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MARK S. MICALE and PAUL LERNER (eds.), Traumatic Pasts: His-
tory, Psychiatry, and Trauma in the Modern Age, 1870–1930 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2001), xiv + 316 pp. ISBN 0 521 58365 9.
£40.00 $US 59.95

Since 1870 not only the past has been traumatic. The present is trau-
matic too, and there are no indications that traumatic events will
decrease or even vanish in the future. On the contrary, as streams of
globalization and fundamentalism interact, different cultures seem to
clash as never before. New, ultramodern technologies and communi-
cations contrast with atavistic ways of dealing with conflict which
generate new forms of conventional warfare, terrorism, and violence.
A scientific, technologically supported civilization and public wel-
fare on the one hand, and manifestations of inhumanity on the other
have exposed mankind to a gruelling test of incompatibilities that
human beings can neither explain nor bear. These incompatibilities
used to occur only regionally, but they spread out to involve the entire
world public, perhaps because general questions of human rights
(often concrete interests) are touched upon, perhaps because the
whole of mankind faces imminent danger. A feeling of global help-
lessness increases against the optimistic myth of unlimited chances.
Traumatic experience expands both individually and collectively.

While 11 September 2001 was a unique example of collective
traumatization, Bruno Bettelheim described individual trauma after
his experience of concentration camp imprisonment: ‘We are in an
extreme situation if we are catapulted into a position where our old
adaptive mechanisms no longer help and some of them even endan-
ger our life instead of protecting it as before. In this situation we are
deprived of all our defence systems and we are thrown back so far
that we must develop new attitudes in response to the situation, new
ways of life, and new ideals. ... If we speak about the disastrous con-
sequences of concentration camp imprisonment, we must always
keep in mind that this experience was so traumatic that the integra-
tion of the grown-up personality was either completely or largely
disturbed. ... Each trauma proves that the integration reached so far
cannot give adequate protection.’1
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1 Bruno Bettelheim, Erziehung zum Überleben: Zur Psychologie der Extremsitu-
ation (2nd edn.; Munich, 1985), pp. 20 and 37.



We find the term ‘trauma’ used in different contexts in psycholo-
gy, psychiatry, and psychoanalysis. In 1980 the American Psychiatric
Association (APA) defined trauma for the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) and the International Classification of
Diagnoses (ICD) as heavily stressful events or an extremely threaten-
ing or catastrophic situation (rapid or persisting for a longer time)
which would cause deep despair in almost anybody. As psychotrau-
matology gained in importance, the psycho-medical literature on
trauma grew, especially about Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD).

Only a few of the many publications about trauma can be men-
tioned in relation to the book under review. A basic contribution to
the issues was edited by Bessel van der Kolk, Alexander C.
McFarlane, and Lars Weisaeth under the title Traumatic Stress—The
Effects of Overwhelming Experience on Mind, Body and Society (New
York, 1996). In it, internationally acknowledged trauma experts pro-
vide a comprehensive summary of the current state of knowledge
about psychotraumatology and a guide to future clinicians and
researchers which has been acclaimed as the ‘gold standard reference
for many years to come’ (Judith L. Herman, MD).

The authors who have contributed to Traumatic Stress are all psy-
chological or psychiatric trauma experts. One essay in the book is
devoted to how the issues of psychotraumatology have been concep-
tualized historically over the past century and a half. The troubled
relationship of the psychiatric profession with the idea that reality
can profoundly and permanently alter people’s psychology and biol-
ogy is examined. In the preface we read: ’Mirroring the intrusions,
confusion and the disbelief of victims whose lives are suddenly shat-
tered by traumatic experiences, the psychiatric profession has peri-
odically been fascinated by trauma, followed by stubborn disbelief
about the relevance of patient’s stories. Psychiatry has periodically
suffered from marked amnesias, in which well-established knowl-
edge was abruptly forgotten and the psychological impact of over-
whelming experiences was ascribed to constitutional or intrapsychic
factors alone. From the earliest involvement of psychiatry with trau-
matised patients, there have been vehement arguments.’

In Traumatic Pasts all these arguments are at least touched upon,
and most are competently discussed not by psychiatrists but by his-
torians. They address questions such as: is the aetiology of trauma
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patients’ complaints organic or psychological? Is trauma the event
itself or its subjective interpretation? Does trauma itself cause the dis-
order, or do pre-existing vulnerabilities? Are these patients morally
weak malingerers, or do they suffer from an involuntary disintegra-
tion of the capacity to take charge? Should they ignore it and go on
with their lives?

Jonathan Shay’s Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the
Undoing of Character (New York, 1995), holds a special place among
the psychotraumatological literature. Shay is a psychiatrist who
cared for American Vietnam veterans suffering from PTSD. He
examined Homer’s Iliad in the light of his experiences, and found
amazing analogies with the complaints of traumatized Vietnam vet-
erans. Shay notes two recent and by no means universally accepted
(in the field of psychotraumatology) phenomena, ‘the berserk state’
and the ‘betrayal of “what’s right” ’ in the aetiology of chronic post-
traumatic stress disorder after combat. 

Of course, the historian’s view includes more of the (historical)
contexts of life than the psychiatric view. The interaction between the
two disciplines, history and psychiatry, may be compared with the
interaction between two eyes, each giving a monocular view of what
goes on and, together, providing a binocular, in depth-view.

The Canadian historian Edward Shorter has published a number
of popular, interdisciplinary books, one on the history of psychoso-
matic illness,2 and a survey of 200 years of psychiatric theory and
practice.3 In connection with these a publication by a German histo-
rian, Joachim Radkau, could be mentioned: Das Zeitalter der
Nervosität: Deutschland zwischen Bismarck und Hitler (Munich, 1998).
Psychotraumatology and its history are considered in more or less
detail in these books. In principal they suffer from the disadvantage
that from the historical point of view (Shorter and Radkau) psy-
chotraumatology appears only as a (psychiatric) subspeciality, or
vice versa, from the psychiatric point of view (van der Kolk et al.) his-
torical issues appear only as subspeciality. This gap in traumatology
and history has now been filled by Traumatic Pasts.
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2 From Paralysis to Fatigue: A History of Psychosomatic Illness in the Modern Era
(New York, 1992).
3 A History of Psychiatry: From the Era of the Asylum to the Age of Prozac (New
York, 1997).



The book itself is a handsome hardback whose jacket shows a
well-known picture of a queue of gassed British First World War
casualties stepping through the bodies of dead comrades, led by a
medical orderly. About 300 pages long, the book contains contribu-
tions by twelve authors including a profound and comprehensive
introduction by the editors (Mark S. Micale and Paul Lerner), and is
subdivided into four parts. The editors also contribute an article each
to part 3. Notes on contributors, an index, and footnotes are append-
ed.

Given the special meaning which trauma has acquired since the
1930s as a result of the cataclysms of the Holocaust and the Second
World War, it could be asked why Traumatic Pasts is limited to the
period from 1870 to 1930. One answer might be that to face the new
and spectacular dimension of trauma in the more recent past would
run the risk of earlier historical but nevertheless important aspects of
trauma disappearing from scientific attention and discourse. It is one
great merit of Traumatic Pasts, therefore, that it concentrates on just
that half-century from 1870 to 1930, the period that witnessed the
emergence of technological modernity in parallel to the formation of
the first organized and systematized means of studying its conse-
quences on the human psyche. The simultaneous emergence of these
two phenomena was, the editors of the book argue, far from coinci-
dental. 

Obviously, intensely distressful emotional and physical experi-
ences have always occurred, but in the sixty years covered by
Traumatic Pasts, psychological trauma acquired the status of a disease
entity with a technical terminology, theories of causation, and classi-
fication and therapeutic systems as well as medico-legal standing
and governmental recognition. These two modern trajectories, write
the editors, occurred in a parallel and often self-reinforcing manner;
together they gave birth to the medical and cultural engagement with
mental trauma.

Each essay in the book elaborates a distinct point within the inter-
section of these two modern trajectories. Taken together they cover
the overlapping political, cultural, medical, and military approaches
to mental trauma. As mentioned above, the volume is subdivided
into four parts: (1) the spread of railways during the last quarter of
the nineteenth century; (2) the introduction of accident insurance and
the early welfare state starting in the 1880s; (3) the rise of psycholog-

118

Book Reviews



ical psychiatry around the turn of the century; and (4) and the First
World War and its social and cultural aftermath.

Seen from the standpoint of a century of space travel, ‘intelligent’
missiles etc., it may seem ridiculous to find an old-fashioned technol-
ogy such as the railway described as an icon of technological moder-
nity recurrently associated with shock and trauma. In fact, the discus-
sion of trauma, its causes and pathology, started in connection with
railway accidents and the symptoms displayed by people involved in
them, not only in Britain as described in the first part of Traumatic
Pasts (chapter 2 by R. Harrison), but also in German-speaking central
Europe. The discussions and disputes have not been resolved to the
present day. Similar debates were brewing beyond Britain. E. Caplan
shows in chapter 3 that the origins, nature, and evolution of post-trau-
matic symptom formations also engaged North American doctors
during the last two decades of the nineteenth century.

In the second part (chapters 4 and 5) W. Schäffner and G. A.
Eghigian look at the contexts of work, accidents, and trauma in the
early welfare state. They take special note of circumstances in
Germany where, on the heels of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck’s pio-
neering compulsory insurance legislation of the 1880s, the Imperial
Insurance Office recognized the existence of ‘traumatic neuroses’
(traumatische Neurosen) in 1889. Thus post-accident nervous symp-
toms became eligible for benefits under the terms of the new work-
ers’ compensation legislation, a series of measures implemented to
undercut the revolutionary potential of the growing Social Demo-
cratic movement. This marks the front-line of the never ending and
fundamental conflict about mental trauma in which the individual
interests of victims collide with official, governmental, or financial
interests. P. Lerner’s contribution, ‘From Traumatic Neurosis to Male
Hysteria: The Decline and Fall of Hermann Oppenheim, 1889–1919’
(chapter 7), continues the description of this conflict in the third part. 

Part 3, ‘Theorising Trauma’ must, of course, include Jean-Martin
Charcot and les névroses traumatiques. In his essay, ‘From Medicine to
Culture in French Trauma Theory of the Late Nineteenth Century’,
M. S. Micale shows how the charismatic Parisian neurologist cap-
tured world-wide attention with his work on victims of railway and
work-place accidents. In dozens of published case histories in the
1870s and 1880s, Charcot publicized the new diagnosis category
‘traumatic hysteria’ (hystérie traumatique). 
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In addition to the mental effects of accidents, war, and catastrophes,
another of the theoretical roots of trauma is to be found in the psy-
chology of sexuality. L. Cardyn considers the construction of female
sexual trauma in his essay, ‘Turn-of-the-Century American Mental
Medicine’ (chapter 8, part 3). While medical writings about rape, par-
ticularly marital rape and genital abuse, including self-mutilation,
offered empirical evidence of widespread sexualized violence against
women, these harrowing case stories, Cardyn concludes, were not sep-
arately theorized in the American medical literature of that time.
Beyond all the epoch-making impulses which resulted from psycho-
analysis, the modern psychology of sexual trauma promises new and
perhaps revolutionary insights into psychopathology, for example, the
pathogenesis of borderline-syndrome and other mental disorders.

Military psychiatry undoubtedly had a similar impact. As
progress in surgery was said to derive from the battlefield, the same
could be said of progress in psychotraumatology. Part four of
Traumatic Pasts looks at ‘Shock, Trauma, and Psychiatry in the First
World War’ in four remarkable essays (by P. Leese, B. Bianchi, M.
Roudebush, and C. Cox). The nexus of trauma, psychiatry, and mod-
ernity that lies at the centre of this book is nowhere dramatized more
sharply than in the Great War. The issue of compensation for mental
war traumata became a touchstone for the discussion of all questions
associated with trauma. On the other hand, war, the ‘father of every-
thing’, is history ‘written in blood’, as B. van der Kolk has said.

Traumatic Pasts illustrates the great analytical advantages of a
comparative approach in terms of both time and culture. To be sure,
scholars must remain sensitive to what is distinctive about particular
types of trauma—accident trauma, rape trauma, war trauma—with
their radically different contexts. One conclusion to be drawn from
reading Traumatic Pasts is that it is worth exploring more closely the
psycho-plastic influences of life contexts on human biological and
mental qualities. None the less, a perusal of the book as a whole
reveals countless interconnections; in ways that have not previously
been appreciated, civilian and military episodes in the history of
trauma continually overlap. The book’s primary goals are to provide
a generous sample of the best new historical scholarship on trauma;
to indicate the empirical, analytical, and methodological scope of this
work; and to present some of the conceptual and methodological
issues inherent in writing about the subject. 
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All these goals are achieved in a readable style which, with one
possible exception, will appeal to a general readership beyond trau-
ma experts. The editors and authors provide an enormous apparatus
of footnotes, sometimes covering more than three-quarters of a page.
Even the scientifically-trained reader could find it difficult to take in
all the fascinating facts and information accumulated in the volume.
Neither this small disadvantage nor the price should prevent an
interested public from using the book. A translation into German is
desirable.

JÜRGEN PH. FURTWÄNGLER has had a long and distinguished
career as a military psychiatrist. On his retirement in 2000, he was
head of the department of neurology and psychiatry at the Bundes-
wehr hospital in Hamburg. He has published widely on stress, suici-
dology, addiction, youth violence, trans-generational problems, and
psychotraumatology, and has worked on anthropological aspects of
the psycho-social significance of the Other for the image of humani-
ty in Western culture.

121

History, Psychiatry and Trauma in the Modern Age


