused; and these victims of childhood abuse tended to hang out together, swapping abuse narratives and competing to reveal horrifying and shocking details. Some of them had no desire to get over their traumatizing memories of abuse because they saw those experiences as central to their identities. They had made such a good adjustment to their mental disability that they had no reason to get better. For one thing, recovery would have caused them to lose all their friends, since identifying with their childhood traumas tended to bond them together as a group.


I had a client who had been raised in the foster home system and had an interesting identification with self-harm. He would invariably approach new counselors or relief staff by coming up to them and saying rather conversationally, “Hey, did you know that once I took a knife and slashed my own throat??” All the new staff got that treatment when they started out. This client was quite tall, and vaguely resembled Boris Karloff, and if you happened to be alone with him in the residential program at night when he delivered this verbal bombshell it could be quite unnerving. When I asked him why he did this, he replied simply, “I wanted them to hear it from me first, rather than reading about it in my case history.” It was clear that he thought his suicide attempt was the most important thing he’d ever done, or one of the most important, and sadly he seemed to identify with it deeply. This was partly, one must understand, because he had little else in his life but his deformed personality, which made his heroic suicide attempt not merely his identity but in a sense his vocation. He believed that his one-time attempt to kill himself was so important, in fact, that he had to be the first to tell all the new counselors about it.


My client wasn’t the only disturbed person who wanted to go back to the moments of maximum violence in his life. Here is an anecdote from an in-patient program for Vietnam Veterans that illustrates how one program dealt with this tendency. Almost all the patients in this program were hospitalized Vietnam Veterans suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) as a result of their experiences as soldiers in Vietnam; and this thoughtful and unusual program consisted of a rigorous two-week period of group therapy and peer-counseling. For the first week, they were encouraged to discuss nothing but Vietnam and all the things that had happened to them when they were in “the Nam.” They relived it all, talking about everything they’d seen and experienced: the punji sticks, the ambushes, the jungle rot that wasted the feet, the lost buddies, the drugs, everything.


Things got very emotional during that first week of group therapy, as one might expect—there were tears, some really bad memories and a total emotional meltdown or two. That was the first week. But the second week was different. During the second week, there was a strict rule in this program that everybody in the group was no longer allowed to talk about Vietnam. For that second week, they were allowed only to discuss what they hoped to do in the future—what they wanted to be, what they wanted to do, and the ways they hoped to accomplish their goals.


The reason for that, as the program director pointed out, was to free the participating veterans from the tyranny of the past events, and to cause each participant in the program to send himself a message: that Vietnam was now in the past, and that he had his whole life ahead of him. They’d gone back to “the Nam” for an eventful and harrowing week, but once they got into the second week the rule about talking only of the future helped them leave Vietnam in the past. I imagine that it was extremely difficult for some of those veterans to stop talking and thinking about Vietnam; but for just that reason, this programmatic innovation was both simple and brilliant.


Again: victims of emotional trauma, delayed stress, or victims of PTSD have a powerful urge to go back to the place where they were traumatized, back to the site of the trauma itself. But the past events that traumatized them cannot tell them anything about their future, nor can they substitute for the moral choices and hard work involved in finding a way out of the current symptoms, especially feelings of aggression and fear. Of course, the victim of trauma must sometimes first allow the bad emotions to happen—the first time around the victim didn’t have time to feel them completely, because he was too busy trying to survive. But once the person has revisited the past trauma and gotten to know the feelings associated with it, it becomes a matter of time until the trauma victim needs to move on, usually by making a decision to plan for the future. Only then can individuals imagine what their future might be, and invent—or reinvent—their role in life.


The key concept here is that past events no longer exist, even when our emotions tell us they do. Violent events in the past keep one bonded to the past, and to the aggression itself; the power of the past over emotions in the present moment has to be diminished systematically. Planning for the future—including verbal and written contracts with spouses, employers and others to observe certain rules or live up to certain basic expectations—can be a very important way to do this. A few people have to actually sit down and write contracts with their friends, lovers and bosses. It turns the mind away from the black hole of trauma and forces it to concentrate on the challenges ahead.


That was why participants weren’t allowed to talk about Vietnam in the second week of the PTSD program for vets described above. The strict rule about talking only of the future was there in the hope that it would gradually become a habit with most of the veterans—that by talking about the future they would get into the habit of thinking about the possibilities available to them. They were sending themselves this powerful and unequivocal message that they were now moving forward to experience the future, while not spending so much time and energy experiencing the past emotionally. They might still have bad dreams about the past—who doesn’t?—but their thoughts when they awake will hopefully consist more of what they can do with the present and future. This diminishes the power of past trauma, and makes the residual anxiety manageable.
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One of the most striking recent depictions in popular culture of the power of trauma bonding was the 1999 cult film Fight Club. It was also, among other things, an extremely clever exploration of the violence inherent in patriarchy, an exploration that gained much verisimilitude from the fact that instead of casting actors that were beery, aging losers, it featured men that were young, hip and attractive. Based on the novel of the same name by writer Chuck Palahniuk, it tells a story about young males who deliberately engage in traumatizing violence in order to bond themselves to each other in an especially intense way. They do this by finding abandoned houses where they can meet in the basement and fight each other with bare fists, under the tutelage of the charismatic organizer Tyler Durden.


The young men who fight each other mainly have no fathers, and the resultant bonding becomes compensation for a haunting sense of father-loss. The other reason, which is not apparent until late in the film, is to create recruits for an underground urban army that can bomb credit card companies where they store digital information on their consumers. The script (written by Jim Uhls and David Fincher) is extremely vivid and imaginative, taking the viewer almost immediately into an alternative universe where characters commu- nicate in half-articulated youth idioms and profane inside jokes. The spirit and ideas of Chuck Palahniuk, the author of the novel Fight Club, permeates not only the script but everything in the project. As has been widely reported, Palahniuk’s life has been marked by violence and gruesome tragedies, typical of which was the fact that his father and his father’s girlfriend were murdered by an ex-convict, who then burned their house down. A publishing house once turned down one of Palahniuk’s books because it was “too disturbing”; Palahniuk set out to “punish” the publishing house by writing an even creepier book, which became Fight Club. (To Palahniuk’s chagrin it was accepted and published.)


His public appearances have become the occasion of new kind of performance art centered around the theme of violence—or rather, the effect of violence on human sensibilities and memory. When Palahniuk gave a public reading of short fiction in 2003, one story entitled “Guts,” a tale of accidents involving masturbation, was so shocking that 35 people fainted. (A Wikipedia entry claims that a later reading of the same story “brought the number of fainters up to 53, and later to 60,” although at some point after 9/11 Palahniuk had promised to stop writing exclusively about violence.) The public fainting was clearly a prank organized by Palahniuk and some friends and followers; but for those not yet in on the joke it could be almost as shocking as Palahniuk’s over-the-top, mind-boggling stories.


The movie of Fight Club tells the story of a young unnamed narrator (played by Edward Norton) who meets a strange young man on a plane. The glib and charismatic stranger invites the narrator into a world where young men meet and fight in the basements of abandoned houses. But they don’t observe the rules of Queensbury, as do trained boxers; they fight using their bare knuckles, and seek to harm each other—to beat each other up, in other words. At the same time, these groups of young men who fight each other in this way feel a quickening thrill of group bonding or belonging, creating enough emotional warmth to offset the physical harm they do to each other. The experience of young men beating each other up in front of other young males creates a trauma bond that solidifies the entire group, in a thoroughly dreamlike and disturbing way.


The excitement of this bonding process is enhanced by the frequent exhortations of the organizer Tyler Durden (played by Brad Pitt) that the Fight Club, as they call themselves, must be kept secret. (“There are only two rules,” says Durden. “The first rule is, don’t talk about Fight Club—the second rule is, don’t talk about Fight Club.”) If the young combatants encounter each other on the street or at work, they must not reveal where they meet or even that they know each other. The implication is that the bonding process would be weakened if participants talked about what they are experiencing and feeling. (This fits perfectly with the clinical observation that talking about trauma weakens its post-traumatic effects on the personality, thus weakening the trauma bond.)


There are two intriguing subplots that further explicate the world of losers and winners in American society, illuminating the twin theme of victimology and consumerism as addictions. The Brad Pitt character sneaks into medical salons that do liposuction, and steals the suctioned-out body fat to make soap. Meanwhile, the still-unnamed narrator becomes addicted to 12-step style self-help groups, where he gains acceptance by pretending to be a victim of various afflictions. Both characters develop a relationship with a beautiful young woman (Helena Bonham Carter) who seems to see the two young men as interchangeable.


The underground army, using the existing Fight Clubs as recruiting stations, begins to take shape; and its leader Durden begins to make preliminary plans for a violent revolution. But before it can launch its revolutionary activities, the young protagonist makes a breathtaking discovery about the organizer of the Fight Clubs, Tyler Durden. It is suddenly revealed that the glib and persuasive Tyler has an unsuspected, shocking relationship to the narrator—and this is revealed, typically, via a violent, life-threat- ening confrontation, which supplies the resolution of the film. Ed Norton’s unnamed Narrator still seeks a sense of authenticity, but instead of engaging in Tyler Durden’s bare-fisted melees, he must now seek his identity through insights into his own personality. The irony, however, is that as a direct result of his relationship to Durden his growing self-awareness will now include, besides increased respect for risk-taking, some new and sobering insights into his own addiction to aggression as the measure of intimacy and psychological authenticity.


Certain college fraternities are adept at using trauma bonding in a way that I experience as remarkably—and disgustingly—similar to the cinematic Fight Club scenario. Young men (and even young women) apply to fashionable fraternities and sororities: if they are accepted, they must go through an initiation ritual. Depending on the fraternity, these violent rituals—usually called “hazing”—are sometimes little more than exercises in sadism, and are not infrequently life-threatening. It’s the Fight Club all over again, albeit the upper-middle class version. Young pledges (that is, new members of fraternities with their entire lives ahead of them) allow themselves to be ritually tortured; and are then emotionally bonded to the young men that have mentally and physically tormented them. It’s pathological, by any standard, but fraternity members in colleges can’t see how dangerous and idiotic their behavior is, because everybody else is doing it.


Why do young males in college fraternities haze pledges? The answer is almost always the same—because they were hazed themselves. They were humiliated, tormented and abused, and feel a compulsion to do the same to other young men. The fanatical energy with which some fraternity members defend the hazing system is truly astonishing (“I went through it, so it’s only fair that new members go through it too”). One might say that at least the young males involved have the insight to connect their compulsion to brutalize pledges with their own brutalization in the past. But since their judgment has been compromised by violence, alcohol and rampant immaturity, they cannot see that what they are doing is dangerous and wholly contemptible. (At least one student a year in the US has died of hazing for the last thirty years.) In fraternity hazing, as in so many other instances, trauma bonding is simply one variant of what we often call male bonding.


We must realize that such rituals not only bond victims to the people who administer the violence, but also initiate young men into an unconscious conviction that life’s most intense experiences are violent transactions in which the strong are supposed to bully the weak. It may be for just that reason that the pledge seeks out the hazing: to become more aggressive, less vulnerable, more violent, more like the John Wayne male that he mistakenly confuses with emotional maturity. So he allows himself to be tormented by other young men who are as stupid as he is, until he either dies, or bonds with the other males in order to become lifelong friends with them, or “brothers.” I suggest that any relationship that begins with ritualized torture has nothing to do with friendship, or even the vaguest and most metaphorical kind of brotherhood; instead it has everything to do with pathological identification with an aggressor, not to mention a sadomasochistic adjustment to the violent, bullying worldview that one typically finds in college fraternities.


College administrations periodically crack down on hazing in fraternities, but it always comes back. Young people on their own cannot get rid of hazing, because they unconsciously seek shortcuts to maturity—and they have learned from a variety of cultural sources that aggression is the passport to manhood. This could change, if their elders took the time and effort, and had the courage, to teach them otherwise. But far too many college administrators take an avuncular, do-nothing posture toward fraternity hazing, clucking among themselves about the outrages of young men but essentially identifying with them.


One example of how dangerous fraternity hazing can be is the following incident—a relatively recent one—at Chico State College. Part of the state college system in northern California, it has often been popularly classified (or dismissed) by many young people as a “party school.” In February of 2005, incoming freshman Matthew Carrington and another pledge were subjected to severe, brutal hazing by fraternity members at the Chi Tau fraternity, where Matthew was a pledge (new member). Chi Tau fraternity had, to be sure, long been identified as a rogue group, but was still allowed to exist by the college administration, despite the fact that everybody on campus was perfectly well aware that it subjected its pledges to extremely violent hazing. Gabriel Maestretti, one of the fraternity members, had recently acquired a reputation as a “tormenter” and a “mean drunk.” He was the one who was mainly in charge of the hazing of Matt Carrington, which occurred in the basement during the fraternity’s “Hell Week.”


A detective who later examined the crime scene said the basement was set up “kind of like [a] medieval castle dungeon,” dark, dirty and very cold. Scribbled on the wall were the words: “In the basement, no one can hear you scream.” Matt Carrington and another pledge were ordered to do calisthenics in raw sewage. They were interrogated and taunted. They were made to answer trivia quizzes and do pushups. All the time they were forced to drink water from a five-gallon jug, which was repeatedly filled. The hazing didn’t stop even when the pledges urinated and vomited on themselves.


Finally Carrington collapsed and started having seizures—but still the fraternity members didn’t call an ambulance or take him to a hospital, or in any way seek medical assistance. Finally an ambulance was called, and Matt was taken to Enloe Medical Center. At about 5 AM, Carrington was pronounced dead from water intoxication, which can cause swelling of the brain and heart. (Specifically, it is likely to cause cardiac arrest, which is what happened in this case.) Not a single fraternity “brother” was there when he died: the hospital did not even tell the parents how he died until hours later.


Again: why hasn’t hazing been stopped?


Again: because college administrators will not do what is necessary to get rid of it, often because they are bonded to the ugly practice by their own traumatic experiences. Hazing should be made a felony offense by state law (not a misdemeanor, as it is now). Fraternity members should be required to sign legally-binding contracts not to participate in hazing, and if they do they should be criminally prosecuted. Reports or rumors of hazing incidents should be immediately referred to the District Attorney; and fraternities whose members are caught hazing should be closed down for good.


These are reasonable requests, and they could be realized if administrators really wanted them to happen. But college administrators intuitively understand the psychological intent of hazing, and consciously or unconsciously believe that it builds “character”—that is to say, they believe that it’s a viable method for making young people (and young males in particular) aware of the fact that the world is ruled, and ought to be ruled, by an aggressive patriarchal alliance of the strong against the weak. These same college administrators may have been hazed themselves, and may feel that it is “only fair” that others following in their footsteps undergo the same noxious treatment, no matter how juvenile and dangerous the bullying involved. What hazing is really about is teaching young men that aggression is the most dynamic and important factor in human relationships. The trauma bond, like emotional trauma itself, is frequently multigenerational. It is multigenerational because it is one of the main instruments by which older males teach younger males about the violence inherent in patriarchy, causing them to internalize its aggression first as victims, and then act it out as aggressors.


12.


The most common example of young men internalizing a more or less patriarchal worldview through trauma bonding is the one that’s been around the longest, and is probably the most familiar to Americans, especially young people making a decision about the military. Because it is so familiar, it is more or less invisible—we accept it without thinking about it. I refer to basic training in the various military establishments, the four months of intensive physical stress, verbal abuse and mental indoctrination that recruits are subjected to after enlistment in the armed services, preceding assignment to a duty station. Most people have an idea what this is like, because basic training was at one time a staple of American films as a coming-of-age theme, probably because of the essentially cinematic (that is, endlessly violent and threatening) nature of the abuse meted out to recruits. Most of these films were made in the 1940s and 1950s, and were once quite popular as TV fare, although not so much nowadays. Almost all of the films tended to follow the same plot formula.


A bunch of ordinary guys from diverse walks of life sign up in the military (probably the army), and come together at an army base. They stand around awkwardly, waiting. Out of nowhere strides a fearsome man with a shaved head who starts yelling at them, standing in front of them and generally yelling into their faces; what he is yelling consists mainly of personal insults questioning the manhood of the recruit. This is the Drill Instructor. As he yells insults at the recruits he begins to teach them how to drill (that is, how to march and hold their weapons). What unfolds over the following months could be called a kind of personal terrorism. His method for teaching is based almost completely on screaming obscenities at the young people, along with making threats and threatening gestures. That is, over a period of four months the Drill Instructor will try to tear down the personalities of the young people under his command, divesting them of whatever identity or self-esteem they had built up before they fell into his clutches.


For four months the young person will receive insufficient sleep, mediocre food high in starch, and will be mercilessly indoctrinated in various methods of group killing. He will also be taught that the only thing he can really trust is his weapon, which he will be taught to lovingly assemble and reassemble in a highly ritualistic and worshipful way. (This will be accompanied by chants, doggerel and songs that constitute a kind of obscene and gruesome liturgy.) At some point he may be given some indoctrination concerning the enemy that he is to slaughter; the indoctrination will be laughably simplistic, based on the idea that the soldier must kill the enemy, and that the enemy is selected by the state. The entire process of daily training, both in reality and in the movies, is founded on the idea (usually implied rather than stated outright) that there is something noble and sublime about the military life, that it delivers a kind of transcendent satisfaction obtainable in no other way. One can see that being able to override fear is a big part of the basic training of American soldiers, airmen and sailors—but there’s more to it than physical courage. It has until very recently been constantly suggested, in the popular movies that included it as a foundational trope in coming-of-age themes, that there is especially something transformational and empowering in the harshness and violence in basic training. Films that include sequences about basic training depend heavily on deeply-felt but often unconscious emotions, especially among men, about patriarchy and the role of the warrior.


What is the purpose of the military in conducting basic training?


To use the recurring trauma of the threatening Drill Instructor to bond the young men to an aggressive way of life that can render them mindless, robotic warriors. Trauma bonding is used to bond the recruits to each other, but also to a larger entity of which one’s buddies are simply one expression. At first the recruit will be bonded to the omnipresent, shouting drill sergeant. The drill sergeant will then teach them to transfer that same mindless, sleepwalking compliance toward all noncommissioned and commissioned officers; then to the military organization itself; and finally to the world of force and violence in which wars are fought. The soldier is taught to trust only his weapon and his closest buddies. The young recruit enters the military base a clueless teenager, and leaves a trained killer, all accomplished by creating a traumatizing environment soon after the recruit’s arrival at the base, and maintaining that traumatizing environment more or less constantly for the next four months. Throughout this time the young recruit will continue to suffer from substandard food in small but starchy portions, sleep deprivation, and the constant presence of insulting, terrifying individuals who completely control the environment and spend all their time screaming at the recruit and telling them how worthless he is.


One of the things the Drill Instructor continually shouts is that the recruit’s mother no longer exists. “You think you can run home to your mama! Well, I’m your mama now, I’m the only one you can turn to! I’m the one you have to please if you want to live through this thing! When I say jump three feet in the air, you jump three feet, and if you don’t, you’re dead meat!” etc, etc. Of course, the actual execution of these tirades is suffused with profanity, but the reader will get the idea. During the long, repetitive tirades of the Drill Instructor, the recruit must stand rigidly at attention. All stimuli are reduced or eliminated so that all the recruit can hear is the voice of the drill sergeant.


This goes on for four months.


If this were a cult, we would instantly understand how trauma bonding is being used to create instant, unthinking obedience to a patriarchal cult leader. But because this scenario describes basic training in an American military organization, we tend to think of it necessary, and therefore acceptable. And perhaps it would be—if the ability to defeat or dominate other nations militarily was the only standard for a nation’s success.


But how can a recruit know whether a particular war is justifiable or not? He is too young to have any real sense of how the world works; and anyway, one of the purposes of basic training is to remove moral judgment—or any judgment whatsoever—and replace it with instant, unthinking obedience. The young recruit leaves basic training a highly disciplined killing machine, but without the life experience or judgment necessary to know when lethal force is justified and when it isn’t. So if his commanding officer says that under certain circumstances torture is necessary, he will prepare himself to do it; but of course it probably won’t be the officer who’ll do eight to ten years at Leavenworth military prison if he’s caught. It‘s the erstwhile recruit who will do the time.


Yes, it will indeed be the young soldier who is likely to pull the hard time, the youngster who had his personality permanently altered by a screaming Drill Instructor who told him on several thousand different occasions that he was a maggot, then put a rifle in his hand and sent him to a Iraq to kill Arabic-speaking people, which in his state of cultural deprivation he will imagine to be collectively guilty for everything that has gone wrong in the world, starting with but not ending on September 11, 2001.


In the movies of the 1940s and 1950s, the film narrative would follow the young recruits from basic training into battle, where it would be revealed that the Drill Instructor had been right all along. He had only been trying to protect the young men by making them effective killing machines, and we would see all the ways in which the Drill Instructors machinations have been proven correct. That was the basic training trope in 1940s and 1950s war movies. However, beginning in the 1960s American movies began to portray basic training, and the personality-altering trauma associated with it, in a far different and more critical light.


13.


In Full Metal Jacket, Stanley Kubrick’s extremely disturbing but brilliant 1987 film, a group of young men in basic training in 1967 are verbally assaulted by a terrifying Drill Instructor named Gunnery Sergeant Hartman, who keeps up a stream of invective for days and weeks on end. The recruits have nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. So far, this looks like a war movie of the 1950s, a kind of coming-of-age film in which the recruits will end up surviving the basic training and performing heroically on the battlefield. But there’s a difference: the racial invective and various manipulations of the drill sergeant are abusive in a way that probably wouldn’t have gotten into a 1950s film.


Here is fair example of Gunnery Sergeant Hartman motivating recruits:




If you ladies leave my island, if you survive recruit training, you will be a weapon. You will be a minister of death praying for war. But until that day you are pukes. You are the lowest form of life on Earth. You are not even human, fucking beings. You are nothing but unorganized grabastic pieces of amphibian shit! You will not like me. But the more you hate me the more you will learn. I am hard but I am fair. There is no racial bigotry here. I do not look down on niggers, kikes, wops or greasers. Here you are all equally worthless. And my orders are to weed out all non-hackers who do not pack the gear to serve in my beloved Corps. Do you maggots understand that??





At a certain point the emphasis of Kubrick’s film begins to shift. We see that some people in the unit are beginning to crack under the strain. There can be little doubt in the viewer’s mind that the intent of the training is to violently traumatize the recruits, to completely strip them of self-esteem, decency, or impulse control, in order to bring them into the combat-ready world of kill-or-be-killed Vietnam. The very title Full Metal Jacket has a double meaning: it refers to the army-issue bullets used by riflemen, with a soft core and hard metal casing; but it also refers to the kind of emotional armoring that is necessary to survive basic training, and ultimately combat.


One of the young men, sarcastically named Gomer Pyle by Hartman, is struggling to make it. Hartman manipulates the men into “punishing” (that is, collectively beating) him at night. Afterwards Pyle seems to shape up, although his buddy Joker sees signs that something is going wrong with him. Finally Pyle has a psychotic break and loads his rifle with live ammunition. When Sergeant Hartman intervenes, Pyle murders him in the latrine and commits suicide.


This is, needless to say, a considerable divergence from war films of the past, signaling the failure rather than the success of basic training—there’s no doubt that the murder is a direct result of the drill sergeant’s aggression, or at the very least the result of a mental state caused by that aggression. The underlying message of Full Metal Jacket, at least the first half of the film, is that society assumes a considerable risk in basic training as it is executed today. On the one hand, the military hopes to use the traumatizing pressures of basic training to break down a young man’s personality and recreate that young person as a disciplined soldier. At the same time, the military wants also to use this trauma bonding process to instill reflexive combat techniques to kill an enemy, causing the recruit to internalize the necessary amount of aggression to kill on command. This internalized aggression is symbolized by the “Rifleman’s Creed,” which is chanted by recruits as a ritualized prayer to the power of their rifles.
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