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“Why do we humans cling to those who treat us with cruelty and contempt? Whether evil is banal or diabolical, it has the power to captivate. In his remarkable volume, Trauma Bond, Lawrence Swaim explains this phenomenon with clarity, wit and wisdom. I recommend the book and commend the author.”

Frank Ochberg MD, Post-traumatic Therapy and Victims of Violence, editor (1988, Brunner Mazel)

“…a REALLY splendid book!”

Patricia S. Churchland PhD, Braintrust: What Neuroscience Tells Us about Morality

“As a child in a parochial school I was required to memorize Exodus 20:5, in which God promises to visit the “iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generations of them that hate me.” I appreciate coming to an even greater understanding of human failures through reading Lawrence Swaim’s Trauma Bond: An Inquiry into the Nature of Evil. This book explains concretely in strictly human terms what causes aggression to replicate itself, and how aggression—when rationalized, concealed or dissembled—can become evil. (Swaim even explains how evil, in the form of intergenerational trauma, can be communicated from one generation to another.)”

Marilyn Glaim, PhD, Tikkun
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“In this, the second book in a planned trilogy, Swaim (The Death of Judeo-Christianity, 2012) outlines a theory for understanding evil… However, the aggression that is the root of all evil behavior doesn’t spring up randomly, Swaim says. Rather, it is learned through a process called trauma bonding, which happens on both an individual level (e.g., the abused child who turns into a violent adult) and a societal level, as with exploited or victimized groups that go on to oppress other groups. Trauma bonds are incredibly strong and involve the victim identifying with aggression, internalizing the aggression and eventually turning into an aggressor himself.”
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Preface

For most of my adult life—as vice-president of a San Francisco postal union, a journalist in Europe and Latin America, a college professor, a novelist and a counselor at a residential crisis program—I have been fascinated by aggression and systemic evil. About ten years ago I began work on a trilogy of books (the ‘Genesis Trilogy’) about the ways in which aggression is disseminated in society, and how aggression ends up becoming systemic evil in certain situations. In The Death of Judeo-Christianity: Religious Aggression and Systemic Evil in the Modern World, I wrote about the way in which American religion unconsciously disseminates aggression as part of the believer’s worldview.

The second book of the trilogy, Trauma Bond: an Inquiry into the Nature of Evil, contains in detail my basic theory of aggression and systemic evil. It explains the manner in which aggression is disseminated from person to person, and from institutions to individuals. Violence causes psychological trauma, and traumatic memory, I discovered, is the medium through which aggression is disseminated. Victims of human violence internalize the aggression of those that harm them, and act it out against others (or, as often happens, against themselves). Past trauma often bonds people to a violent worldview, and to aggression as a way of life. Victims internalize the violence of the aggressor because it is the only way they can survive psychologically; and it is usually to this that we refer when we speak of a “cycle of violence” in those parts of the world plagued by organized conflict.

“Ah, but everybody knows that!” exclaim the psychological establishment. “The influence of past trauma on behavior has been around since the days of Sigmund Freud.” But if that is so, why does society not apply this lesson to its social problems—war, exploitation and racism, among other forms of aggression that affect human behavior? Psychotherapists try to correct personal pathologies, but ignore the social ones; social justice activists flail away at unjust institutions, but changing institutions is never enough. The human personality itself has to change at the same time that corrupt social institutions do, and when possible they should change as part of the same struggle. That would be the goal and message of the moral psychology I advocate.

I’ve written two books about trauma bonding; this book is about people who have broken free of its malevolent influence. This third and last book of the ‘Genesis Trilogy,’ How Finkelstein Broke the Trauma Bond, and Beat the Holocaust: Traumatic Memory and the Struggle against Systemic Evil, tells the illuminating and sometimes mind-boggling stories of courageous individuals who broke free of traumatic memory, often at the same time that they broke free of oppressive social situations that kept those traumatic memories alive. Their insights gave to them—and now to you, reader—the tools to understand how the internalized aggression of traumatic memory is used by those that seek to do harm.

Sometimes traumatic memory is widely shared within an aggrieved group; other times, it is intergenerational. Sometimes it is society-wide, making it especially easy for psychopathic leaders to invoke past trauma to prepare people psychologically for war, torture, extrajudicial execution, rape, genocide, ethnic cleansing and other atrocities. The aggression embedded in traumatic memory is the wheelhouse of systemic evil committed by the state, and is used by tyrants everywhere. At its worst, the use of past trauma to justify present oppression by aggrieved groups becomes a form of ‘traumatic privilege,’ which when institutionalized becomes an extremely dangerous form of destructive entitlement.

This book’s ‘recovery dualism’ does not banish all internalized aggression, nor does it defeat all the systemic evil in particular societies. But clearly it is an effective way for individuals to manage whatever aggression they may have internalized, and to anticipate the toxic appeals to traumatic memory by demagogues in particular settings.

Aggressors are always aggrieved, and always posture themselves as pitiful victims; that is one of the observable constants in the economy of human aggression. Likewise aggressive ideologies always encourage adherents to embrace victim status, preparatory to acting out their internalized aggression. Understanding the calamitous triumvirate of traumatic memory, aggression and systemic evil—and the gutter politics by which demagogues and violent governments use the first to strengthen the second and third—is probably the single most important insight for those seeking peace and human rights in the 21st century.

Lawrence Swaim

Napa Valley

November 2014



There are a thousand hacking at the branches of evil to one who is striking at the root.

—Henry David Thoreau




Chapter One

What Causes Human Aggression, and How it is Disseminated in Society

1.

This book does not promise the reader money, power or happiness, and it is not an inspirational book. On the other hand, it does offer an important kind of self-help—it contains a comprehensive theory of aggression and evil, and shows how certain courageous people have broken free of the cycle of violence in which our world is enmeshed. It explains how aggression replicates itself in human interactions, how victims become aggressors, and how aggression becomes systemic evil—all important insights, to be sure; but more importantly, it also examines how certain individuals were able to break free of this ugly cycle.

It is true that humankind is caught in a cycle of violence, coercion and deceit, but it is the conviction of this author that every individual can find a good way to manage the effects of this omnipresent aggression, and to a great extent break free of its influence. In a great many cases this starts by developing a thoughtful moral code, one that is cognizant of the values of honesty, cooperation rather than domination, and a thoughtful win-win negotiating strategy.

But these are easy things to say, and hard to do. Aggression and deceit have a powerful hold on humanity’s imagination, and on the world’s most powerful institutions. Why is aggression so powerful in human affairs? Where does aggression come from, and what’s the difference between aggression and systemic evil? This book addresses these questions from the micro and macro viewpoints, both the individual and societal points of view. One is able to adopt both viewpoints because the manner in which societies fall under the spell of aggression is essentially the individual case writ large.

Aggression is something we all know when we see it, but it arises from the seemingly unknowable emotional orientations of individuals. How are these aggressive emotional orientations disseminated in society? Victims of human violence tend to internalize the aggression they have endured, and afterwards act out that internalized aggression against others, or against themselves. In other words, the abused child grows up to become an abuser—this insight has become part of the vernacular wisdom of humankind. But what causes that to happen, and what are the implications of it?

Why, in other words, don’t people learn from their violent experiences, and chose a different way? A few do, but more don’t, because the manner in which they become bonded to aggression is a process that is largely unconscious. So, what exactly is the relationship between psychological trauma, human aggression and the problem of systemic evil? It is precisely this malevolent triumvirate that this book interrogates, ultimately concluding that psychological trauma and traumatic memory is the medium by which aggression is most often internalized, and then acted out.

How does that happen? Victims of human brutality can quickly become trauma-bonded to aggression as the highest and most authentic emotional state, and for that reason seek to rationalize its brutal effects; but unacceptable human aggression—when hidden, rationalized, covered-up or romanticized—becomes a form of evil. When the state or other powerful institutions systematically use this kind of evil it becomes a form of systemic evil. (Think Hitler, Stalin and the six major genocides that broke out in the 20th century. All were all examples of systemic evil.) The key to understanding systemic evil is understanding the way traumatic memory is manipulated by sociopathic tyrants in order to start wars, persecute minorities or cause violence generally—and the way this mass process tends to bond people to aggression on a mass level.

That, in outline form, is the cycle of destruction in which humankind is caught. The pivotal issue is the way aggression changes people, making them more violent, or at least more aggressive, as they internalize the aggression they have endured, witnessed or perpetrated. On the face of it, that part of this book’s theory seems simple; but when taken as part of a comprehensive theory of aggression, it threatens popular ideas regarding cognition and behavior. One popular belief is that victims of violence ought to be able to learn from—or even become ennobled by—the violence they endure; people cling to this idea, it seems, partly in order to justify their belief in the progress, ethical and otherwise, of the societies in which they live. (One is reminded of Dostoyevsky’s belief, one quite reminiscent of medieval Christianity, that suffering “purifies the soul,” whereas in reality suffering tends to corrode the soul and disorient personal agency.)

This book insists that the truth is simple but hard: victims of violent oppression are precisely the ones that seek to oppress others. On some level this is a truth of which we are all aware, but it is also a truth we wish to ignore or suppress. A few individual victims of violence and oppression learn from their experience, and since they are able to escape the cycle of aggression they were previously caught in, these individuals become the teachers of humankind. (One thinks of Gandhi and Martin Luther King.) But many more victims of violence and oppression can hardly wait to start oppressing someone else; and if they are not able to do so personally, they identify with—and support—people who do.

Again: this happens when people are traumatized by human aggression, because they tend to internalize the aggression they endure, and become bonded to it as the centralizing principle of life, wholly or in part. And since that kind of aggressive emotional orientation demands to be expressed, they either seek out new victims, or end up acting out—in a process far more common than people realize—their internalized aggression against themselves. Women very often tend to take out their internalized aggression against themselves, in the form of depression, self-harm, substance abuse, sleep disturbance and self-doubt; men tend to act it out against others. That’s how the cycle of violence works.

Of course, there are aggressive people whose particular brand of aggression did not come from being personally victimized by aggression, but those who were so victimized are often the most active—and vocal—in acting out the aggression they have internalized. Find leaders of violent social movements, find the most racist and xenophobic and hateful among them (especially those who demand the right to hurt the weak and vulnerable) and you will usually find people who have themselves suffered great abuse, and who have internalized that aggression. The trauma bond is the electrical charge that holds the entire malignant cycle of societal aggression together.

That being the case, understanding the trauma bond—and then doing something about it—could tip the scales toward survival of the species. The hopeful reality is this: the aggression that victims internalize, and the aggressive worldview to which they become bonded, can be deconstructed over time. This can be accomplished, first, when victims of violence talk about what happened to them with someone whom they trust; and secondly, by participating in some form of socially-beneficial behavior that specifically has to do with the aggression that originally caused the trauma. (For example, victims of rape and violence against women recover more quickly by working with other victims to change the laws to better protect women in the future, and by raising consciousness in general about crimes against women.) In that way victims seek to reverse-engineer the psychological damage they’ve experienced, by deconstructing the aggression that was internalized, making both it and the traumatic memory manageable.

Traumatic memory is by definition a wound that cannot heal—but it can be managed, and it can be managed well. What is different about this book is its insistence that psychological trauma resulting from human aggression is different from trauma resulting from the earthquake, the tornado or the house fire.1 Traumata from man-made violence—war, genocide, rape and criminal assaults—create traumatic memories in the form of overwhelming emotions, first experienced during the violence; but they also have the capacity to influence later thought and behavior, because traumatic memory as a result of human violence is a remnant of the violence itself, emotions that are frozen in time in the victim’s memory. The result is an aggressive emotional orientation of which the victim may be mainly unaware.

It is because human actors engage in war, genocide, rape and criminal violence that traumatic memories from these experiences influence attitudes toward humanity and society in general. Traumata from natural disasters, on the other hand, tend to trigger chaotic memories and feelings, but not necessarily aggression. It is at the time of the original human violence that the aggression is internalized, so to overcome the after-effects the individual must strive to deconstruct aggressive emotional orientations that were internalized during the traumatizing events. Those same aggressive emotional orientations tend to remain, and can develop a life of their own as part of a traumatic memory. Needless to say, the victim may be completely unaware of the cause of the aggression she is now feeling, especially if she is directing that aggression against herself.

Aggression can be caused in many ways, but trauma bonding is important to understand, this writer insists, because it happens unconsciously, because it is so common, and because its malevolent after-effects can be deconstructed. It also appears to be the main way that aggression is unconsciously disseminated in society, from parent to child, person to person, and institution to individual. The experience of violence, of human aggression, enters the personality in a particularly powerful and behavioraltering way. But it should go without saying, of course, that aggression in societies arises for other reasons than the internalization of aggression during a psychologically traumatizing event. Therefore, before we look further at traumatic memory and aggression, it would probably be a good idea to take a brief look at some other causes of human aggression.

2.

Inherent Aggression. Males tend to be more aggressive than females from a very early age, at least according to specialists in early childhood development; there is a significant relativity between testosterone and aggression, which requires the learning of coping mechanisms and social skills on the part of males. But can we honestly say that testosterone is the problem? No, because that same testosterone can be used to become a superb ballet dancer, a gifted scientist, or a loving husband and father. Testosterone is no more the cause of aggression than alcohol is the cause of alcoholism.

Whether testosterone leads to violence or not depends entirely on how one learns to sublimate one’s aggression, and to channel it into socially-acceptable goals. Those who can control and channel their aggressive impulses thrive; those who can’t go to prison, or waste their lives in a highly unromantic pursuit of self-destruction. Sublimating aggression is a process that is learned. Some people never get the hang of it, but most do.

But whence comes all this inherent human aggression? From the fact that humans are descendants of violent animals, animals that fought and killed each other, who hunted and ate the flesh of other creatures. Once people developed societies, they sought power and developed empires by engaging incessantly in wars with each other, seeking also to reduce women to sexual slavery, and ritually killing animals and each other to propitiate a variety of angry gods. This violence we inherit in our biological DNA, and in various cultural influences. (Of all the cultural influences that make us more violent, those of patriarchy, nationalism and militarism are probably the strongest.)

At the time of the Neolithic Revolution, humans built huge slave empires of a surpassing brutality, and during the Industrial Revolution approximately ten thousand years later Europeans developed weapons to further enslave vast sections of the earth (what we today call ‘the developing world’) in order to steal their natural resources, employ cheap labor, and acquire new markets. We inherited the emotional remnants of European wars and imperialism in our cultural DNA, not to mention several centuries of incredibly brutal religious wars, and the European penchant for solving social problems by dominating others. But there’s little doubt that the original source of human aggression comes from our collective past as violent animals ‘red in tooth and claw’ in the forest primeval.

Even right-wing Christian evangelicals who don’t believe in evolution of organisms unknowingly acknowledge this fact in their imagery. If you ask them where aggression comes from, they say it came from the Fall in the Garden of Eden. But what lured Adam and Eve into eating the forbidden fruit in the first place? A lowly serpent, that’s what. And look at the pictorial representations of the Devil in both religious and popular culture—check out the tail, the hooves, the horns and that hairy body!

This is a creature that is half human and half animal, a ferocious beast that is trying to become a human—which in metaphoric terms is exactly what humanity is doing right now. The struggle with our inherent aggression is what drives the question of human good and evil, partly because it is a fundamental problem that underlies all human thought and culture; but more immediately, if we can’t get a handle on it, humankind seems destined to destroy itself. We’re violent animals that have somehow acquired the gift of reason, and are going through an especially tumultuous adolescence, in which we’re all struggling to make sense of the weird combination of reason and raw aggression that makes up the human personality. The scariest part is that what we believe to be rational decision-making is too often driven by aggressive emotional orientations that are more likely to push us in the direction of self-destruction than enable us to find rational answers to problems. This struggle with human aggression—a fair amount of which is inherent—is the great dilemma of our time.

Situational Aggression. The remarkable documentary film Blackfish tells the disconcerting story of killer whales that are held in captivity in order to participate in carefully choreographed shows aimed at entertaining human spectators. Specifically the film is about Tilicum, a killer whale that was involved in the deaths of three trainers at two facilities owned by SeaWorld. (SeaWorld is a chain of animal-theme parks that feature performances by captive orca, sea lions and dolphins.) Tilicum was captured near Iceland in 1983, and was first taken to ‘Sealand of the Pacific’ in British Columbia.

Two older killer whales behaved with extreme aggression toward Tilicum in captivity, which the management responded to by putting him in an inappropriately small tank; food deprivation was also used as a training method, which means that Tilicum was first given food and then deprived of it in order to sustain particular behaviors. Tilicum exhibited extreme agitation and aggression throughout his captivity, at times cooperating with and then attacking training staff. Blackfish argues convincingly that orcas—killer whales—should not be in captivity, as captivity makes them profoundly aggressive.

On 20 February 1991, Keltie Byrne, a 20-year-old competitive swimmer and marine biology student, slipped into a pool containing Tilicum and the two older orcas, and was dragged underwater by Tillicum and drowned. Shortly after that tragic incident, in early 1992, Tilicum was moved to SeaWorld Orlando, in Florida. (‘Sealand of the Pacific’ closed down shortly afterwards.) It was at Orlando, on July 6, 1999, that a homeless man who snuck into the pool after hours was killed by Tilicum, who tore off his swim trucks along with his testicles; the homeless man died of drowning and hyperthermia. On February 24, 2010, 40-year-old trainer Dawn Brancheau was grabbed as she was rubbing down Tilicam as part of their usual post-show routine, and was dragged underwater and mutilated in a particularly horrible way. (SeaWorld Orlando released public statements that Tilicum grabbed her by her ponytail, but witnesses say that he grabbed her by the arm.)

On August 23, 2010, SeaWorld Orlando was fined $75,000 by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) for safety violations. The film Blackfish features numerous interviews with trainers and experts who testified that keeping killer whales penned in small spaces makes them extremely aggressive. We may conclude, then, that the aggression exhibited by Tilicum—and by other orcas held in captivity and trained to perform for the entertainment of human spectators—are the result of the captivity and training itself, rather than inherent aggression, and are therefore examples of situational aggression.

Dangerous neighborhoods where shots fired are regularly heard at night, where children are killed by gunfire in the turf wars of drug lords—neighborhoods where one’s child cannot safely walk to school—are likely to cause people to feel aggression that they wouldn’t feel if they lived in a gated community full of rich people with political clout. Likewise the Palestinians that live in Gaza, whose children are regularly shot if they mistakenly get too close to the wire barriers maintained by the Israelis, might also feel aggression that they wouldn’t feel if there was a peace agreement that guaranteed security for both sides. (I’m sure that Israelis living in Sderot, which is regularly targeted by Qassam rockets from Gaza, endure the same kind of gut-wrenching emotions as the Gazans.)

Situational aggression is generated by a particular social arrangement, as a result of which the level of aggression can presumably be altered by changing the arrangement or situation. Situational aggression generated by violent environments is often turned inward against oneself, causing drug addictions, depression, high-risk behavior, miscarriages, anxiety disorders and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, among many other problems and conditions.

Biologically-Based Aggression and Hyper-Aggression. On 1 August 1966, Charles Whitman, a former Marine and an engineering student at the University of Texas, went on a deadly shooting rampage from the University Tower, in which 16 people were killed and 32 were wounded. The rampage ended with his death at the hands of the police; subsequent investigation revealed that he had also killed his wife and his mother earlier that morning. Growing up, Charles had experienced many problems with his father, who was reportedly abusive, and Charles had also been bothered by a gambling addiction when in the Marines. He had struck his wife three times, and suffered enormous remorse as a result, which he documented in a journal. On the day of the killings, he left several notes that indicated that he did not expect to survive the massacre.

Whitman had been aware for some time that something was wrong, and sought help from at least five doctors, the last one a psychiatrist. He acknowledged being confused and frightened by violent urges he did not understand, and which he had difficulty controlling. He visited the staff psychiatrist at the health center at the University of Texas, who found him “oozing with hostility,” with “periods of hostility with a very minimum of provocation.” In one of his suicide notes, Whitman wrote of his experience with the psychiatrist: “I talked with a Doctor once for about two hours and tried to convey to him my fears that I felt [overcome by] overwhelming violent impulses. After one visit, I never saw the Doctor again, and have been fighting my mental turmoil alone, and seemingly to no avail.” According to the psychiatrist’s notes, Whitman said that he had fantasies of going up in the campus tower to kill people with a deer rifle. Whitman wrote in one of several suicide notes: “I am supposed to be an average reasonable and intelligent young man. However, lately (I cannot recall when it started) I have been a victim of many unusual and irrational thoughts.”

Interestingly, Whitman asked for an autopsy in his suicide notes. (He also asked that any insurance money go to a “mental health foundation,” writing that “[m]aybe research can prevent further tragedies of this type.”) The first autopsy found nothing remarkable. But Texas Governor John Connally created a high-level commission to conduct a more thorough investigation. This second commission, which included psychologists and psychiatrists as well as pathologists and neurosurgeons, found a significant and growing glioblastoma tumor next to the amygdalae region of the brain; and concluded—based on malformations near the tumor—that it had started growing after long being dormant. The tumor was in a position to press against the amygdalae area, which affects fight-or-flight impulses. Therefore, the commission concluded, it “could have contributed to his inability to control his emotions and actions.”

This is a dramatic example of aggression (in this case irrational and very destructive aggression) being caused, partially or wholly, by a biological change in one’s body. There are many other such examples. People suffering from bipolar disorder can become uncharacteristically aggressive, even violent, when manic; schizophrenics hearing command voices can also do harmful things, although most schizophrenics are not violent. And we can all think of situations in which we were fatigued, overworked or physically stressed when we snapped at workmates, spouses or friends. In general, aggression that occurs because of a physical problem or anomaly could be addressed by correcting the physical problem.

Drug-Induced Aggression. During the Battle of the Bulge, the largest battle ever fought by American armed forces, allied soldiers were astonished at the unlimited energy and audacity of the German soldiers. They fought with a seemingly deranged vigor in all types of weather, at all times of the day and night, and simply didn’t seem to know when they were beaten. This was no accident. To begin with, these were fresh troops, brought up to the front with the specific intention of breaking through the American lines. But there was another and even more important reason. The top command of the Wehrmacht was giving their frontline troops large amounts of amphetamines, which enabled those soldiers to fight for long periods without sleep, and with a seemingly uncanny amount of physical resilience. They literally fought until they dropped, and they dropped only when they were killed or wounded.

It may have been partly for this reason that General Dwight Eisenhower used his superior numbers to form a long, curving but uniform front to steadily push the Germans back, instead of engaging in the strategic and tactical pyrotechnics advocated by General George Patton. The long front was intended not to defeat the Wehrmacht with brilliant tactics, but to convince them that despite their high energy they could not regain the momentum—there were simply too many allied troops there to stop them. In time Eisenhower was successful, and the allies won the Battle of the Bulge. After a period of time amphetamines were no longer enough to sustain momentum, and it became clear to all that the tide had turned, and that this last desperate effort by the Nazi high command had failed

This is but one instance of the manner in which particular drugs can reinforce or generate significant amounts of human aggression. Another example—one that many Americans have unfortunately become familiar with—is the threatening and harmful side effects of steroid use by athletes and performers. Use of steroids to enhance athletic performance can generate the sudden onset of extreme feelings of aggression, which—because the individual has not had time to develop coping strategies—can be disruptive at best, and at worst result in suicide and/or homicide.

Steroid use is particularly common among teenage males in high school; yet such is the celebrity status of professional athletes, and so desperate is the economic situation of so many young people, that many will unhesitatingly make a Faustian bargain with steroids to improve their performance, very often because they hope to win a sports scholarship. It is likely that steroid use by young males—estimated to be as high as five percent of the youthful male demographic—has exceeded heroin and methamphetamine use.

Anabolic steroids—more properly called anabolic-androgenic steroids, or AAS—are synthetic variants of male testosterone. When teenage boys take them it can interfere in the normal processes of adolescence in alarming ways. One of the more well-known (and dangerous) side effects of steroid use are the episodes of so-called “’roid rage”—the sudden onset of intense, and sometimes uncontrollable, aggressive impulses and emotions. A surprisingly high percentage of boys take out these aggressive emotional orientations on themselves, committing suicide rather than asking for help.

In the case of Charles Whitman examined above, it is worth noting that many of the doctors he saw gave him drugs in an attempt to help him control his over-the-top aggressive impulses. One gave him Valium, which could have calmed his nervous system, but which could not treat the source of his problem—a growing tumor in an area that could stimulate aggressive impulses. He was also given Dexadrine, which he had in his possession at the time he was killed by the police. It is hard to see how giving such a young man Dexadrine—a very strong psycho-stimulant and amphetamine stereoisomer usually prescribed for ADHD in children—could in any way help him with his aggressive impulses, since amphetamine abuse can itself cause inappropriate aggression.

Concerning Valium, it should be noted that in the late 1960s and early 1970s many Vietnam Veterans were given Valium by the Veterans Administration upon being discharged from the military (and told to take three 10 MG tabs a day) immediately upon arriving back in civilian life, to help them deal with any “re-entry problems” they might be having. In reality, young vets tended to use the Valium to suppress aggressive impulses, anxiety, nightmares and other symptoms of PTSD. The upshot was that they often became addicted to ‘downers’ such as Valium, especially when potentiated with alcohol. For that reason, the Valium given by the Veterans Administration, far from helping most returning Vietnam Veterans, often became the gateway drug to a lifetime of addictions.

Having looked briefly at these examples of human aggression, let’s move on to the subject of this book, which is the examination of aggression—or aggressive emotional orientations—that occur as a direct result of psychological trauma resulting from human violence.

3.

Traumatic Memory and Trauma Bonding. We’re all born with some aggression. But this book insists that experiencing human violence as a victim (or even a witness to violence) is most likely the main way aggression is disseminated in society, and is likely to greatly enhance whatever inherent or innate aggression one already possesses. As we’ve already seen, victims of human aggression tend to internalize the aggression they endure—it’s an automatic function of the victim’s personality, to ensure its own survival during a traumatizing event. All those violent, aggressive emotions then get stuck in the victim’s memory, and create an aggressive emotional orientation that affects everything in the personality. The traumatic memory of the victim can also cause him or her to become bonded to aggression as a lifestyle or fundamental attitude, with men usually acting out their internalized aggression against other people, and women taking it out against themselves.

This is a fascinating and rather alarming aspect of human nature, one that few people understand wholly, and one that a great many people don’t want to understand, because it suggests that the human capacity for aggression and evil is much greater than most people want to admit. And there’s another and even more dangerous social aspect to this process. Traumatic memory, and the internalized aggression that usually accompanies it, can be endlessly manipulated by demagogic politicians and dictators to stir up racism, religious wars, ethnic cleansing and persecution of racial and religious minorities. Furthermore, aggressive ideologies invariably play on victim status as a justification of aggression against others. When these things are done by the state, it becomes a form of systemic evil.

Being victimized by human violence is the usual way by which human beings become aggressive, a truism we acknowledge when we say, “The abused child grows up to be an abuser.” But let us examine that idea for a moment. Why doesn’t the physically and emotionally abused child simply shake off his traumatic memories once he reaches adulthood, and rationally choose a non-violent, humane parenting style? Why don’t people learn from the violence they have experienced? Some do, but many more don’t. The reality is, there is a very powerful force that causes most people who have suffered violence to re-enact the violence they have endured, either against themselves or others.

Again: victims of human aggression tend to internalize the violence they have experienced, in the form of an aggressive emotional orientation. That orientation will stay inside them unless they find some way to deconstruct it, or otherwise manage it. This brings us to a discussion of the central thesis of this book, which is about the way aggression is acquired or enhanced through psychological trauma, in which aggression is internalized and remains in the personality as part of a traumatic memory. Over time this is likely to cause the victim to act out the aggression he has previously internalized.

But this isn’t just a generalized philosophical idea—it’s actually a predictable psychological process that can be observed and quantified. When psychologists Donald C. Dutton and Susan Painter began to study traumatic bonding in the early 1980s, they did so in the context of abusive relationships between men and women. They concentrated on the powerful (but life-threatening and extremely pathological) bond that transpires between an abusive man and his female victim or victims. Family courts and attorneys specializing in family law likewise have noted the trauma bond that regularly develops between abusive parents and their children. Both abused spouses and abused children have a dangerous tendency to identify with their abusers, and often adopt the aggressor’s reasoning, values and worldview. It’s paradoxical, it makes no sense, but it happens.

Adults that are exposed to human aggression—combat in war, sexual assault, criminal assaults, whatever—also very often internalize the violence they endure, but the kind of trauma bonding they experience happens differently than with children or abused spouses. Whereas abused children tend to bond personally to the abusive parent, and abused spouses bond personally to the abusive spouse, adults tend to develop a bond to aggression itself, rather than to the aggressor. This is not necessarily a sign of character weakness—traumatized victims of human violence internalize the aggression they endure as a way of psychologically surviving it. The manner in which this occurs is taken up at length in my book Trauma Bond: an Inquiry into the Nature of Evil. It starts at the moment the aggression itself occurs, such as in an ambush in war, a rape, a criminal attack, or what have you. The victim momentarily identifies with the world of the aggressor in order to outsmart or defeat that same aggressor, then begins to internalize the aggression inherent to the violent situation as he or she fights back and struggles to out-maneuver the aggressor.

In Trauma Bond the momentary identification is characterized thus: “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 victim isn’t identifying with the aggressor, but with his aggression, so that he—the victim—can figure out how to defeat, deflect or escape it. And because all personal barriers come down during human violence, the victim’s personality is changing during the violent and traumatizing event, as the victim begins to internalize the attacker’s aggression.

“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 soldier reverts to the training he has internalized, but is no longer making conscious decisions. A woman being raped may disassociate cognitively. 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 happens because long after the traumatizing event is over, the emotions associated with that event will continue to exist in the personality as a traumatic memory.

But it will be a very special kind of memory, a memory consisting of strong feelings of fear and aggression. The traumatic memory tells the victim that the threat is still there, long after the threat is gone. The traumatic memory will cause him to go on red alert even when there is objectively no danger, because it will tell him that he is still in danger long after the threat has past. While natural disasters (tornadoes, tsunamis and earthquakes) create traumatic memories that can haunt victims for a lifetime, they are qualitatively different than traumatic memories from war, rape or criminal attacks. Traumatic memories from human violence destroy trust, create fears of human unpredictability, and may make it difficult for victims to participate in social contracts.

The really difficult part of this process is that the aggression is likely to stay in the unconscious part of the victim’s personality for a very long time, until the traumatized individual decides to do something about it. We know that aggression is a part of most traumatic memories from human violence because, for one thing, victims of past aggression often report feelings of extreme aggression in response to present, real-world stimuli: noises, circumstances, feelings or thoughts that by themselves are harmless, but nonetheless trigger powerful aggressive feelings, often accompanied by unreasoning fear. The embedded aggression may also result in a worldview in which violence is seen as the best and most honorable response to human problems, and in which human conflict is the fundamental standard by which everything else is to be measured. In men, such a worldview can become an intense form of patriarchy, resulting in a profound conviction that force is the proper way to deal with a variety of complex human problems, rather than compromise and consensus.

And it’s not just that traumatic memories are acts of extreme violence, frozen in time in the memory of the victim. It changes the personality of the victim, and almost surely the brain as well. “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 victim.” Evolutionary biologists believe that this tendency to internalize the aggression of an aggressor may have been selected into the panoply of human responses a long, long time ago, perhaps in pre-historic times.

“By internalizing the aggression attacking it, the personality of the victim can now bend instead of break. Instead of resisting the aggression, the unconscious mind welcomes it into the personality, making the victim feel that he has gained some control and making the attack a little less overwhelming.” But that internalized aggression stays in the personality of the victim long after the attack is over. “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 what he has been through.”

Of course, the best way to put one’s traumatized emotions and the traumatizing events into some kind of perspective is to talk about them as soon as possible afterwards, with professionals if possible. But talk therapy alone may not be enough to deconstruct the aggression once it has been internalized. It may also require action, as we will explain.

“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 already 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 hypervigilant and aggressive attitude to compensate for the advantage.” And that attitude would stay in place, in the soldier’s personality, long after the soldier left the combat zone.

“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 combat soldier is understandably 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 effects 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.”

“Some people, of course, are able to very quickly figure out a way to deconstruct the aggression they’ve internalized, and to sublimate it 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.”

Some people, however, seem to be born with an innate ability to deconstruct aggression they have internalized—either that, or they are deeply motivated to find such a way. Most of the people whose stories appear in this book found ways to deconstruct the traumatic memories that haunted them, while at the same time deconstructing the intense aggression that was at the heart of those memories. These people became, in this writer’s opinion, the spiritual teachers and heroes of a world desperate to find a way out of the spiral of aggression in which we’re all unfortunately caught.

People who have internalized aggression aren’t usually aware of it. “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 human aggression (either because they were victims of it, or were perpetrators of it, or both) 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, fraternities that haze student pledges, and so forth.)”

For many men, participating with other men in group violence may be the only form of intimacy they’ve ever known. Over a period of time, people who have internalized a great deal of violence—such as men that were physically abused as children—may become victim-aggressors, people whose behavior is extremely violent but who think each act of violence is somebody else’s fault. Such a person may feel like a victim even as he is lying to, stealing from, raping or killing others.

“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 place of violence, as though an emotional Eden lies waiting to be discovered in the instant right before the ambush, IED explosion, domestic violence or gunshot wound, 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 they are longing for?”

“Traumatized men can never be completely sure, until they start dealing with the aggression they’ve internalized. Traumatized women—rape victims in particular—spend an enormous amount of time blaming themselves, trying to figure out what they did wrong, when it is actually rape that is wrong. Trauma-bonded people never really know what they’re searching for—all they know is that they want to examine the agency of violence that transformed them, and in that way get back the innocence they lost, and in the process find out once and for all what the hell happened to them.”

But once the person has endured the aggression, it does not lend itself easily to logical analysis. “Reason does not understand aggression, and aggression does not understand reason. The victim of psychological 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 radically unknowable quality of human aggression rises the trauma bond: it organizes and focuses violent emotions in ways that neither reason nor emotion could ever do alone.” But it does so by bonding people to aggression as the dominant, inevitable and underlying dynamic of human life.

Of course not all people want to get rid of their aggression, either the aggression they’ve internalized or the latent aggression they were born with. “Some people make such a good adjustment to their own aggression that they have no reason to become less violent. They are people who know how to lie convincingly about the aggression they are acting out, and 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, it is at that point 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 government lying to rationalize or cover it up) which is used by the state to oppress large numbers of people.”2
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So there it is. Victims or witnesses to violence internalize the aggression, but can later deconstruct it. No single part of this book’s theory is completely unknown, but mainstream psychology seems often hesitant to generalize about the powerful ways aggression affects the personality. Nor does it feel particularly comfortable with these insights when presented as part of a comprehensive theory of human evil. That is probably because mainstream psychology does not experience human aggression as a moral problem, even though victims of aggression experience it in that way. It may be partly because institutional psychology is uncomfortable with such terms as “systemic evil,” or that psychologists are afraid that acknowledging a moral dimension in the study of human behavior might cause them to lose their scientific objectivity. But since morality is a human phenomenon, why should psychology and science shy away from the opportunity to describe—and study—morality itself?

Psychology in America is particularly concerned with encouraging people to adjust to various social realities, rather than encouraging them to question whether those social realities are good or bad, and perhaps even the cause of many of their problems. Sadly, many Americans live in a Disney world in which the capacity for evil is never present; American psychology is at pains to be marketable in that world. Other people do not wish to understand aggression and evil because they do not understand—or do not wish to understand—the severity of the crisis humanity is passing through. (Reminding one of Bertolt Brecht’s famous quip, “He who smiles has not yet heard the bad news.”)

Perhaps some are afraid to consider the evidence for personal reasons, or are frightened by the worldly vocabulary a moral psychology might conjure up. It is, for example, an astonishing fact that many educated people in the 21st century do not acknowledge the existence of human evil—which perhaps should not surprise us, since we all tend to deny, to some extent, the presence of aggression when it arises in our own behavior. There is, in other words, an inbuilt human queasiness regarding the question of good and evil, especially evil, which this book defines as unacceptable aggression that is hidden, covered-up, romanticized or rationalized.

But we are at a time when people are increasingly forced to see the reality of human evil, including their own capacity for it; and when that happens people are likely to look for practical, applied methods for dealing with it in their own lives (while also dealing with systemic evil in society). This is precisely the task of the moral psychology implicit in this book, the categorical imperative of which is that human aggression must be managed or sublimated, and that internalized aggression must be deconstructed, starting with the individual. If not, it is very likely that humanity will destroy itself. Interestingly, the methods for dealing with internalized aggression, although quite varied, are surprisingly direct, especially when compared to the seemingly paradoxical manner in which human aggression originally enters and changes the personality.

Although much psychoanalytic thought has now become irrelevant, one aspect of it is more important today than ever before. Most people do not comprehend the actual motives that drive their behavior, nor do they generally understand the underlying emotional orientations that drive their attitudes and articulated beliefs. Of course, Freud was mainly wrong—humanity’s greatest problem is not repressed sexual impulses, but aggression. Still, in identifying aggression as humankind’s major problem, this book is in the same tradition that arose with psychoanalysis, and later the many schools of applied psychotherapy, because it identifies unseen but powerful emotions as the wheelhouse of the personality. But there are differences. Throughout the twentieth century psychotherapy—and especially psychoanalysis—noted the presence of aggression only in passing (“without moralizing,” as psychoanalysts were wont to say) whilst concentrating on helping the client or patient make a good adjustment to society, or helping them in their quest for “happiness.”

Moral psychology, on the other hand, believes that internalized aggression is the real underlying problem of many people seeking help, and that systemic evil is the central problem of civilization. It values personal integrity and the formation of a life-affirming moral code as its foremost goal, and the idea of finding happiness by making an adjustment to society as fundamentally contemptible, especially if the society is moving toward exploitation, war and corruption.

Moral psychology intervenes in the cycle of violence by helping those with traumatic memories deconstruct whatever aggressive emotional orientations they have internalized, believing that happiness, if it happens at all, will occur as a by-product. Thus moral psychology sees the development of a personal morality, or moral code, as central to the individual’s integrity, and the source of meaning in that person’s life; it sees learning to sublimate aggression as the gateway to the formation and empowerment of one’s moral code, and therefore also the key to integrity.

Happiness is a feeling, often a transitory or even illusory one; whereas integrity is a dialectical experience of self and the world, a dance of life that is capable, when we make the best choices, of giving enormous pleasure. It is in that dance that we discover love, and learn how to act it out. But that in turn has everything to do with deconstructing or managing aggression, and then making choices that serve the best interests of self and society. We cannot escape the centrality of aggression because its presence defines the essential dilemma of human life. It is the individual management of aggression, in fact, that gives individuals and governments the freedom to make moral choices. Without that, people and institutions are driven by emotional orientations they don’t understand, and can’t control.

The stories in this book illustrate what people can do when they have internalized extreme forms of aggression and find themselves bonded to it, very often bonded to aggression they are acting out against themselves. Of course, not everybody who experiences aggression internalizes it; furthermore, there are those gifted persons who see through the cycle of violence and subterfuge, and strive to avoid internalizing the aggression they instinctively perceive as unhealthy. And finally, it is not enough simply to understand how aggression and evil replicate themselves. We must do something about it if humankind is not to destroy itself. But the place to start is always with oneself—then, and only then, can one move on to confront injustice in the world.

Sometimes people become involved in powerful conflicts during times of radical social changes, but are able to avoid internalizing violence because they adopt techniques that are deliberately calibrated to interfere with the cycle of violence within which they are operating. For example: the way Gandhi got his followers to promise not to strike back at those who attacked them, and the way Martin Luther King did the same with his followers. In those cases the cycle of violence was greatly reduced, and societies benefited from the changes Gandhi and King brought about. Gandhi and Dr. King teach us that conflict is not the same as violence, if we are willing to follow nonviolent techniques for social change.

This book, on the other hand, is not for extraordinary individuals like Dr. King and Gandhi, but for the rest of us. The people in this book were seemingly ordinary folk who undertook extraordinary challenges. Their great victory was that they broke the bonding effect of traumatic memory, by deconstructing the aggression they had internalized. They did this through what this book refers to as a ‘recovery dualism.’ First, they talked or wrote about the source of their traumatic memory, sometimes engaging with counselors, psychologists and psychiatrists in a clinical setting, learning to access and experience traumatic memories of human violence without being overwhelmed by them. Secondly, they engaged in socially-beneficial and relevant activities and behaviors that helped them challenge those forces in society that kept their traumatic memories alive. This combination of activities was effective in helping them to deconstruct the aggression that was embedded in their traumatic memories.

They generally needed talk therapy to put their experiences in perspective; but they also needed to actively participate in socially-beneficial activities, in that manner to replace aggressive emotional orientations rooted in the past with better orientations rooted in the present. All but one of the individuals whose stories are told in this book succeeded in doing this. These are courageous people who not only sought to remake themselves, but whose narratives are representative—and quite frequently archetypical—examples of humankind’s unquenchable desire to know itself. Finally, the people in this book sought to fundamentally challenge society while transfiguring their own personalities, and in so doing decisively confronted the problem of good and evil in our time.


Chapter Two

How Finkelstein Broke the Trauma Bond, and Beat the Holocaust


Who can deny the irony of the contrast between the careful study of human ‘aggressiveness’ in our socio-psychological sciences, and our encounter with a form of aggressiveness in actual life which is informed by such manias, illusions, historical aberrations and confusions, as could possible come under the microscope of the scientific procedures used in some of these studies?

Reinhold Niebuhr

The Irony of American History
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We begin with the story of Norman Finkelstein, the brilliant, irascible political scientist whose searing books vividly dissect the mistakes and chicanery of an entire generation of America’s cultural and political elites. Although nobody questions his facts, Finkelstein was unceremoniously kicked out of American academia and permanently blacklisted from teaching because of the inconvenient and dramatic nature of those facts. A political scholar with a popular following whose writings bear a strong family resemblance to the muckraking authors of a century ago, he also revealed, in his shocking book-length exposé The Holocaust Industry: Reflections on the Exploitation of Jewish Suffering, astonishing examples of corruption in his own community, which were enabled and aided by no less than President Bill Clinton. Among other things, Finkelstein sought to expose the frantic machinations of a variety of shady hustlers, greedy attorneys and bottom-feeding political operatives that sought to cash in on the suffering of Jewish victims of the Nazi Holocaust.

Few living Holocaust survivors ever saw any of the billions of dollars that these swindlers managed to lay their hands on. As we’ll see, despite the consistency with which the Likud government of Israel talks about the Holocaust, survivors of the Holocaust living in Israel receive almost nothing. This exploitation of Jewish suffering by faceless bureaucrats, along with the suffering of Palestinians under Israeli occupation, became Finkelstein’s burning issues. These were issues that almost all Americans were afraid to discuss, to a great extent because of the traumatic memory that underlay them; and also because of the predictably histrionic attacks by billionaire donors and political operatives on anybody who sought to systematically investigate them. The venom with which Finkelstein is attacked suggests that there’s more to these efforts to stigmatize him than a simple political disagreement or two.

For stubbornly insisting on his right to explore these issues in his books, Finkelstein suffered the near-hysterical and ongoing condemnation of the US Israel Lobby, but he also became the target, as we will see, of almost the entire US political and cultural elite. In connecting the traumatic memory of the Holocaust and the suffering of Palestinians, two subjects that most Americans are afraid even to think about, Finkelstein sought to act out the values of his parents, both of whom were Holocaust survivors. It is one of the most telling ironies of our time that leading figures in the American cultural establishment sought to accuse Finkelstein of being a Holocaust denier, when both his mother and father were Holocaust survivors. Amazingly, Finkelstein was able to partially avoid—and eventually deconstruct—those aspects of intergenerational Holocaust trauma in his family that most affected him.

This happened, I believe, because of the positive example of his mother, who daily struggled to make sense of her own traumatic Holocaust memories. She sought to do so by constantly referencing experiences in the Nazi camps, comparing them to current events, and going out of her way to denounce any attitude or behavior in the present that she associated with the Nazi madness. (Including extremist attitudes internalized and acted out by the political class in Israel.) This was a lesson Finkelstein learned from his mother, and acted out in his life: ultimately, he discovered, you defeat the Holocaust by refusing to internalize its violence, then by creating and living out an alternative to it, first in your own personality and then in the world.

Finkelstein’s mother, Maryla Husyt Finkelstein, struggled with the traumatic memory of her years in the Nazi camps by relentlessly opposing injustice in the world around her, and by acting out strong personal alternatives to that injustice. In copying this simple but very effective method, Finkelstein found a way out of the intergenerational trauma of the Holocaust, most powerfully by writing about those who sought to profit from the suffering of its victims. Because the violence of the Holocaust was so deeply internalized by survivors, breaking free of its influence is harder than most people would imagine—indeed, we are to some extent all haunted by the Holocaust, because it forces us to confront the existence of systemic evil. But although it is a hard school, learning to manage that magnitude of traumatic memory is exactly the kind of personal and social transformation necessary to break out of the world’s cycle of violence. It means coming to terms with the internalized aggression in one’s own personality; but it also means struggling to change a world in which something as horrible as the Holocaust could happen.

For about 25 years, beginning in early 1980s and ending in 2007, when he was unceremoniously kicked out of American academia and blacklisted forever, Norman Finkelstein was probably the most controversial public intellectual in America. Noam Chomsky, a former academic advisor of Finkelstein—also a well-known public intellectual—has written books that are every bit as radical in his exploration of inconvenient American truths as Finkelstein’s, but the extent to which Norman Finkelstein has publicly criticized leaders of his own Jewish community—and the violent way he is denounced by that community’s advocacy organizations—are unique in modern American history. Since Finkelstein’s scathing investigatory scholarship almost invariably has to do with the two most controversial subjects in the modern world (the Nazi Holocaust and Israel/Palestine), the hysterical uproar that greeted virtually everything he wrote is a tip-off to the depth, ferocity and diabolical intensity of the issues he seeks to illuminate.

These same burning issues are finally not only about power and systemic evil, but the equally timeless themes of guilty knowledge and self-delusion. Regarding Israel/Palestine, Finkelstein’s presentation is that of a man who has, for some time now, been patiently engaged in pointing out that the Titanic is sinking, while his critics tend to be those on the upper decks who prefer to drown whilst loudly blaming everybody else for their predicament. His books are exposés of the ways in which some people derive money and power from secrets, but they’re also about the way people keep secrets from themselves.

At its core, much of Finkelstein’s personal philosophy arises from the innate moral sense of his mother, which was humanistic, universal and intensely Jewish. By copying her method for interrogating history in the present moment, he was led to bear witness to the irreducible connection between the Holocaust and the Israeli/Palestinian conflict, and the techniques of those who use the traumatic memory of the Holocaust to make money, generate conflict, and advance their corrupt institutional interests. In this manner, he was true to the values of his parents, the same values that helped them survive Hitler’s camps. As we will see, deconstructing the traumatic memory of the Holocaust may be the necessary precursor—the key, one might say—to deconstructing the trauma and aggression at the heart of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict. And that can be just as simple, and just as difficult, as taking a good look in the mirror.
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Although both Norman Finkelstein’s mother and father were Holocaust survivors, Maryla Husyt Finkelstein, Norman’s mother, was without
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