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      Boris Cyrulnik is an internationally renowned psychologist and leading proponent of the theory of resilience: that we are
         much more capable of overcoming traumatic events in our lives than we imagine. Working with genocide victims in Rwanda and
         child soldiers in Colombia, he travels around the world helping individuals and countries come to terms with their pasts to
         create positive new outlooks. He is the author of numerous books on resilience (including Talking of Love, also published by Penguin) and its possibilities in childhood and throughout life. An international best‐seller, his work
         has been credited with helping France heal the wounds left by the Second World War. Cyrulnik was born in 1937; in 1942 his
         parents were deported to a concentration camp and never returned. Maltreated by his foster parents, he was eventually chosen
         as a runner in the liberation, perilously crossing enemy lines to deliver messages to French fighters. He was seven. This
         personal trauma helped him develop his belief that trauma is not destiny.
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      Introduction:
 Resilience as a natural process

      
      
      Misfortunes are never wonderful. But when an ordeal does come, do we have to succumb to it? And if we fight it, what weapons
         do we have?
      

      
      We are astonished when we meet children who triumph over their misfortunes

      
      There is nothing new about this amazement. We have always been astonished by children who succeed in surviving terrible ordeals
         and making something of themselves even against all the odds. Yet the classic way in which the statement is made shows that
         it has been interpreted even before it has been studied. We are ‘astonished’ because they have ‘triumphed’ over an immense
         ‘misfortune’. The implication ‘wonderful’ is already associated with ‘misfortune’. Yet if ‘triumph’ can be observed, the misfortune
         must have been overcome, and the wounded child must have had time to write a few chapters of his history by looking back at
         his past in order to explain to himself how he survived.
      

      
      It is not until much later, not until we have reached the age of reason, that we can relate the meaning of ‘triumph’ to a
         chaotic childhood. And yet, at the very moment the misfortune occurs, the demoralized child’s feelings are confused: he has been hurt, but he is still hopeful. As
         soon as he is hurt, the child begins to dream of a better future: ‘I’ll get over it in time… I’ll get my own back one day…
         I’ll show them.’ And because the pleasure of the dream becomes linked with the painful reality, he is able to withstand it.
         It is even possible that the torment heightens the need to imagine a future: ‘Muddy paths often make the spiritual dawn more
         desirable and the need for an ideal more persistent.’1

      
      There is no such thing as pure unhappiness, or pure happiness. But as soon as we put sadness into a story, we give a meaning
         to our sufferings and understand, long after the event, how we succeeded in turning our unhappiness into something wonderful.
         Anyone who has been hurt has to undergo a metamorphosis. ‘I learned to turn unhappiness into a test. One makes you bow your
         head, but the other makes you hold your head up high,’ explains Catherine Enjolet, who was born in 1954 and brought up in
         care.2 In 1990, she founded the charity Parrains par mille (Godparents by the Thousand), which encourages the volunteer monitoring
         of deprived children in the community.
      

      
      Two words govern the way we observe and understand the mystery of those who have survived and who, as adults, can look back
         at the scars left by their past. The words that teach us how to look are ‘resilience’ and, less obviously, ‘oxymoron’.
      

      
      When the word ‘resilience’ was first used in physics it referred to a body’s ability to absorb an impact. But for our purposes
         this attaches too much importance to the body’s substance. When it began to be used in the social sciences, it came to mean
         ‘The ability to succeed, to live and to develop in a positive and socially acceptable way, despite the stress or adversity
         that would normally involve the real possibility of a negative outcome’.3

      
      How do we become human despite the blows of fate? We have been asking that question ever since we began to try to discover
         the lost continent of childhood. The nice little Rémi raises the problem in very clear terms in Henri Malot’s novel Sans Famille (1878): ‘I am a foundling. But I believed that, like all the other children, I did have a mother.’4 Two volumes later, having lived on the streets and been exploited at work, beaten, robbed and ill, Rémi wins his right to
         lead a socially acceptable life in London and ends his story with a Neapolitan song that evokes ‘soft words’ and the ‘right
         to love’. The rules of the genre are precisely the same as in Charles Dickens, who drew on the wretched childhood in which
         he was exploited to develop his themes of suffering and victory over suffering. ‘I saw no reason… why the dregs of life… should
         not serve the purpose of a mortal, as well as its froth and cream… It involved the best and worst shades of our nature; much
         of its ugliest hues and something of its most beautiful.’5 ‘When we read Tolstoy’s Youth, we always think of that line from Aragon: “Is this how men live?” ’6 Maxim Gorky’s account of his childhood traces the same archetypal journey from the desolation of Act I (Childhood, 1913–14), to the reparation of Act II (In the World, 1915–16) and the triumph of Act III (My Universities, 1923). All these popular novels illustrate the same idea: our sufferings are not in vain, and victory is always possible.
      

      
      This theme is taken up as though it were a fundamental need, or the only hope of those who are without hope:

      
      
         If you can make one heap of all your winnings

         And risk it on one turn of pitch‐and‐toss,

         And hope and start again at your beginnings

         And never breathe a word about your loss…

         You’ll be a Man, my son!7

      

      
      At the end of the short story by Jules Renard the abused child nicknamed ‘Carrots’ or ‘Carrot Top’ (Poil de carotte) learns to hope again;8 Hervé Bazin finds peace when his father finally makes Foloche shut up;9 Tarzan, who was a child at risk in a hostile jungle, ends up becoming the beloved leader of fearsome animals; Zorro and Superman,
         who are insignificant figures in real life, triumph over the baddies and restore justice. Some of François Truffaut’s films
         tell the story of his disrupted childhood, while the singer Jean‐Luc Lahaye describes how he was brought up in care in his Cent Familles.10 In City of Joy Dominique Lapierre describes the astonishing cheerfulness of Calcutta’s wretched street kids,11 and anyone who has had dealings with such children will confirm the accuracy of his description.12

      
      When the wounded child becomes the subject of a novel and the object of a science

      
      These social fairy tales in fact bear witness to the birth of the popular novel in an industrial civilization. They give hope
         to those who have been mistreated, and they all carry the same message: ‘Do not pity us. Our laughter is a weapon. We are
         stronger than despair.’
      

      
      In the twentieth century the specialists gathered around the cradle, and the child became a scientific object. The paediatrician’s
         biological child has nothing to do with the psychologist’s symbolic child. Psychologists know nothing about children in institutional
         care and are astounded by the great relativity of the historian’s child.
      

      
      The Second World War represented a real cultural revolution in child observation. Anna Freud noticed that some children who
         were very damaged when she took them into Hampstead Nursery grew up to be adults who appeared to flourish.13 Françoise Dolto confirms her observations: ‘And yet there are human beings who have, because of their fate or some incident
         that occurred during their childhood, been deprived of the presence of either their mother or of both parents. They can grow
         up to be as healthy and sturdy… as children who had an integrated family structure, but will display different characteristics.’14

      
      From the 1960s onwards those studying the problem of resilience began to look at protective factors.15 Although their lives are chaotic, resilient children begin to use internal defence mechanisms at a very early age. These
         may include splitting – that is, splitting the ego into a socially acceptable part and a more hidden side that expresses itself
         in roundabout and surprising ways. A split personality will say ‘You’re right, but all the same…’16 Denial allows us to ignore a dangerous reality, or to make light of a painful wound: ‘No, no, it’s not paraplegia at all.’
         Daydreams are so beautiful when the real world is desolate: ‘I used to wait impatiently for night to come so that I could
         be alone with my dreams again.’ We can imagine wonderful refuges by breaking off relationships that are too difficult. Intellectualization
         allows us to avoid confrontations in which we might become personally involved. ‘Calm down, I’m not talking about you. I’m
         talking about aggressors who…’ Abstraction forces us to discover the general laws that allow us to defeat or avoid our enemies, whereas the absence of danger induces intellectual numbness.
      

      
      Human beings can, finally, transform a situation at a stroke, and turn an oppressive tragedy into mild euphoria: ‘I have learned
         from experience that humour is not all that far removed from death, lies, humility, loneliness, unbearable and sustained tenderness,
         a distrust of appearances, keeping secrets, keeping one’s distance, and screams of protest against injustice.’17 When François Billetdoux, whose very name suggests humour, unbearable tenderness and deadly secrets, wrote those lines, he
         could not have known that they might serve as a description of Roberto Benigni’s Holocaust comedy La Vita è bella (1998). Whilst the film does not turn Auschwitz into a joke, it certainly does illustrate the protective function of humour…
         and what it costs the individuals concerned: Act I: The fairground atmosphere is a mixture of humour and cheerfulness; the
         aggressor is comic, without realizing it. Act II: Fortunately, the victims have a sense of humour. That allows them to put
         up with an unbearable situation. Act III: The survivors win. ‘I nearly died laughing.’18 The last line of the film tells us something about the ambivalence of defence mechanisms: they protect us, but there is a
         price to be paid.
      

      
      We nearly die laughing when Georges Perec cites learned articles such as ‘Deterioration of the ego in pets (Arch. Psychiat. Animal, 66, 1958: 35–38)’, ‘Presence of cannabinol in freeze‐dried broccoli (Bull. Trim. Lab. Pol. Judic. 159, 1979: 975–1007)’ and ‘A scientific and literary friendship: Léon Burp and Marcel Gotlib, followed by a new consideration
         of the life and work of Romauld Saint‐Sahaint (preface to the second, privately printed, volume of the Complete Works of Gotlib, 1980)’.19 His humour in fact makes mockery of the violence of the administration’s fundamentalists, who kill because that is what the
         rules tell them to do. That’s how it is. No need for scruples, as in W, or The Memory of Childhood, which recounts how the organizers of the solemn Olympiads have athletes who do not win put to death, because that is the
         rule.20 ‘You very quickly get used to living a peaceful life in a place where hundreds of thousands of people are being gassed. It
         had no effect on me,’ recalled Hans Münch, who was assistant to Dr Mengele, the Auschwitz experimenter and ‘the most agreeable
         of companions’.21

      
      Dictators force the people to be happy, but they do not like the people’s sense of humour because it is a sign of the struggle
         against suffering: ‘The October Group was awarded a prize for its production of Jacques Prévert’s first play La Bataille de Fontenoy… much to the annoyance of Stalin, who held that a happy people, such as the Soviet people, did not need a sense of humour.’22 When the pain is too great, we cannot perceive anything else. We are just in pain. But as soon as we can distance ourselves
         from it and turn it into a play, the unhappiness becomes bearable, though it would be more accurate to say that it is transformed into
         laughter or a work of art. That is why Anne Frank’s diary enjoyed such popularity after the war, at a time when no one wanted
         to listen to direct eye‐witness accounts.23 They were intolerable because they made us neither laugh nor cry. They were pure horror, and did not bear thinking about.
         When it cannot sublimate things, culture denies their existence: ‘But if I can change the way you see me, then I can change
         the way I feel about myself.’ This is a defence mechanism on a knife edge because, if I succeed in making you laugh at my
         misfortunes, I can prove to myself that I am once more in control of my past and that I am not such a victim after all. Because
         it refuses ‘to be distressed by the provocations of reality’,24 the ego can control both the way its misfortunes are depicted and the wounded soul’s narrative identity: ‘I am no longer
         the man who was tortured… I am becoming a man who can transform the memory of his sufferings into an acceptable work of art.’
      

      
      The fact that resilience has not been studied even though most if not all practitioners are familiar with the phenomenon says
         a lot about our culture, which still views survivors with suspicion. ‘It’s because they colluded with the enemy that they
         didn’t die like all the rest. Only the victims are innocent.’ This cut‐and‐dried argument uses the language of Manichaeism. It takes no account of the ambivalence of our inner worlds, where we sometimes
         hate those we really love and try to find a trace of humanity in our worst enemies.
      

      
      Towards the end of his life John Bowlby, one of the founders of the attachment theory that now enjoys such popularity, expressed
         the hope that more work would begin to be done on resilience. Psychology, he used to say, is based upon the implicit assumption
         that the harder one’s life is, the more likely one is to suffer from depression.25 This is far from certain. Certainly, the harder our lives are, the more difficulty we will find in living them; but suffering
         and sadness are not in themselves signs of depression.
      

      
      What is more, we do not remain the same, for we are always growing older. The same event will have a different effect depending
         on when it occurs. Someone losing their mother at the age of six months falls into a void, into a sensorial nothingness, until
         such time as a substitute takes the mother’s place. There is a danger that the child will die. Someone losing their mother
         at the age of six becomes someone who no longer has a mother, and is transformed into a ‘child‐minus’. There is a danger that
         some psycho‐emotional damage will be done, that the child’s sense of identity will be distorted. Someone losing their mother
         at the age of sixty realizes that such a loss is almost inevitable. The danger is metaphysical.
      

      
      Traumas always strike differently because they occur at different times and affect different psychic constructs.

      
      The fact that all traumas are different suggests that history is not destiny

      
      Our history does not determine our destiny. What is written does not remain written for long. What is true today will no longer
         be true tomorrow because human determinisms work in the short term. Our sufferings force us to undergo a metamorphosis and
         we always hope that we will be able to change the way we live our lives. That is why early deprivation creates a momentary
         vulnerability, and why our emotional or social encounters can either cure it or make it worse.
      

      
      In that sense, resilience is a natural process: what we are at any given moment obliges us to use our ecological, emotional
         and verbal environments to ‘knit’ ourselves. We might feel that, if a single stitch is dropped, everything will unravel, but
         in fact, if just one stitch holds, we can start all over again.
      

      
      At the traumatic moment, of course, we perceive only the wound. It is not until much later that we can speak of resilience;
         not until the restored adult can at last come to terms with the chaos of her childhood. We succumb to the retrospective illusion,
         believe everything we see and talk about her social restoration, but we do not know what is going on in the inner world of the adult who has
         ‘succeeded’ despite everything.
      

      
      We must, however, approach the problem from both sides. Seen from the outside, resilience is so common that it proves that
         we can survive. Seen from the inside, the fact that we are structured like an oxymoron reveals that the internal world of
         the wounded individual is divided into two. Heaven and Hell cohabit, and happiness is balanced on a knife edge.
      

      
      In an attempt to elucidate the mystery of how resilience is knitted, British and American psychologists, who have handed down
         the optimistic credo of ‘I have, I think, I am’ from one generation to the next,26 carried out fieldwork by living with children whose souls had been wounded and observing their development. Two hundred children
         who were at serious parental and social risk were followed up on a regular basis on the island of Kawai, which is near Hawaii.
         A few decades later 130 of them were found to have gone on to lead lives that were catastrophic in medical, psycho‐emotional
         and social terms. This confirms the importance of environmental factors. But no one was interested in what became of the seventy
         children who grew up to be cheerful, fully rounded and good social actors despite the ordeal of their earliest years.
      

      
      Eleven children identified by the American welfare services were followed up on a regular basis for the next fifty years. Regular appointments meant that their physical, psycho‐emotional, intellectual and social state could be recorded.27 When the study began, they were all damaged. By the time they had reached adolescence, there were still major risk factors,
         but most of them were observed to have organized resilience factors: some were becoming independent, whilst others displayed
         a gift for relationships, creativity and humour. Several of these adolescents were, despite their difficult childhood, greatly
         concerned with ethics, which goes to prove that they were not destined to repeat their past. By the age of forty‐five, five
         of the eleven children had become well‐rounded adults. The three who had failed to do so were not the ones who had suffered
         the most violence, but those who had been most isolated and who had had the least support.
      

      
      Over the last ten to twenty years a growing body of work has confirmed the impressions of practitioners, all of whom are familiar
         with case histories demonstrating that survival is possible and that the future is not so bleak, provided that a few development
         guidelines are given.28

      
      Some sixty children placed in foster families were followed on a regular basis until they were twenty‐five.29 Over half (56 per cent) were thriving: they were in good health, enjoyed their jobs, and were living in stable relationships.
         Their children were blossoming. Of the rest, 12 per cent were struggling to a greater or lesser extent and 32 per cent had medical, psycho‐emotional or social problems. The lives of this small group are only
         slightly more difficult than those of the population at large; 23 per cent of all young people experience physical, psychological
         or social problems. Things are obviously much more difficult for those whose childhood has been shattered, but this is far
         from being the transgenerational tragedy of contemporary social discourse.30

      
      Until now, research has been concentrated on how the damage was done: there is no denying that the damage was done, but we
            now have to look at how it can be repaired

      
      For our purposes, the interesting thing is that almost all the children who did survive very quickly elaborated ‘theories
         of life’ that combined dreams and intellectualization. Almost all resilient children have to answer two questions. Asking
         ‘Why do I have to suffer so much?’ encourages them to intellectualize. ‘How am I going to manage to be happy despite it all?’
         is an invitation to dream. If this inner determinant of resilience can find a helping hand, the prognosis for these children
         is not unfavourable.
      

      
      The adults who were in the most pain were the children of parents who were mentally ill or abusive, and children who did not succeed in finding emotional substitutes, perhaps because they felt too great a responsibility towards
         the adults who had damaged them. That does not mean they might not have survived, but it does confirm that no link was established
         between their inner and outer worlds.
      

      
      There is nothing inevitable about the repetition of the past. But the repetition does become problematic when, because it
         believes that these children’s destiny is inevitable, society abandons them to their wretched fate. The outcome is a self‐fulfilling
         prophecy. Not to mention the fact that the figures that provide the prophecy with its ammunition are themselves the product
         of three serious misunderstandings.
      

      
      The problem is that the professionals only come into contact with those who repeat the abuse. They overlook the rest because
         resilient children cope with their wounds and stay out of the social welfare system.
      

      
      The second mistake is that the converse is not true. Whilst it is quite true that many abusive parents were abused as children,
         it is not true that children who have been abused will become abusive parents.31

      
      The fact that its findings are inconsistent does not mean that the research is incoherent. On the contrary, it proves that
         the effects of childhood wounds depend largely on the different ways in which the environment is organized. When, after the
         Second World War, children who had been abandoned became parents, they often abandoned their children in their turn and put them in foster care, just as they had been. Because their sociocultural
         situation was catastrophic, their own histories suggested to them that they should abandon their children. But since the 1980s
         there have been almost no repeat placements because social and emotional institutions now provide such people with more support.
      

      
      The third mistake is to divide the inner and outer worlds to such an extent as to make us believe that individuals can escape
         their context. Now, the reason why an event is imprinted on the subjective memory of an individual is that it has been highlighted
         by the emotional reactions of those around him or her, or because his or her culture sees it as something important. The same
         behavioural scenario can take on very different meanings, depending on the social context. Drug dealing is regarded as a crime
         by people who have been socialized, but it can also be a life‐saver; for people who have been socially humiliated it can result
         in reparation or even resilience. Children who live in neighbourhoods that are wallowing in social and cultural poverty are
         constantly being humiliated. They perform badly at school, either because their families often do not see the importance of
         education, or because they have to work in the evenings to make money. When violence rules the streets, they are often beaten
         up or threatened because they are weak. Society, in its turn, excludes them, leaves them unemployed and stresses their constant failures. And then one day a dealer teaches them that they can earn enough money to
         win back their dignity in just one night. The very next morning they give their family money and can lord it over the kids
         who used to bully them.32 In social and cultural terms they have no future, but delinquency allows them to become resilient. They make reparation to
         themselves by making reparation to their families and rediscover their dignity by becoming delinquent. For the street children
         of Bogotá or São Paulo, this is a classic survival strategy. A little boy who refuses to become delinquent stands a very good
         chance of being killed. The ones who do have a talent for delinquency, which is valuable in such a context, do so well that
         they can buy huge estates, finance private armies and send their children to elite schools where they receive an excellent
         education. These resilient kids certainly do not repeat the social abuse they have suffered, as their children never take
         drugs and because, in a context such as this, having a criminal father is a stroke of social luck.
      

      
      The ability to knit together a feeling of selfhood appears to be a major factor in the aptitude for resilience. Now, the feeling
         of selfhood is an emotion that is experienced physically, and its origins lie in social representations: insulting a child
         by calling him a ‘bastard’ does not give rise to the same feeling as telling him he is the son of a prince. Which comes down
         to saying that the emotion a child feels and expresses through his behaviour is determined by social discourse.
      

      
      In 1994 there were 200,000 Holocaust survivors aged about sixty‐five in Israel.33 Twenty‐eight per cent survived the camps, 58 per cent were hidden and almost 10 per cent fought in the resistance movement,
         even though they were very young. It so happens that, after the war, all these children, with the exception of those who fought
         in the armed resistance, were depressed for several years.
      

      
      The data is difficult to interpret. Did these children join the resistance movement because they were already more resilient?
         Did the feeling of belonging that bound the resistance fighters together protect them from depression? Or did their narrative
         identity, or the stories they rehearsed in their heads after the war – ‘I am the boy who, at the age of eight, stood up to
         the German army’ – give them a feeling of selfhood that had more in common with a hero than a victim? If it is true that resilience
         is something we knit, all these factors are associated. But what is true at one point in someone’s life is not true at another
         point because it no longer has the same effects. It so happens that post‐war depression was most common in the sub‐group of
         children who were deported when they were about five, and that is not surprising. But the same sub‐group was also the most
         successful in terms of their family and professional lives. There was no incidence of depression in the sub‐group of children who fought with the armed resistance. But when they became adults, the little heroes were content with
         mediocre social positions. That was enough to make them happy because they found it easy to lead a quiet life. In contrast,
         the children who were deported had to make a success of their family lives and social adventures if they wanted to recover
         from the terrible wounds that had been inflicted on them in the camps. Their post‐war depression forced them to overinvest
         in the emotional life of their families and in social success. Their depression forced them to look for happiness. This oxymoron
         really is the price we have to pay for resilience.
      

      
      A victorious defence costs only a few oxymorons

      
      An oxymoron is a rhetorical figure that associates two antinomic or contradictory terms. Milton’s ‘darkness visible’ and Corneille’s
         obscure clarté are two famous examples.34 When the adjective ‘wonderful’ is applied to an object we do not expect – ‘misfortune’ – the figure makes it possible to
         express an antithesis. This is not the same as ambivalence, in which the subject expresses the conflicting emotions of love
         and hate for the same person: ‘A battle between love and hate was raging in the lover’s breast, and the object of both these
         feelings was one and the same person.’35 That feeling is especially clear in jealousy, as when Othello wants to kill the woman he loves above all others in order to possess her completely, or
         as when a child bites its mother in loving exasperation. Ambivalence is characteristic of an instinctive movement towards
         a love‐object we desire and which attaches us to it, or even imprisons us. An oxymoron, in contrast, reveals the conflicting
         emotions of someone who, having suffered a major blow, adapts to it by splitting. The part of the personality that has been
         hurt suffers and bears a scar, but another part, which is better protected, still unhurt but more hidden, uses the energy
         of despair to bring together anything that can still produce some happiness and give some meaning to life. When we adapt to
         a disaster, therefore, we associate gangrene with beauty and dung with flowers. When Gérard de Nerval speaks of ‘the black
         sun of melancholy’ he is not contrasting two sensations but associating them, just like the melancholy patients who say they
         are fascinated by the horrible wonder of death: it is ‘horrible’ because they are afraid of their own desire for death, and
         it is ‘wonderful’ because they are hoping for an end to their suffering. Each term highlights the other, and the contrast
         between them emphasizes both. The oxymoron becomes characteristic of a personality that has been wounded but which still resists,
         that suffers but is happy enough to go on hoping despite everything. It is the cornerstone in the history of a wound. As André
         Ughetto explains, the same thing happens in Gothic architecture: ‘the arches supporting the vault meet, and their combined thrust holds them up’.36 It is only because the pointed arches intersect that the building stands up: the centrifugal forces are essential to its
         equilibrium.
      

      
      As a general rule, education tries to get rid of ambivalence. We must love our neighbours and forgive them everything, just
         as it is morally right to hate our enemies and drive them away. All becomes clear and our controlled ambivalence allows us
         to express a code of pure interactions: we either love or hate, and we have to choose between the two if we are to be at ease
         with ourselves.
      

      
      In an oxymoron, both emotions are essential. And besides, they are inevitable because the wound is a product of history when
         an external event has inflicted it and imprinted it on the body and the mind. An oxymoron denotes the pathological breaking
         of a bond that must be forged anew, whereas ambivalence refers to the pathological forming of the bond.
      

      
      When Baudelaire, who was an expert on oxymorons, writes:

      
      
         Each instant eats a piece of the delight

         A man is granted for his earthly season

         …

         They are the ore you must refine for gold!

      

      
      
      he provides a perfect definition of the alchemy of pain, of the necessary encounter that provokes a metamorphosis in the souls
         of those who have been badly wounded.37 They do not have to choose between the pros and the cons, or between the thesis and the antithesis. They have been wounded,
         and that is all there is to it. All they can do is adapt and be happy, if they can, despite everything. ‘O filthy grandeur!
         O sublime disgrace!’38

      
      In a world of ‘cold cruelty’ it is the poet who is the superman. ‘There was one woman I always sat beside. She knew lots of
         poems,’39 says Geneviève Anthoniozde Gaulle in her account of how she was deported to Ravensbrück.40 She also says: ‘Like me, many of my comrades were stronger and more human when they got out of the concentration camps. Others
         never got out… When you are on the point of collapse, a hand stops you from falling. That’s how you survive… We can be hope’s
         watchmen.’41

      
      Poetry and hands that reach out have become dated values in societies that gorge themselves and have gone numb. But for someone
         who survived Ravensbrück, everything that happened in life referred back to that wound and gave it a quality: are broken bones
         really worth more than a disabled man? How can you take no notice of poverty when you have licked up the soup that was spilled
         on the ground? The ordeal becomes the standard by which all things are judged. It is tattooed on the soul, and everything that happens will inevitably refer back to it. For this brave, big‐hearted woman, all social acts
         had to be situated in relation to Ravensbrück: did they afford protection, or did they lead back to Ravensbrück? For those
         who survived that ordeal, misfortune becomes the evening star that shows the way to the miracle. An oxymoron expresses how
         suffering can be transformed into a work of art. This is why Jorge Semprun speaks of ‘the dazzling misfortunes of life’,42 and why Jean Genet remarks that ‘This violence is a calm that disturbs you.’43 ‘Every night, I tell myself a cock‐and‐bull story to keep myself awake,’ explains the nine‐year‐old Chantal.44

      
      Misfortunes are never wonderful. A misfortune is like black, frozen mud or a painful bedsore. It forces us to choose: we can
         either give in to it or overcome it. Resilience defines the spirit of those who, having suffered a blow, have been able to
         get over it. The word oxymoron describes the inner world of these wounded victors.
      

      
      The triumph of the wounded never exonerates the aggressors

      
      Our culture tells us: ‘Everything is for the best in the best of worlds.’ But people who have survived extreme situations
         tell us: ‘Don’t fall for it. The next disaster is on its way. You made me keep quiet when I was suffering in silence because saying it never happened protected you from
         the truth. You are still trying to protect your own peace of mind by sounding off about the eye‐witness accounts of those
         who survived. You cannot imagine anything that is out of the ordinary. You see anything that deviates from the norm as an
         act of aggression.’
      

      
      Telling a victim that it is possible to ‘get over it’ does not mean relativizing the aggressor’s crime. But when the victim’s
         wounds heal and when he or she succeeds in turning the pain into a weapon, the aggressor may look slightly less monstrous.
         This emotional argument is not unusual. Anyone who presents a paper on resilience gets a virtuously indignant response: ‘How
         dare you say that war is nothing?’ someone told the Lebanese speaker who had just explained that lots of children were able
         to ‘get through the war’ without too many scars, provided that the adults who were responsible for looking after them did
         not make their problems worse by talking about their own worries.45 ‘Rest assured that I will never teach my students that raping a woman has no consequences,’ said the woman philosophy teacher
         to the psychiatrist who had just said that women who have been the victims of sexual assaults can still become human beings
         who are capable of loving and working.46

Working on and trying to understand resilience does not mean that we have to take no notice of those who describe their wounds. Saying that ‘some rape victims recover from the
         trauma quite quickly’ really is not the same as saying that we should condone rape.47 Trying to understand what goes on in the mind of a criminal is not a way of protecting him; it is a way of preventing aggression.
         It is, however, true to say that, once we understand, we feel less hatred. The courageous Serge Klarsfeld says he does not
         want to know anything about the personalities of the Nazis he hunts down because, if he formed a personal relationship with
         them, he could not go on hunting them down.48 Daniel Herrero, the big‐hearted French rugby coach, explains that he does not want his players to talk to their opponents
         because it would make them less aggressive.
      

      
      Some people love the hatred that makes them better at what they do. But those whose souls have been wounded do not want to
         love or hate: they want to survive. All too often the culture that should protect them attacks them in the name of morality:
         ‘I am a fighter. What happened to me [incest] means that I am not like other girls. I’ve been forced to become wiser and stronger.
         The programmes on television say that these children turn out badly. I don’t want that to happen to me. But it really frightens
         me,’ I was told by a pretty young woman who had just set up her own business and who had to conceal her tragedy in order to appear normal. Having been assaulted by her father, she is now being assaulted by a culture that threatens her with the
         bleakest of destinies.
      

      
      If we combine the findings of studies of the population as a whole with those obtained from the ‘follow‐up of individual cases’
         we will be in a better position to understand what the law means to a group and what freedom means to the individual.49 Perhaps then we can allow ourselves to indulge in a little more optimism.
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