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There are facts which rid i cule our abil ity to com pre hend them: be tween
1914 and 1945 more than sixty mil lion hu man be ings met a vi o lent and bar -
baric death un der cir cum stances which makes our search for his tor i cal pre -
ce dent – the thirty years war, the rav ages of Ghenghis Khan, the Na po le -
onic cam paigns – seem lame and fac ile. The losses of the sec ond of the
world wars we’ve had to start to number to keep track of

„[...] are lit er ally in cal cu la ble, and even ap prox i mate es ti mates are im pos si ble,
since the war (un like the First World War) killed ci vil ians as readily as peo ple in
uni form ... Deaths di rectly caused by this war have been es ti mated at be tween
three and five times the (es ti mated) fig ure for the First World War ... and in other
terms, at be tween 10 and 20 per cent of the to tal pop u la tion in the USSR, Po land
and Yu go sla via; and be tween 4 and 6 per cent of Ger many, It aly, Aus tria, Hun -
gary, Ja pan and China. Ca su al ties in Brit ain and France were far lower than in the
First World War – about 1 per cent, but in the USA some what higher [...] So viet
ca su al ties have been es ti mated at var i ous times, even of fi cially, at seven mil lions, 
eleven mil lions, or of the or der of twenty or even thirty mil lions.“1

That this re al ity could be ex pected to have an im pact on the emo tional and
in tel lec tual lives of sub se quent gen er a tions – not to men tion those di rectly
in volved – seems so self-ev i dent that it has be come a ques tion in its own
right why the main-stream so cial sci ence dis ci plines – Psy chol ogy,
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So ci ol ogy, His to ri og ra phy for a start – should have been able to ig nore
some thing as wide spread as the emo tional con se quences of per se cu tion
and war. What ever the an swer to this may turn out to be, the terms
psychotrauma and PTSD („Posttraumatic Stress Dis or der“) have come to
be widely ac cepted in re cent years, both within the med i cal and psy cho log -
i cal pro fes sions, and within gov ern men tal, non-gov ern men tal and in ter na -
tional or gani sa tions con cerned with refugee populations from the
numerous war-zones across the world.

The In sti tute for So cial Re search and the Na tional In sti tute for the Vic -
tims of War (Informatie en Coördinatie"Orgaan Dienstverlening
Oorlogsgetroffenen) („ICODO“) in Utrecht, the Neth er lands, are co op er at -
ing on a pro ject which is com par ing the re spec tive de bates, in the two coun -
tries, on the long-term so cial and psy cho log i cal ef fects of war and per se cu -
tion on subsequent generations.

For his tor i cal rea sons the de bate about psy cho log i cal and emo tional re ac -
tions of the „con fron ta tion with death“ (De Wind) set in ear lier, had a much 
pro founder ef fect, had po lit i cal re per cus sions in the Neth er lands which
were mark edly dif fer ent from Ger many – or, for that mat ter, in the Eng -
lish-speak ing world, or of Israel.

The Netherlands – a different, earlier debate

Though badly mauled and hu mil i ated by the Ger many oc cu pa tion forces of 
1940-45 – seven out of eight of the Jew ish com mu nity liv ing in the Neth er -
lands in 1940 were mur dered in Ger man con cen tra tion camps – post war re -
con struc tion could or ga nize around the shared val ues of na tional re sis tance 
against for eign oc cu pa tion and op pres sion, start ing with pub lic rec og ni tion 
– and a prom i nent po lit i cal role – for the war-time re sis tance. The coun try
was geo graph i cally united, it was not di vided for de cades by the pro pa -
ganda (and the re al i ties) of the Cold War, it could iso late mor ally and mar -
gin al ise po lit i cally those who were „fout“, i.e. war-time col lab o ra tors with
the Na zis, and it could re vive a pre-war lib eral and humanist tradition going 
back to Erasmus and the Reformation.

The never-end ing flood of pop u lar doc u men ta ries, mem oirs,
„ego“documenten" from the fif ties on wards on the ex pe ri ence of the
„verzet“ („the re sis tance“) and „de kampen“ („the camps“) had the ef fect
that Jew ish com pa tri ots could be re garded as mar tyrs who had made the su -
preme sac ri fice for the na tional cause – a very dif fer ent sit u a tion from the
‘clenched"teeth’ philosemitism of the Adenauer years in West Germany.
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These are per haps some of the rea sons why in the Neth er lands the psy -
cho log i cal ef fects of war-time suf fer ing be came the fo cus of in tense in ter -
est (cou pled with prac ti cal sol i dar ity) on the part of psy cho an a lysts, psy -
chol o gists, psy chi a trists and writ ers at a time when in West Ger many the
sit u a tion is best char ac ter ized by the sub-ti tle which Chris tian Pross gave to 
his doc u men ta tion of this pe riod: Wiedergutmachung – Der Kleinkrieg
gegen die Opfer2. [„Res ti tu tion – the cam paign against the vic tims“] Kurt
Eissler’s „Die Ermordung von wievielen seiner Kinder muß ein Mensch
symptomfrei ertragen können, um eine normale Konstitution zu haben?“3

[„The mur der of how many of one’s chil dren must be born symp tom-free to 
have a nor mal con sti tu tion?“] pro vide an in di ca tion of the hur dles that bu -
reau cratic ob struc tion ism cou pled with psy chi at ric tra di tion al ism created
for Holocaust survivors seeking compensation before German courts.

In the Neth er lands, at any rate, it was pos si ble to dis cuss the re al i ties of
war-time suf fer ing while keep ing it out of the po lit i cal do main – and the di -
vi sive par ti san ship of the Per pe tra tor/Vic tim con fron ta tions here in
Germany.

A num ber of Dutch-Jew ish sur vi vors – among them J. Tas, A.J.W. Kaas,
E. de Wind, E. Co hen – were psy chol o gists or psy chi a trists, and it is to
them that the world owes the first post-war pub li ca tions on the emo tional
and psy cho log i cal con se quences of per se cu tion and ter ror for the vic tims
of the con cen tra tion camps. As early as 1946 Jacques Tas pub lished a pa per 
in which he pre dicted some thing which at the time flew in the face of re -
ceived psy chi at ric opin ion: that many sur vi vors of the con cen tra tion camps 
and the ‘onderduik’ (hid ing) would sooner or later – af ter a ‘la tency’ pe riod 
of more or less suc cess ful adap tion to life in post-war so ci ety – be con -
fronted with emo tional and psy cho log i cal prob lems for which they were
go ing to need pro fes sional help. With this far-sighted pre dic tion he was not 
only proved right, but it set in mo tion a de bate which – un der terms such as
con cen tra tion camp syn drome, sur vi vor syn drome, sur vival guilt, PTSD
and psychotrauma – was to have wide-rang ing so cial and political
repercussions far beyond the fields of psychology and psychiatry.

The Neth er lands has gone fur ther than any other coun try both in gov ern -
ment-spon sored in ves ti ga tions into the causes and con se quences of (psy -
cho)trauma and in prac ti cal aid for the vic tims. Its leg is la tion in this re gard
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is unique – the ‘Wet Uitkering Vervolgingsslachtoffers’ [‘Law reg u lat ing
pen sions for vic tims of per se cu tion’] of 1973, ex plic itly ex presses a „so ci -
etal ob li ga tion of sol i dar ity to wards vic tims of war“, and this forms the ba -
sis, to gether with a num ber of sim i lar laws, for a com pre hen sive na tional
sys tem of so cial wel fare agen cies, pen sion schemes, clin ics, and sup port
groups. Dutch psy chi a trists led the way in found ing sup port groups in both
Is rael and Ger many; they have been prom i nent in nu mer ous congresses in
recent years in Europe, in the USA and in Israel.

The ‘second generation’

For all that, fifty years af ter the end of the war the fo cus of at ten tion has
shifted, and not only in the Neth er lands. Al ready in the six ties it was be -
com ing clear that chil dren who had grown up in war-time con di tions
(‘child sur vi vors’) as well as chil dren of sur vi vor par ents (‘sec ond gen er a -
tion’) were a spe cial group with prob lems all of their own. Like the sins of
the fa thers, it seems, war-time per se cu tion can leave emo tional scars which 
go so deep that they can be passed on from gen er a tion to gen er a tion. Fol -
low ing on the work of Musaph, Keilson, De Levita in the Neth er lands,
Krystal, Kestenberg, Niederland, Eissler, Dasberg, Laub, Kogan and oth -
ers in the USA and Is rael, psy chi a trists and psy cho an a lysts no lon ger de -
bate the re al ity of trauma and PTSD, but the mech a nisms of its
‘intergenerational trans mis sion’, its ep i de mi ol ogy, the traces it leaves in
pub lic dis course and re ceived tra di tion. So what is it in the fam ily back -
ground of Ho lo caust sur vi vors that is so deeply disturbing for the children
who are raised in it?

Da vid de Levita, in cum bent of the first chair of „Intergeneration Con se -
quences of War“, founded 1992 at the Cath o lic Uni ver sity of Nijmegen, on
this: 

„The suf fer ing of those car ry ing the bur den of what their par ents went through
dur ing the war is clearer now than ever be fore. It has been es tab lished all over the
world, and it has been shown that it can man i fest it self af ter many years of la tency 
– in the same way that this oc curs in peo ple who them selves ex pe ri enced the war.
It can be ob jec tively de ter mined and is mea sur able by nor mal psy chi at ric
means.“4
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The size of the lit er a ture on this topic – run ning into many thou sand of ti -
tles5 – gives an in kling of the sig nif i cance of what it is that is com ing to
light here, and the im por tance which the pro fes sion als are at tach ing to it.

On the broad out lines of what it is that hap pens in such fam i lies there is
gen eral agree ment. Sur vi vor-par ents, car ry ing with them in del i ble im ages
of fear and hu mil i a tion, mor ally out raged, plagued by the knowl edge of the
mur der of their fam i lies and com mu ni ties, the de struc tion of ev ery thing fa -
mil iar – in clud ing their live li hood – had no choice, at the end of the war, but 
to re press these feel ings if they were go ing to go on liv ing at all.6 Chil dren
born at this time are of ten called „me mo rial can dles“ or „sub sti tute chil -
dren“ since for their par ents they are re mind ers of mur dered fam ily mem -
bers – af ter whom they were fre quently named – as well as an ex pres sion of 
their own need for re as sur ance, guid ance, hope and ori en ta tion. That is,
such chil dren grow up in a fam ily en vi ron ment in which it is not their own
needs, but those of their par ents, for their pro tec tion and un der stand ing,
which takes presidence. „Wellknown is the trag edy of peo ple who have
chil dren be cause they lack the abil ity to love, think ing that a child will
com pen sate for this lack. That mostly be comes a catastrophy, since chil -
dren do not give love, they can at the very most return it.“7

Chil dren grow ing up in such an en vi ron ment are bur dened at an early age
with for mi da ble tasks. ‘De oorlog’ (‘the war’) is an om ni pres ent and si lent
men ace, an om i nous ‘fam ily se cret’ around which the child spins
phantasies all the more op pres sive for their incommunicability. 

„Chil dren of sur vi vors are of ten not able to say when they first came to know
some thing of the Ho lo caust, since they can not imag ine a time in their lives in
which they had not been aware of the his tory of their par ents. This knowl edge of
the Ho lo caust is of ten an in te gral and un ques tion able as pect of their own iden tity, 
some thing con stantly pres ent, the back ground, as it were, against which ev ery -
thing else is seen and judged. Sur vi vor par ents show marked dif fer ences in their
abil ity to speak of their ex pe ri ences. But even when open dis cus sion of the topic
is avoided or dis cour aged chil dren have ap pro pri ated some form of mental
representation of the Holocaust“
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Mil lion: the Is rae lis and the Ho lo caust, Je ru sa lem, 1994. (From his chap ter on the sur -
vi vors: „A barrier of Blood and Silence“)

7 De Levita, op. cit., p. 6.



– ac cord ing to Anne Adelman, from the Yale Child Study Cen ter, New Ha -
ven, in a study of daugh ters grow ing up in fam i lies in which the mother is a
Ho lo caust sur vi vor.8 Or, at an early age, they be come the con fi dants of par -
ents whose own need for un bur den ing is so over whelm ing that they are un -
able to spare a child too young to cope with graphic ac counts of atroc i ties –
a re ver sal of roles be tween par ent and child called ‘parentification’. The
child’s iden ti fi ca tion with the life-world of the par ent can be come so com -
plete that it is as if they them selves have suf fered the hu mil i a tion and fear
of per se cu tion – a quasi-sym bi otic ‘fus ing of ho ri zons’ be tween child and
par ent re ferred to, in the lit er a ture, as ‘concretism’ or ‘telescoping’ be -
tween the generations.

Ad o les cence, a time in which – in the ter mi nol ogy of de vel op men tal psy -
chol ogy – is sues of in di vid u a tion and sep a ra tion play such a cru cial role, is
a time of great strain in many such fam i lies, char ac ter ized as these are by
emo tional ties that are ex traor di nary both in their in ten sity and am biv a -
lence. Life long emo tional de pend ence as well as its op po site – com plete
alien ation – are com mon. ‘Af fect dysregulation’ – rage, de pres sion, vi o lent 
mood swings, deeply felt feel ings of in ad e quacy, in turn com pen sated for
by grandiosity and nar cis sis tic with drawal – can strain such fam i lies to
break ing point, fam i lies which are, at the same time, of ten so iso lated from
(and sus pi cious of) the sur round ing com mu nity that the idea of seek ing
out side help sel dom arises. „Sur vi vors of the Ho lo caust feel mostly aban -
doned and up rooted. The fam ily is for them ref uge in a hos tile world.“9

Sociological Background

Dutch psy chi a trists and psy cho an a lysts were not only among the first to
have drawn at ten tion to what is now called psychotrauma, they also played
a prom i nent role both in the ar tic u la tion of col lec tive sen ti ment about the
‘oorlog’, and in the shap ing of pub lic pol icy to wards the sur vi vors of the re -
sis tance and the con cen tra tion camps. Their ex per tise was de ci sive in the
Dutch gov ern ment’s 1973 de ci sion to ex tend pub lic sup port mea sures not
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9 Rainer Rehberger: „Die Zweite Gen er a tion als Opfer der Verfolgung –
Psychoanalytische Überlegungen zur Generationenpsychologie“, in: Gertrud Hardtmann 
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only to Ho lo caust sur vi vors, but – sub ject to a med i cal vetting pro ce dure –
to their children as well; a world-wide ‘first’.

Nev er the less, if the spe cial ist lit er a ture on trauma leaves no doubt on the
re al ity of the emo tional re ac tions it doc u ments, the im ple men ta tion of the
so cial pol i cies which these find ings mo ti vated were not with out po lit i cal
con tro versy, nor does it mean that there is agree ment on the in ter pre ta tion
of these phe nom ena at the the o ret i cal level. A re cent doc u men ta tion of the
po lit i cal back ground to these de vel op ments in the Neth er lands throws light 
on these is sues and gives an in di ca tion of where, compared to the German
discussions, the differences lie.

As in Ger many, the re duc tion of war-time ex pe ri ences to the em pir i cally
mea sur able and clin i cally treat able in di vid ual re ac tions of cli ents or pa -
tients has not re mained un chal lenged. „Psy chi a trist? I would n’t know what
I should say or ask of such a per son“, said Jules Schelvis, one of the nine -
teen Dutch sur vi vors of Sobibor, where some thing on the or der of 34.000
Jews from the Neth er lands were mur dered. In com mon with oth ers,
Schelvis felt that he was the vic tim of crim i nal in jus tice."10

So ci ol o gists ar gued that this ‘medicalization’ and ‘psychologization’ of
the fate of Ho lo caust sur vi vors was also a way of side step ping po lit i cally
sen si tive ques tions about the past: by del e gat ing ques tions on the causes of
war to the com pe tence of so cial wel fare agen cies they be come trivialized
and ‘in sti tu tion ally encapsulated’:

„With that the dif fi cul ties were re moved from the strictly pri vate sphere, with out
how ever thereby be ing made ac ces si ble to pub lic de bate. They’ve be come sub -
ject to dis cus sion, but be hind the closed door of the clinic and the sur gery; they
are de scribed in the pro fes sional lit er a ture and in con fi den tial re ports. [...] Thus
the tes ti mony con cern ing the po lit i cal his tory of geno cide be came trans formed
into a se ries of symp toms in the doc tor’s sur gery.“11

„Psychologization and proto-professionalization of the vic tims would then be a
blind ness to wards the fail ure of the po lit i cal sys tem, which could very well still
ex hibit the same de fects which made the per se cu tion of the Jews pos si ble in the
first place.“12
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11 A. de Swaan: „Het concentratiekampsyndroom als sociaal probleem“, in: De mens is de
mens een zorg, Am ster dam 1982, p. 141.

12 De Haan, op. cit., p. 134.



As in Ger many, the very no tion of (psy cho)trauma it self pa pers over some
very fun da men tal dif fer ences be tween the em pir i cally-ori ented, apo lit i cal,
‘hypothetico-de duc tive’ meth ods of the med i cal pro fes sion on the one
hand, and the hermeneutically/hu man is ti cally ori ented at ti tude of the psy -
cho an a lysts on the other. This dif fer ence, in sti tu tion ally ex pressed in the
di ver gent ap proaches be tween the Am ster dam and Utrecht schools of psy -
cho anal y sis af ter the war13, was it self one of the rea sons for the gov ern -
ment-com mis sioned study pub lished by J. Bastiaans as early as 1957 un der 
the ti tle Psychosomatische gevolgen van onderdrukking en verzet [„Psy -
cho so matic con se quences of per se cu tion and re sis tance“], the pur pose of
which was to es tab lish re li able cri te ria for the as sess ment of per se cu -
tion-caused psy cho so matic symp toms. „Bastiaans was es pe cially in ter -
ested in the de gree to which the dif fer ences be tween the ‘Am ster dam’ and
the ‘Utrecht’ ap proach led to dif fer ences in rec om men da tions. Bastiaans’
Am ster dam col leagues used a nomothetic ap proach, in which ob serv able
‘lawlike reg u lar i ties in men tal pro cesses’ were sought af ter. The
Utrechtians un der H. Rümke fa voured an idiographic ap proach, in which –
via interpretation – the psychic constellation of the entire personality was
probed.“(De Haan, p. 137)

Trauma and politics

Then again, the ‘medicalization’ and ‘pseudo-professionalization’ (De
Swaan) of the ques tions sur round ing the causes and con se quences of per se -
cu tion was never com plete: the ten dency to see in the con cen tra tion-camp a 
met a phor for ‘mass so ci ety’ af ter the war, as rep re sented by Kaas in the
Neth er lands, Bettelheim in USA, Frankl in Aus tria, meant that, for all the
ef fort put into a strict sep a ra tion of facts and val ues (clin i cal/ther a peu tic
ques tions on the one hand, moral-po lit i cal dis course on the other) the kinds
of con sid er ations seem in ex tri ca bly in ter twined. If sur vival de pended,
amongst other things, on the depth and com mit ment to re li gious and
moral-po lit i cal val ues, (or un der mined by ‘ni hil ism’ and ‘alien ation’) then
the cli ni cians could hardly keep si lent on the con tent of these val ues. This
be comes es pe cially ap par ent when ‘so ci ety as a whole’ co mes to be seen as 
traumatogenic, a con clu sion drawn by Keilson on the ba sis of his study of
the post-war fate of Dutch-Jew ish war or phans, and sup ported by Chaim
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Dasberg in Is rael. More over, if ‘trauma’ formed the ba sis of a claim to so ci -
etal rec og ni tion and wel fare sup port – one of the con se quences of
‘medicalizing’ the sur vi vors of war-time per se cu tion – the way is open for
other groups to pres ent their case for the ex is tence of in di vid ual or col lec -
tive men tal/emo tional suf fer ing. War-time per se cu tion then be comes an in -
stance of ‘mas sive psy chic stress’ which could also be found else where. In
the six ties and sev en ties this is in deed what hap pens: var i ous other trau ma -
tized groups de mand at ten tion: sur vi vors and re sis tance fight ers from In do -
ne sia and the Jap a nese concentration camps, children of war-time
collaborators („NSB“), refugees from the Third World, victims of child
abuse and incest.

The re sult of this was that a gov ern ment com mis sion in 1987 de cided to
adopt, as a mea sure of trauma, the cri te ria in tro duced by the 1980 edi tion of 
the Di ag nos tic and Sta tis ti cal Man ual of Men tal Dis or ders pub lished by
the Amer i can Psy chi at ric As so ci a tion, which de fined ‘PTSD’ (Post"trau -
matic Stress Dis or der’) as a con di tion with a whole range of different
causes: 

„This dis tur bance en com passed con sid er ably more than the ear lier trau matic
neu ro ses, and could be causes by all kinds of stress, such as work pres sure, mar -
riage prob lems or re tire ment. This ex pan sive def i ni tion of PTSD meant that a
whole range of ‘stress ors’ could lead to a psychotrauma. In the Neth er lands this
hence led to re search into psychotraumas causes by hos tage-tak ing, in cest, abuse, 
traf fic ac ci dents, eco log i cal di sas ters, etc.“14

De Haan’s his tory of the dis cus sion of psychotrauma in the Neth er lands
makes it quite clear that Dutch psy chi a trists and psy cho an a lysts re garded
the ‘medicalization’ of the de bate about the causes of war-time per se cu tion
as a nec es sary evil: as a way – par a dox i cally – of ex press ing sol i dar ity with
the sur vi vors, a way of giv ing them a mo di cum of so ci etal rec og ni tion. A
rec og ni tion flow ing not from the – ad mit tedly stig ma tiz ing – psy chi at ric
di ag no sis of ‘trauma’, but from the pen sion and other ben e fits to which this
di ag no sis opened the way. By this means one gives the vic tim „... the feel -
ing that he/she is rec og nized by the au thor i ties, that he/she has the right to
exist.“15
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Children of victims, children of perpetrators

Since the pub li ca tions by Kestenberg, Rosenkötter, Eckstaedt, Bohleber
and oth ers, there has been an ex tended de bate on the sim i lar i ties and dif fer -
ences – with re gard to psychotrauma – be tween chil dren of vic tims and per -
pe tra tors, terms which not only here in Ger many are of ten used as syn -
onyms for Ger mans and Jews. That the ap pro pri ate ness of the trauma par a -
digm it self should be part of the con tro versy need hardly be em pha sized –
its in vo ca tion, when deal ing with the chil dren of erst while Na zis (and that
means, af ter all, a large pro por tion of the Ger man population after 1945) is
not obvious.

For all that, in per pe tra tor fam i lies also there is of ten a ‘fam ily se cret’, an
op pres sive si lence about the past, a ne ga tion of death and de struc tion. 

„In ad di tion to this we ob served in both cat e go ries of fam i lies the enor mous in -
flu ence of fam ily se crets, a re cip ro cal ob struc tion when it co mes to thematizing
the past, ver bal at tacks as a means of pre vent ing di a logue and em pa thy,
habitualized fam ily myths which serve con flict avoid ance, fam ily sys tems bound 
to gether by an op pres sive legacy from the past.“

Thus the one of the find ings of a re cently pub lished ex ten sive study of fam -
ily di a logues across three gen er a tions con ducted by Is raeli and Ger man
psy chol o gists in both coun tries.16

But these are sur face sim i lar i ties which ob scure pro found dif fer ences.
„When Shoah sur vi vors as grand par ents or par ents re fuse to speak of their
ex pe ri ences then their si lence is based on quite dif fer ent prob lems and mo -
tives from those which per tain in the si lence of grand par ents or par ents who 
were ac tively in volved in Nazi crimes.“17 When Jew ish grand par ents re -
main mute they do so to pro tect their chil dren and grand chil dren from their
own un bear able mem o ries. When for mer Na zis re main si lent they do so to
pro tect them selves. When chil dren of Jew ish sur vi vors re press the un bear -
able mem o ries of their par ents and grand par ents they do so to avoid fac ing
the help less ness and hu mil i a tion of their fam ily mem bers, a way of re press -
ing their own in abil ity to help and sup port – both then and now – to re press
their own feel ings of mourn ing and des o la tion in the face of a mur dered
fam ily they know only from pho to graphs and rem i nis cences. When chil -
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dren of per pe tra tors re press their fam ily his tory they try to deny the
intolerable reality that they are the descendants of unrepentant criminals.

4 Netherlands and Germany – a comparison

The ‘medicalization’ and ‘professionalization’ (in the sense de scribed
above) of the way in which so ci ety deals with sur vi vors of the Sec ond
World War could find broad po lit i cal sup port, in the Neth er lands, be cause
it re flected two quite sep a rate im per a tives: the au thor i ties (i) had to take no -
tice of those pop u la tion groups whose lives had been shat tered by the war;
(ii) could not on the other hand call into ques tion the gen eral po lit i cal con -
sen sus of the time. These ques tions touch, af ter all, in the Neth er lands as in
other coun tries, on core is sues of Eu ro pean post-war re con struc tion: the
role and in flu ence of re sis tance and sur vi vor groups, the shape and char ac -
ter of dem o cratic in sti tu tions in the wake of the mil i tary de feat of the Axis
pow ers, and the form which public recognition of past suffering should
take.

There are in di ca tions that the strat egy de scribed above – the trans for ma -
tion of moral-po lit i cal is sues into med i cal-ther a peu tic ones – is not some -
thing which is all that suc cess ful in Ger many; or at any rate is sub ject to a
dy namic quite dif fer ent from com pa ra ble ones in the Neth er lands. How -
ever much the sub stan tive dis cus sions in the two coun tries may over lap,
the fact is that the Dutch dis cus sions on psychotrauma take – and have
taken – place against the back ground of broad-based and wide spread po lit i -
cal sol i dar ity with the vic tims and sur vi vors of the war; something which in 
Germany is unthinkable.

The Ger man res ti tu tion laws were re garded by many of those re spon si ble 
for their im ple men ta tion as an im po si tion from abroad, a pun ish ment im -
posed by the ‘vic tors’, a price ex tracted by the Al lies in re turn for dip lo -
matic nor mal iza tion with Is rael and the rest of the world; at any rate, to be
ad min is tered as restrictively as possible.

There were so many ac tive erst while Na zis amongst the ad min is tra tors of 
the res ti tu tion laws, the courts and the med i cal con sul tants in volved that it
has been these very cir cles – iron i cally enough – which in re cent years have 
be come the fo cus of in ter est for his to ri ans prob ing per pe tra tor bi og ra -
phies. Just how scan dal ous the treat ment of sur vi vors of Nazi per se cu tion
was in many cases is now part of the public record.

„Venzlaff re ports the fol low ing case which is by no means an iso lated in stance: a
young Ger man ‘half“Jew’ [as the Nazi ter mi nol ogy went] fights as a sol dier in
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France, Bel gium and Rus sia, be fore his or i gins are dis cov ered and he is sent to
Auschwitz. Ac cord ing to his Wehrmacht files the pa tient is en tirely healthy on
dis missal. A med i cal ex am i na tion af ter the war re veals se ri ous and chronic emo -
tional dis or ders, burns, frac tures and other ail ments. Seven years af ter sub mit ting 
a res ti tu tion ap pli ca tion the ap pli cant sends a let ter to the rel e vant au thor i ties in
which he com plains that the pro cess ing of pen sion claims of erst while Na zis
seem to be less of a prob lem [than the pro cess ing of his own claim]. There upon
the au thor i ties or der a new in ves ti ga tion, on the grounds that this let ter proves
him to be a psy cho path – a con di tion held to be he red i tary. [Thus de bar ring him
from com pen sa tion claims un der the reg u la tions."18

At the same time it is dif fi cult to deny that the marked in crease in pub lic in -
ter est in Ger many in re cent years on the topic of psychotrauma is not so
much mo ti vated by sol i dar ity with sur vi vors and vic tims as a widely-felt
ex pres sion of the need for nor mal iza tion and ‘na tional iden tity’. The ques -
tion „Is there a col lec tive equiv a lent for that which in the case of the in di -
vid ual is called PTSD?“19 takes place against the back ground of a me dia
dis cus sion about the Nazi past, and is, in the first in stance, a po lit i cal rather
than a pro fes sional de bate. It be longs in the con text of the ‘Historiker -
streit’, the Wehrmacht ex hi bi tion, the con tro versy re gard ing ‘eliminatory
anti-sem i tism’ (Goldhagen), rather than that of a pro fes sional debate
within Psychiatry or Psychoanalysis.

————————————————————————————
Max Horkheimer:

„Peo ple like me, not just gen er ally speak ing, but spe cif i cally, i.e. Jews,
who looked and thought like Jews, like my fa ther and mother and my self,
for no other rea son than that they had these char ac ter is tics, were slowly tor -
tured to death in con cen tra tion camps, thousandfold, af ter years of un -
speak able hu mil i a tions, over whelm ing fear, in ju ries, blows and in sults [...]
I’m sup posed to feel sat is fac tion and peace of mind in my own life, con sid -
er ing that I ex ist at all, that this life is the con se quence of a mean ing less and
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19 Jan Philipp Reemtsma: „Trauma und Moral – Einige Überlegungen zum Krieg als
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un de served hap pen stance, the prod uct of the blind ness which life pro -
duces, to the point that I feel ashamed to be amongst the liv ing at all?“20

———————————————————————————

Frederik van Gelder, son of Jew ish par ents, was born at the end of the war 
in a hide out in Den Helder, the Neth er lands. 1950 the fam ily em i grated to
South Af rica. He holds de grees in Med i cine, So ci ol ogy, An thro pol ogy and
Phi los o phy from the Uni ver si ties of the Witwatersrand (Jo han nes burg),
Na tal, and Frank furt. He holds a Ph.D. in Phi los o phy from Frank furt Uni -
ver sity, with a dis ser ta tion on Habermas and the Frank furt School. He has
lec tured in So ci ol ogy and Phi los o phy, and has helped edit the Gesammelte
Schriften of Max Horkheimer.

He is cur rently a fel low („Wissenschaftler“) at the Institut für
Sozialforschung in Frank furt. His field of re search is Crit i cal The ory and
Psy cho anal y sis.

———————————————————————————

What is ‘Trauma’?

The Ger man"Amer i can psy chi a trist Wil liam Niederland, con sul tant to the
Ger man em bassy in New York in the six ties, ex am ined many hun dreds of „ 
mostly Jew ish “ sur vi vors of Nazi per se cu tion as part of res ti tu tion and
com pen sa tion claims. In his book on this sub ject, Folgen der Verfolgung:
Das Überlebenden"Syndrom [The con se quences of per se cu tion – Sur vi vor
Syn drome – spir i tual mur der, Frank furt/M. 1980, p. 10] he de fines the
causes of trauma as fol lows: 

„1. Life in an at mo sphere which is in ces santly threat en ing, in the shadow
of a name less and in ex o ra ble fate of which ini tially one is unaware;

2. men tal, emo tional and phys i cal ex haus tion of the en tire per son al ity
caused by the above;

3. sit u a tions of fre quent and re peated mor tal dan ger ac com pa nied by
acute and im me di ate fear of death;

4. the un der min ing and dis so lu tion of all in ter per sonal re la tion ships and
contacts;

5. Life in a sit u a tion of on go ing un cer tainty and help less ness, of near"to -
tal lack of pro tec tion by the law;
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6. A men tal state in which the ego is over whelmed by a neverending
flood of pub lic and per sonal in vec tive, sus pi cion, in sults and ac cu sa tions,
with out the pos si bil ity of ap peal to and pro tec tion from of fi cial quarters."

Thomas van der Heijden is di rec tor of a gov ern ment agency which is
unique in Eu rope: ICODO [Informatie" en Coördinatie"orgaan
Dienstverlening Oorlogsgetroffenen] is re spon si ble for rais ing pub lic
aware ness about the plight of – and to co or di nate ev ery thing to do with –
‘the vic tims of war’. It is, ac cord ing to its le gal stat ute an „in de pend ent and
au ton o mous foun da tion which on the ba sis of spe cial ex per tise is man dated 
to im ple ment mea sures nec es sary to make an ad e quate sup port of those af -
fected by the war pos si ble, and to im prove existing measures in a sub stan -
tial way.“

The need for such an agency be came ap par ent af ter a gov ern ment re port
in 1975 found that some thing of the or der of a mil lion peo ple in the Neth er -
lands were ‘oorlogsgetroffenen’, [‘those af fected by the war’] and that a
sig nif i cant per cent age of them – as well their fam i lies – were suf fer ing
from emo tional and psy cho so matic con se quences of their war-time ex pe ri -
ences. As a gov ern ment spokes per son put it at the time: „We’ll have to get
used to the idea that peo ple whose re sis tance has been un der mined by their
war-time ex pe ri ences are go ing to need our spe cial care and at ten tion for at
least one more generation.“21

ICODO has a num ber of dif fer ent func tions. Thomas van der Heijden:
„We have two broad streams: one di rected to wards the vol un tary agen cies,
one to wards the pro fes sional or ga ni za tions. Thus we have an in for ma tion
cen ter, ori ented to wards in di vid ual cli ents, which is run by so cial work ers,
which gives ad vice on where to get fi nan cial and other forms of sup port.
Then we have pro jects to im prove the wel fare ser vices them selves, to raise
the level of pro fes sional ex per tise at a na tional level: di rected to wards doc -
tors, gen eral prac ti tio ners, so cial work ers, ther a pists. Then there are pro -
jects to support and stimulate voluntary organizations.“ 

In ad di tion to this it ad vises the gov ern ment on all mat ters per tain ing to
the ‘oorlogsgetroffenen’, pro motes re search, sup ports con fer ences and
seminars.

It is with re gard to the ‘in for ma tion com po nent’ of ICODO that it be -
comes clear what it is about this Dutch ap proach to these things that is dif -
fer ent from other coun tries. As gov ern ment spokes per son Wim Meyer had
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ex pressed the prin ci ples at the time on which ICODO was based: „Be cause
these prob lems were never talked about those af fected by them be came in -
creas ingly iso lated. Be cause of this at ti tude, for which we all bear re spon si -
bil ity, a na tional re pres sion of mem ory has de vel oped ...“2 It is the no tion
of a col lec tive re pres sion of mem ory which ex plains the spe cial mix of wel -
fare pol i cies and pub lic rec og ni tion of war-time suffering which ICODO
seeks to implement.

Thomas van der Heijden: „If we were to open a Ger man branch of
ICODO – what ever – then my first point would be: how do I bring to pub lic
at ten tion that the war has left psychosocial con se quences in its wake – right 
upto the pres ent – which has made it im pos si ble for some peo ple to func -
tion in so ci ety. That would be the most im por tant message ...“

It is this which is the crux: the Dutch au thor i ties did not (and do not) – as
did so many run ning the Ger man wiedergutmachung-au thor i ties – re gard
this leg is la tion as an un wel come im po si tion from abroad which should be
ad min is tered as re stric tively as pos si ble, but as a pub lic debt of hon our to -
wards those who suffered unjustly.

Van der Heijden: „Ex pe ri ence taught us that there was no need to fear
phony ap pli ca tions. When we im ple mented a pro ject to of fer psycho -
therapeutic sup port to mem bers of the ‘sec ond gen er a tion’ we found that
peo ple do not ap ply if they do not re ally need it. These things are too pain -
ful. Just about all ap pli ca tions are honoured.“

1 „Voor wie zich in eigen huis als ontheemden voelen.“ NRC
Handelsblad, 4.5.1981, quote of Lower House MP and La bour Party ex ec -
u tive mem ber Wim Meyer.

2 Wim Meyer, op. cit.
————————————————————————————

Fan ta sies of per pe tra tor-"chil dren
„Fear of be ing mur dered is some thing we find amongst the chil dren and

grand chil dren of both per pe tra tors and vic tims. The fear of an ni hi la tion felt 
by chil dren and grand chil dren of per pe tra tors is mostly re lated to the un -
con scious phantasy of be ing mur dered by their own par ents ... whereas the
po ten tial threat felt by chil dren of sur vi vors is, rather, a more gen eral fear
of the wider ex tra“fa mil ial and non"Jew ish world. Amongst de scen dants of 
per pe tra tors we were able to ob serve the fear of be ing re garded as unfit to
live [‘lebensunwert’].

The daugh ter of a doc tor ac tive in the ‘Eu tha na sia’ pro gram for in stance
was in such con stant fear of her fa ther that she hid her my o pia from him for
this rea son. ... As a child she had seen him throw her youn ger brother, a
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baby, into the swim ming pool to test his ‘ra cial pu rity’, which ac cord ing to
the fa ther was in doubt.

Chil dren and grand chil dren of per pe tra tors of ten ex press the fear of be ing 
mur dered for ex pos ing the fam ily his tory. The grand child of a Nazi per pe -
tra tor, who had suc ceeded in per suad ing his grand fa ther into a par tial con -
fes sion of his deeds, locked his bed room door the fol low ing night. He was
haunted by a phantasy that his grand fa ther would shoot him for track ing
down his se cret, or for his lack of loyalty in doing so.

In a dif fer ent fam ily in ter viewed by us the son of a per pe tra tor had a re -
cur rent dream, since child hood, that he was be ing throt tled by as sail ants si -
lently at tack ing him from the rear.

His fa ther had con fessed, some years be fore our in ter view, that he ‘al -
ways car ried a steel wire in his pocket, in or der to be able to si lently throt tle
the en emy – e.g. a sen try – from be hind.’ The son phantasized also that he
ac com pa nied his fa ther on spe cial mis sions, there upon to be mur dered by
his fa ther for be ing found un equal to the task. His fa ther had told him that
he and his bat tle"unit did not leave wounded com rades be hind in en emy
ter ri tory – they were mur dered." (Rosenthal, op. cit., p. 20 f.) 

————————————————————————————

20 Pho to graph re pro duced from: De illegale cam era 1940-1945.
Nederlandse fotografie tijdens de Duitse bezetting. Ed.: Ve ron ica Hekking, 
Flip Bool, Naarden 1995.
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