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Academic model of trauma healing in post-war societies
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Objective. The aim of this paper is to examine the implications for
healing in a contemporary Balkan post-war context, and to provide a
bridge-building model of trauma transformation, reconciliation and
recovery through academic reconstruction and cross-border dialogue.
Post-war societies are marked by the effects of massive, large group
traumatization, and if not properly dealt with, long-term rehabilita-
tion and social recovery cannot be expected. Unprocessed cumulative
trauma that has become deeply embedded in the collective memory
of the Balkan peoples over centuries, ,chosen trauma® its trans-gen-
erational transmission and periodical reactivations across the Balkan
have often been addressed in recent literature, in ethno-psychology,
psychoanalysis, psychiatry, sociology and anthropology. In order to
deepen our understanding of the roots of collective (social) trauma
and the specific traumatic experiences of different groups, and to offer
different perspectives and information on how trauma can be dealt
with, the “Trauma Trust Memory” multinational interdisciplinary re-
search network is being established, and a groundbreaking workshop
was held in May 2013 in Tuzla, Bosnia-Herzegovina. Conclusion.
The Tuzla Workshop showed that the active participation of affected
groups in adequate coping with the past is required for post-conflict
reconstruction, trauma healing and peacebuilding in the long run.
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Introduction resulted in war (1991-1999) characterized
by war crimes, crimes against humanity and

The dissolution of the ex-Yugoslavia in the genocide (1-3). Survivors report mass de-

early 1990’s was followed by the Slovenian, struction, the prominence of ethno-nation-

Croatian and Bosnia and Herzegovinian alism, wide-scale violation of human rights,

(BH) declarations of independence, which ethnic and political persecution, forced mi-




grations, enslavement, concentration camps,
mistreatment of prisoners, starvation, mur-
der of the civilian population, mass rape, ex-
ecutions, and mass graves (1-4).

The wars in ex-Yugoslavia had dramatic
consequences for all the republics of the for-
mer Yugoslavia, and more specifically BH,
where the most hostile actions and violent
battles took place (3-4). The final figures on
the horrendous atrocities committed during
the war (1992-1995) in BH (1-4): 103,000
killed, of which 60% civilians, 30,000 miss-
ing persons, 170,000 wounded, over 20,000
raped, and over 2 million became refugees
or displaced persons, most of them driven
from their homes in pogroms of “ethnic
cleansing”.

With the aim of overcoming individual
and social experiences of traumatization
and to create the conditions for subjective
and collective reconciliation and healing,
through academic reconstruction and col-
laboration, a Stability Pact based the multi-
national research network — “Trauma, Trust
and Memory” (TTM) - was founded in Jan-
uary 2013, in partnership with the German
Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), con-
necting the interdisciplinary work of the In-
ternational Psychoanalytic University (IPU)
in Berlin to research centers on social trauma
in BH, Bulgaria, and Serbia. The transfer be-
tween clinical and cultural scientific exper-
tise - through psychotherapy research, epi-
demiological studies, psychological studies
of trauma experience and processing, stud-
ies on the cultural processing of collective
trauma through literature and film analyses
- is a specific feature of the TTM Network.
The terms “academic-oriented trauma heal-
ing” and “academic reconstruction” are used
in this paper. We define academic-oriented
trauma healing as the process in which ex-
planatory models of complex trauma pro-
cesses and trauma effects on the next gen-
eration, as well as trans-generational trau-
ma healing, should be developed through
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trauma research and facilitating discussion
about trauma consequences, within mul-
tinational interdisciplinary groups of stu-
dents, professors and practitioners. This pa-
per uses the term academic reconstruction
within the framework of the DAAD/TTM
network program referring to: a) improv-
ing the quality of education and training in
the field of social trauma offered at institu-
tions of higher education in South Eastern
Europe (SEE); b) establishing a teaching and
research inter-institutional network with the
aim of fostering cross-border co-operation;
c) targeting support for young academically
qualified experts from the region, while ini-
tiating joint research projects. Apart from
the academic exchange of direct beneficia-
ries of this program (the network members
and institutions), the students, lecturers and
practitioners are motivated to share their
knowledge and experience by taking part in
a wide range of activities related to trauma
transformation, reconciliation and peaceb-
ulding through local community outreach
projects.

Academic-oriented Trauma Healing -
Our experience

A social trauma is the consequence of trau-
matic events (i.e. war), which develop with-
in the context of one’s own group or com-
munity. Post-war societies in the Balkans are
marked by the effects of massive large group
traumatization that is multidimensional,
and therefore we use an interdisciplinary
approach to trauma healing. Our aim is to
face history, and to make traumatic traces
visible and addressable. We enhance dia-
logues on social trauma between psychiatry
and psychoanalysis, psychology and history,
clinical, conceptual, empirical qualitative
and quantitative approaches, academic and
therapeutic contexts as well as survivors’ or-
ganizations, from different countries look-
ing back to a long history full of atrocities.
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We come from different cultures, but we
share similar aspirations, being inclined to
a thorough understanding instead of quick
judgments, to dialogue instead of quarrel,
and to reflection instead of projection. If
trauma causes the disintegration of linking
processes within the psyche, such that over-
whelming traumatic experiences cannot be
integrated into an affect-connected long-
time memory, but circulate like errant fight-
ers in the jungle of a fragmented autobiogra-
phy - then what helps is acknowledgement,
respect, and connection by naming the
truth. In our social histories there are also
many fragmented discourses. The borders
we are crossing through our network may
be characterized by pointing to the history
that marked some of us in the early nineties:
the Yugoslav wars and the overthrowing of
the Socialist Systems. The experiences, such
as dictatorship, torture, war, rupture within
families and neighborhoods, genocide, eth-
nic cleansing and mass rapes that took place
in this region not so long ago are to be shared
- the survivors are still alive and young,
and some of the researchers connected in
this cooperation are able to tell a personal
story. The historical lines that cross here are
highly interconnected with each other and
with European, and especially German his-
tory. The network comprises research into
the traumatic impact of dictatorial societies
and war, be it in clinical or cultural studies.
In the first six months of our joint work,
the thematic and methodological fields of
cooperation were identified and developed
in workshops, fellow-trainings, and sum-
mer schools. In May 2013, a groundbreak-
ing Workshop entitled: “Social Trauma,
Trust and Collective Memory” on Complex
Trauma, Group Identity and Reconcilia-
tion, was held in Tuzla, BH. The Workshop
aimed at providing an overview of current
trends in the areas of the complexity of ado-
lescent and social trauma with its aftermath,
and research and clinical practice in post-

conflict countries, with the contribution of
prominent experts in various fields. A key-
note lecture on Complex Traumatization in
Adolescents and a presentation about the
ways in which social trauma caused extreme
attitudes among young people in East Ger-
many was given by the child and adolescent
psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, Professor
Annette Streeck-Fischer from IPU Berlin,
now President of the International Society
for Adolescent Psychiatry (ISAP). Various
clinical illustrative presentations were given
throughout the workshop.

Since the workshop schedule coincided
with the 18" Anniversary of the ,Massacre
of Tuzla Youth®, a documentary ,Tonight,
we will love for them” was presented in the
workshop session Facing the Past - Trans-
forming our Future. After that the partici-
pants remembered the victims at the Kapija
Memorial. Also, the participants visited the
association helping the victims and sur-
vivors of sexualized violence in war, “Our
Voice,” and the association for mutual as-
sistance in mental distress “Fenix’, to learn
more about the importance of psychosocial
intervention and social support for users’ as-
sociations. On the last day of the workshop,
within a session entitled We Can Make a
Difference, the group visited the Srebrenica-
Potocari Memorial and Cemetery for the
Victims of the 1995 Genocide and paid trib-
ute to the victims.

Presentations on “Group Identity and
Reconciliation”, “The Practical Application
of Contact Theory in BH”, and “The Link
between Trauma, Conflict and Sustainable
Peacebuilding” stimulated group discus-
sions, where we collectively addressed the
challenges of applying the “Trauma, Trust,
and Memory” network, while facing the
»traumatic traces of our history.” In trying to
understand better the roots of social trauma
and the consequences of mass atrocities, we
tackled the topics of large social group iden-
tity, narcissism of small differences, “chosen




trauma’, the phantasm of revenge, victim
playing as a coping strategy, trans-gener-
ational trauma transmission, false history,
and the “conspiracy of silence” around these
issues (5-7). The workshop was thoroughly
interactive, initiating science dialogue that
spontaneously illustrated the beginning of
trauma-transformation and peace building
efforts focussing on building relationships
and trust across the borders, which in our
recent past represented conflict lines.

Future directions

In BH today, where we are still facing the
continual fabrication of ethno-nationalism,
the wide-spread denial of atrocities and im-
punity, initiating trauma transformation,
the repair and restoration of relationships,
rebuilding trust and strengthening recon-
ciliation in a tense post-conflict arena is
difficult, but hope-infusing and promising.
From the perspective of our local contexts
and situations, the TTM Workshop in Tu-
zla provided a real opportunity to transcend
boundaries and build a learning collabora-
tive of people from the academic societies
of different countries in the region, who
can work together to provide the cross-
border cross-sector collaboration needed
to support the achievement of the TTM
Network objectives. It is not only a scien-
tific exchange, but also the personal and
the political bridges that are built through
this cooperation. And, as we know from the
feminist academic debates back in the six-
ties (8), “the personal is political” - since it
has to do with human beings, even if it does
not always seem so — and in reverse, the po-
litical is personal, since we live and grow in
contexts. We can do something to improve
them. Our working alliance in the TTM net-
work is but one step. The Tuzla Workshop
resulted in a wide spirit of collaboration and
determination to continue the dialogue, es-
pecially among young scientists, research-
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ers, and clinicians. This will hopefully form
part of a joint academic reconstruction proj-
ect, which draws upon regional perspectives
to deepen understanding of social trauma,
reduce mistrust, and facilitate reconciliation
and healing. Serving as a platform, where
science, therapeutic and teaching practices,
dialogue and empathy come together in
healing the wounds of history, the DAAD
supported “Trauma Trust Memory” project
aroused and encouraged interest in coop-
eration and/or coordination of efforts with
other academic sectors and agencies work-
ing in different areas: i.e., history, sociology,
peacebuilding, journalism, and maintaining
survivor organizations. This should mag-
nify the impact for a broader peace, aim-
ing at producing and strengthening signifi-
cant personal transformations in attitudes,
perception and trust, and translating these
personal transformations into actions at the
socio-political level (9).

Conclusion

Enhancing the “Trauma Trust Memory”
research network, continual interdisciplin-
ary networking, collaboration and friend-
ship through high-level academic dialogue,
training workshops, study visits and joint
projects, should be a must in any future
strategy of academic reconstruction and de-
velopments in post-conflict societies in the
Balkans, and not only in the Balkans.
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