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A painting by my wife, Rae, based on a 1944 photograph (seen in the upper left corner) of
me at three months, held by my mother, Judith. The yellow star she wears is the badge of shame

mandated for Hungarian Jews, as in other Nazi-occupied territories Rae well captures the
haunted look and fear in my infant eyes. Acrylic on canvas, 40 x 3O inches, 1 997.
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16 - The Myth of Normal

indignity suffered by your author.) Seeing Rae, I growl a hello

that is more accusation than greeting, and scarcelylook at her. In
fact, I barely make eye contact for the next twenty-four hours.

When addressed, I utter little more than brief, monotone grunts.

My gaze is averted, the upper part of my face tense and rigid, and

my jaw in a perma-clench.

What is happening with me? Is this the response of a mature

adult in his eighth decade? Only superficially. At times like this,

there is very little grown-up Gabor in the mix. Most of me is in
the grips of the distant past, near the beginnings of my life. This

kind of physio-emotional time warp, preventing me from inhab-

iting the present moment, is one of the imprints of trauma, an

underlying theme for many people in this culture. In fact, it is so

deeply "underlying" that many of us don't know it's there.

The meaning of the word "trauma," in its Greek origin, is
"wound." Whether we realize it or not, it is our woundedness, or
how we cope with it, that dictates much of our behavior, shapes

our social habits, and informs our ways of thinking about the

world. It can even determine whether or not we are capable of ra-

tional thought at all in matters of the greatest importance to our
lives. For many of us, it rears its head in our closest partnerships,

causing all kinds of relational mischief.

It was in 1889 that the pioneering French psychologist Pierre

Janet first depicted traumatic memory as being held in "auto-

matic actions and reactions, sensations and attitudes . . . replayed

and reenacted in visceral sensations."' In the present century, the

leading traumapsychologist and healer Peter Levine has written
that certain shocks to the organism "can alter a person's biologi-
cal, psychological, and social equilibrium to such a degree that
the memory of one particular event comes to taint, and domi-

nate, all other experiences, spoiling an appreciation of the pres-

ent moment."' Levine calls this "the tyranny of the past."
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18 - The Myth of Normal

after days or weeks away every one of the children showed some

degree of detachment," Bowlby observed. "Tko seemed not to

recognize mother. The other eight turned away or even walked

away from her. Most of them either cried or came close to tears;

a number alternated between a tearful and expressionless face."3

It may seem counterintuitive, but this reflexive rejection of the

loving mother is an adaptation: "I was so hurt when you aban-

doned me," says the young child's mind, "that I will not reconnect

with you. I don't dare open myself to that pain again." In many

children-and I was certainly one-early reactions like these

become embedded in the nervous system, mind, and body, play-

ing havoc with future relationships. They show up throughout

the lifetime in response to anyincident evenvaguelyresembling

the original imprint-often without any recall of the inciting cir-

eumstances. My petulant and defensive reaction to Rae signaled

that old, deep-brain emotional circuits, programmed in infancy,

had taken over while the rational, calming, self-regulating parts

of mybrainwentoffline.
"All trauma is preverbal," the psychiatrist Bessel van der Kolk

has written.a His statement is true in two senses. First, the psychic

wounds we sustain are often inflicted upon us before our brain

is capable of formulating anykind of averbal narrative, as in my

case. Second, even after we become language-endowed, some

wounds are imprinted on regions of our nervous systems hav-

ing nothing to do with language or concepts; this includes brain

areas, of course, but the rest of the body, too. They are stored in
parts of us that words and thoughts cannot directly access-we

might even call this level of traumatic encoding "subverbal." As

Peter Levine explains, "Conscious, explicit memory is only the

proverbial tip of avery deep and mightyiceberg. It barely hints at

the submerged strata of pimal implicit experience that moves us

inways the conscious mind can onlybegin to imagine."s
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20 - The Myth of Normal

exists a class of people we call "tranmatized," that must mean

that most of us are not. Here we miss the mark by a wide mar-

gin. Trauma pervades our culture, from personal functioning

through social relationships, parenting, education, popular cul-

ture, economics, and politics. In fact, someone u/ ithout themarks

of traumawould be an outlier in our society. We are closer to the

truth when we ask: Where do we each fit on the broad and sur-

prisingly inclusive trauma spectrum? Which of its many marks

has each of us carried all (or most) of our lives, andwhathave the

impacts been? And what possibilities would open up were we to

become more familiar, even intimate, with them?

A more basic question comes first: What is trauma? As I use

the word, "trauma" is an inner injury a lasting rupture or split

within the self due to difficult or hurtful events. By this defini-

tion, trauma is primarily what happens within someone as a re-

sult of the difficult or hurtful events that befall them; it is not the

events thems elve s. "Trauma is not what happens to y on but what

happens insideyott" is how I formulate it. Think of a car accident

where someone sustains a concussion: the accident is what hap-

pened; the injury is what lasts. Likewise, trauma is a psychic in-

jury,'lodged in our nervous system, mind, and body, lasting long

past the originating incident(s), triggerable at any moment. It is a

constellation of hardships, composed of the wound itself and the

residual burdens that our woundedness imposes on our bodies

and souls: the unresolved emotions they visit upon us; the cop-

ing dynamics they dictate; the tragic or melodramatic or neurotic

scripts we unwittingly but inexorably live out; and, not least, the

toll these take on our bodies.

When a wound doesn't mend on its own, one of two things

will happen: it can either remain raw or, more commonly, be re-

placed by a thick layer of scar tissue. As an open sore, it is an on-

going source of pain and a place where we can be hurt over and
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medical work taught me and as research has amply shou,n, pain-

ful things happen to many children, from outright abuse or se-

vere neglect in the family of origin to the povertlr or racism or

oppression that are daily features of many societies. The conse-

quences can be terrible. Far more common than usually ac-

knowledged, such traumas give rise to multiple symptoms and

syndromes and to conditions diagnosed as pathology, physical

or mental-a linkage that remains almost invisible to the eyes of

mainstream medicine and psychiatry, except in specific "dis-

eases" Iike post-traumatic stress disorder. This kind of injury

has been called by some "capital-Itrauma." It underlies much of
u'hat gets Iabeled as mental illness. It also creates a predisposi-

tion to physical illness by driving inflammation, elevating physi-

ological stress, and impairing the healthy functioning of genes,

among many other mechanisms. To sum up, then, capital-f

trauma occurs when things happen to vulnerable people that

should nothave happened, as, for example, a child being abused,

or violence in the family, or a rancorous divorce, or the loss of a

parent. All these are among the criteria for childhood affliction in

the well-known adverse childhoodexperiences (ACE) studies. Once

again, the traumatic events themselves are not identical to the

trauma-the injury to self-that occurs in their immediate wake

within the person.

There is another form of trauma-and this is the kind I am

calling nearly universal in our culture-that has sometimes been

terrned "small-, trauma." I have often witnessed what longJasting

marks seemingly ordinary events-what a seminal researcher

poignantly called the "less memorable but hurtful and far more

prevalent misfortunes of childhos6l"-g2n leave on the psyches

of children.z These might include bullying by peers, the casual but

repeated harsh comments of a w,ell-meaning parent, or even just a

lack of sufficient emotional connection with the nurturing adults.
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sometimes without noticing them."e As the lost connection gets

internalized, it forges our view of reality: we come to believe in

the world we see through its cracked lens. It is sobering to real-

ize that who we take ourselves to be and the ways we habitually

act, including many of our seeming "strengths"-the least and

the most functional aspects of our "norma.l" selves-are often,

in part, the wages of traumatic loss. It may also be disconcerting

for many of us to consider that, as huppy and well adjusted as we

thinkourselves to be, we mayfall somewhere onthe traumaspec-

trum, even if far from the capital-Tpole. Ultimately, comparisons

fail. It doesn't matter whether we can point to other people who

seem more traumatized than we a.re, for there is no comparing

suffering. Nor is it appropriate to use our own trauma as a way

of placing ourselves above 61hs15-"{6u haven't suffered like I
[2ys"-61as a cudgel to beat back others' legitimate grievances

when we behave destructively. We each carry our wounds in our

ownway; there is neither sense norvalue in gaugingthem against

those of others.

What Trauma Is Not

Most of us have heard someone, perhaps ourselves, say some-

thing like "Oh my God, that movie last night was so disturbing,

I left the theater traumatized." Or we've read a (typically dismis-

sive) news story about university students agitating for "content

warnings" lest they be "retraumatized" by what they hear. In all

these cases, the usage is understandable but misplaced; what

people are actually referring to in these cases is stress, physical

and/or emotional. As Peter Levine aptly points out, "Certainly,

all traumatic events are stressful, but not all stressful events are

traumatic."'o

An event is traumatizing, or retraumatizing, only if it renders

olne diminished, which is to say psychically (or physically) more
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