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  Abstract 

As human beings we belong to an extremely resilient species. Since time long-established we 

have rebounded from our relentless wars, countless disasters (both natural and man-made) and 

the violence and betrayal in our own lives. Trauma happens to us, to our friends, family or even 

our neighbors and traumatic experiences do leave traces whether on a large scale on our 

histories, cultures or close to home, on our families with dark secrets being imperceptibly passed 

down through generations. They also leave traces on our minds and emotions, to our capacity of 

joy and intimacy, and even our biology and immune systems. The aim of this paper is to examine 

the impact of the traumatic experiences, and the notion of traumatic reenactments on our body, 

mind & soul, as well as to explore the transformation of collective trauma into personal trauma.   
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Trauma by definition is unbearable and intolerable. Most rape victims, soldiers, children’s who 

have been molested become so upset when they think about what they experienced that they try 

to push it out of their minds, trying to act as if nothing happened and move on. It takes 

tremendous energy to keep functioning while carrying the memory of terror and the shame of 

utter weakness and vulnerability.  

While we all want to move beyond trauma, the part of our brain that is devoted to ensuring our 

survival (deep below our rational brain) is not very good at denial. Long after a traumatic 

experience is over, it may be reactivated at the slightest hint of danger and mobilize disturbed 

brain circuits and secrete massive amount of stress hormones. This precipitates unpleasant 

emotions, intense physical sensations and impulsive aggressive issues. These posttraumatic 

reactions feel incomprehensible and overwhelming. Feeling out of trauma, survivors of trauma 

often begin to fear that they are damaged to the core and beyond redemption  (Kolk, 2014) 

Research has revealed that trauma produces actual physiological changes, including a 

recalibration of brain’s alarm system, an increase in stress hormone activity, and alterations in 

the system that filters relevant information from the irrelevant. We now know that trauma 

compromises the brain area that communicates the physical, embodied feeling of being alive. 

These changes explain why traumatized individuals become hyper vigilant to threat at the 

expense of constantly engaging in their day to day lives. They also help us understand why 

traumatized people so often keep repeating the same problems and have such trouble learning 

from experience. We now know that their behaviors are not the result of moral failings, or sign 

of lack of willpower or bad character. They are caused by actual changes in the brain.   

In 1980, the American Psychiatric Association officially acknowledged the long-recognized but 

frequently ignored phenomenon under the title “Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder” (PTSD), which 
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included the symptoms of what had previously been called shell shock, combat stress, delayed 

stress syndrome, and traumatic neurosis, and referred to responses to both human and natural 

catastrophes. On the one hand, this classification and its attendant official acknowledgment of a 

pathology has provided a category of diagnosis so powerful that it has seemed to engulf 

everything around it: suddenly responses not only to combat and to natural catastrophes but also 

to rape, child abuse, and a number of other violent occurrences have been understood in terms of 

PTSD, and diagnosis of some dissociative disorders have also been switched to that of trauma. 

On the other hand, this powerful new tool has provided anything but a solid explanation of 

disease. Concerning how closely PTSD must be tied to specific kinds of events, or in the 

psychoanalytic problem of whether trauma is indeed pathological in the usual sense, in relation  

To distortions caused by desires, wishes and repressions. If we say that PTSD must be 

understood as a pathological symptom, then it is not a symptom of the unconscious, as it is a 

symptom of history. The traumatized, we might say carry an impossible history within them, or 

they become themselves the symptom of history that they cannot entirely possess. (Caruth, 1995) 

“A Child survivor of the holocaust who had been at Theresienstadt continually had flashbacks of 

trains, and didn’t know where they came from; she thought she was going crazy. Until one day, 

in a group survivor, a man says, “Yes, at Theresienstadt you could see the trains through the 

bars of the children’s barracks.” She was relieved to discover she was not mad.” (Kinsler) 

The survivor’s uncertainty is not a simple amnesia; for the event returns, as Freud points out 

persistently and against their will. It’s not the matter of indirect access to an event, since the 

hallucinations are generally of events all too accessible in their horrible truth. Having too little or 

indirect access to an experience that places its truth in question, in this case, but paradoxically 

enough, it’s very overwhelming immediacy, that produces its belated uncertainty. We can say 
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it’s a larger question raised by the fact of trauma, what Shoshana Felman (American Literary 

critic) in her essay calls the “larger, more profound less definable crises of truth….” Such a 

crises of truth extends beyond the question of individual cure and asks how we in this era can 

have access to our own historical experience, to a history that is in its immediacy a crises to 

whose truth there is no simple access. Here we can also add Dori Laub (American-Israeli 

Psychiatrist and psychoanalyst) narration on Holocaust  

“History was taking place with no witness: it was also the very circumstance of being inside the 

event that made unthinkable the very notion that a witness could exist…. The history imperative 

to bear witness could essentially not to be met during the actual occurrence” 

While Dr Laub’s remarks define a specific quality of holocaust particularly which we would not 

wish too quickly to generalize, he touches on something nonetheless that seems oddly to inhabit 

all traumatic experience: the inability fully to witness the event as it occurs, or the ability to 

witness the event fully only at the cost of witnessing oneself. There is a gap that carries the force 

of the event in the immediacy of this experience, and does so precisely at the expense of simple 

knowledge and memory. (Caruth, 1995) 

In relation to above-mentioned notion, Bessel Van Der Kolk (Psychiatrist, author and researcher 

based in Boston) explains in his book ‘The Body keeps the score’. While he and Mark Greenberg 

(Researcher) ran therapy groups for Vietnam combat veterans, one thing that struck him and his 

fellow colleague was despite their feelings of horror and grief, many of them seemed to come to 

life when they talked about their helicopter crashes and their dying comrades, (Former New 

York Times correspondent Chris Hedges, who covered a number of brutal conflicts, entitled his 

book War is a Force That Gives Us Meaning). Traumatized people seem to seek out experiences 

that would repel most of us, and patients often complain about a vague sense of emptiness and 
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boredom when they are not angry, under pressure, or involved in some dangerous activity. He 

further narrated his patient’s story that gives the answer to the question that why so many people 

attracted to dangerous or painful situations? “Julia was brutally raped at gunpoint in a hotel 

room at age sixteen. Shortly thereafter she got involved with a violent procurer who prostituted 

her. He regularly beat her up. She was repeatedly jailed for prostitution, but she always went 

back at her procurer. Finally her grandparents intervened and paid for an intense rehab 

program. After she successfully completed inpatient treatment, she started working as a 

receptionist and taking courses at a local college. In her sociology class she wrote a term paper 

about the liberating possibilities of prostitution, for which she read the memoirs of several 

famous prostitutes. She gradually dropped all her other courses. A brief relationship with a 

classmate quickly went sour- he bored her to tears, she said, and she was repelled by his boxer 

shorts. She then picked up an addict on the subway who first beat her up and then started to stalk 

her. She finally became to return to treatment when she was once again severely beaten.” (Kolk, 

2014) 

‘The compulsion to repeat’ was the term Freud used for such traumatic reenactments. He 

believed that reenactments were an unconscious attempt to get control over a painful situation 

and that they eventually could lead to mastery and resolution. But we couldn’t find any evidence 

of this theory. Repetition leads to more pain and self-hatred. In fact reliving the trauma 

repeatedly may reinforce preoccupation and fixation. This concluded that strong emotions can 

pain, and explains that for traumatized people, re-exposure to stress might provide a similar relief 

from anxiety. (Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma,Narrative & History, 1996) 

Taking into account above-mentioned discourse and relating it to the present time will make us 

realize the impacts and traces of collective trauma into personal trauma. 
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The magnitude of the 2019 novel coronavirus, now commonly referred as COVID-19, has been 

far-reaching, changing the way we think about public health, economic security, social relations, 

and, most importantly mental health. Cases have been confirmed in more than 200 countries 

around the world, with continuous rise at exponential rates. (S., 2020) 

 It is too early to truly understand the level of human suffering the pandemic has caused—a 

better grasp of its effects on psychosocial wellbeing will likely emerge in the months and years 

to come. However, it is apparent that a collective trauma is taking place, dramatically shifting 

how individuals navigate their daily lives and plan for the future. Since it’s not ended yet, it will 

take time to make this memory into history. Here question arises, what that memory would be? 

The people who lost their loved ones due to this virus would have different traumatic experience 

than the ones who got infected or who luckily went passed this time with good health. Victoria 

Aarons and Alan L. Berger eloquently articulates in the book ‘Third-Generation Holocaust 

Representation- Trauma, History and Memory’ ; “The transition from and juxtaposition of 

survivor writing to accounts by ‘nonwitnesses’, to borrow a term from Gary Weissman 

(American Journalist) brings into sharp scrutiny the ways in which memory and the 

intergenerational transmission of trauma made demands on the imagination but also on the 

nature of telling, the conditions in which language and forms of narration embody and extend the 

collective experience of memory, both a lived and living memory”. (Berger, 2017) 

  In some respects, this pandemic can be likened to natural or man-made disasters of the past, but 

in other ways it is an unprecedented global phenomenon that presents distinct psychosocial 

challenges. Never in history has the world been more economically and socially interconnected, 

and hence never before has the world shared such a prolonged, uncertain disruption of life that 

challenges the safety, wellbeing, and worldview of so many.  
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The COVID-19 pandemic has been described as an invisible, insidious phenomenon with far-

reaching consequences, impacting social interactions and interpersonal relationships, economic 

stability, physical safety, and emotional and cognitive processes. (Zerka, 2020) 

Helaina Hovitz Regal (New-York based editor and Journalist) talked about her story of collective 

trauma and personal trauma and related it to the global Pandemic that how uncertain situation 

triggered her past trauma. “As the Twin Towers burned and eventually collapsed on 9/11, I 

was running from my middle school just three blocks away through a war zone to get 

home, on the other side of that war zone, also three blocks from the towers. We were not 

evacuated, and remained with limited access to power, food, medication, phone service, 

and other necessities for weeks. I was 12 years old.”  

Witnessing that horrific event and living through the aftermath caused her trauma for 

years after. She battled depression, addiction, PTSD throughout her tee years and early 

adulthood. In her Memoir, “After 9/11: one Girls journey through darkness to a new 

beginning”. She included an excerpt from her journal she kept as a 12-year old. 

“Everyone has masks on, its ghost town. The hospital across the street is geared up for 

casualties. They’re telling us not to go outside”. She had flashbacks of her past trauma 

during this global pandemic. But this she saw a ghost world, as every other living being 

was striving hard to stay alive.  

We can say that we all are approaching this pandemic and dealing with it with influence 

by what was experienced before, so definitely people who have trauma can be triggered 

by a lot of what they are experiencing and witnessing. 
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Interviews were taken from people of different age group to fully grasp this notion, & 

their experiences from global pandemic. Individually we all have different story to share. 

Besides being living as a collective memory ass trauma, it surely does marks a personal 

or individual memory as well.  
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Interview Questions 

Interview Questions are as follows: 

Q1. How has the COVID pandemic impacted your life? 

Q2. If you were asked to describe your experience during this time in one word, what that 

would be? 

Q3. How the COVID pandemic has changed the meaning of life for you?  

Q4. Though COVID marks as the collective memory for all of us, but every individual has a 

different story to tell, what mark has it left on you? 

Q5. What is your story in relation to the Pandemic? 

Q6. How has that traumatic experience changed your perspective of current time? 

Q7. Have you lost any of your loved one during this time period or do you know someone who 

have lost their loved one? 

Q8. Is there any shift in the content of your dreams? If yes, choose one theme that popped up  

 Fears & anxieties 

 Trauma 

 Solution-seeking 

 Repetitive patterns 

 Lack of control 
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Q9. Have you come across any repetitive themes regarding your experience in your dreams? 

Q10. Do you agree with the idea that people get traumatized in happiest moments of their life 

as well? 

Q11. Does trauma die? 

 

Interviews 

One on One interviews are as follows  

Interviewee 1, Age: 25 

Q1. How has the COVID pandemic impacted your life? 

‘It has changed my perception of fear and hygiene and how the two come together .’ 

Q2. If you were asked to describe your experience during this time in one word, what that 

would be? 

‘Suffocating.’ 

Q3. How the COVID pandemic has changed the meaning of life for you? 

‘Never leave isolation or a safe place without a face protection .’ 

Q4. Though COVID marks as the collective memory for all of us, but every individual 

has a different story to tell, what mark has it left on you? 
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‘It hasn’t left a mark on me personally.’ 

Q5. What is your story in relation to the Pandemic? 

‘I call myself a COVID warrior.’ 

Q6. How has that traumatic experience changed your perspective of current time? 

‘Yes definitely.’ 

Q7. Have you lost any of your loved one during this time period or do you know someone 

who have lost their loved one? 

‘No.’ 

Q8. Is there any shift in the content of your dreams? If yes, choose one theme that 

popped up 

 Fears & anxieties 

 Trauma 

 Solution-seeking 

 Repetitive patterns 

 Lack of control 

‘Lack of Control.’ 

Q9. Have you come across any repetitive themes regarding your experience in your 

dreams? 
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‘Not really.’ 

Q10. Do you agree with the idea that people get traumatized in happiest moments of 

their life as well? 

‘Yes, it does.’ 

Q11. Does trauma die? 

‘Trauma has different phases. Sometimes it transforms into something and sometimes it 

subsides, but I don’t think so it dies completely.’ 

Interviewee 2, Age 30 

Q1. How has the COVID pandemic impacted your life? 

‘It has negative impact on my life.’ 

Q2. If you were asked to describe your experience during this time in one word, what 

that would be? 

‘Frustrating.’ 

Q3. How the COVID pandemic has changed the meaning of life for you? 

‘It made me see what really matters and reanalyze my priorities.’ 

Q4. Though COVID marks as the collective memory for all of us, but every individual 

has a different story to tell, what mark has it left on you? 
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‘Fear of never being able to have the old life back.’ 

Q5. What is your story in relation to the Pandemic? 

‘Sickness, loneliness in case of infection and this fear that I may carry the disease to someone 

vulnerable.’ 

Q6. How has that traumatic experience changed your perspective of current time? 

‘It entirely shaped my perspective towards life. This is about how I’m taking it right now, 

earlier everything felt as bad, dark I used to feel there’s no purpose or there’s no meaning 

towards life. But now when I look back to it, each one us have their ghost for instance, it’s 

like you have your own shared of pain and it depends how you going to channel it. Honestly I 

feel I can channel it by reducing it for others in a way I’m not consuming myself in it. I read 

somewhere be the person that you always needed, I just try to be that person, because I have 

felt that.’ 

Q7. Have you lost any of your loved one during this time period or do you know someone 

who have lost their loved one? 

‘Yes.’ 

Q8. Is there any shift in the content of your dreams? If yes, choose one theme that 

popped up 

 Fears & anxieties 

 Trauma 
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 Solution-seeking 

 Repetitive patterns 

 Lack of control 

‘Fear & anxieties.’ 

Q9. Have you come across any repetitive themes regarding your experience in your 

dreams? 

‘Yes, Alot. I used to dream of abuses, fear as if my body is going numb.’ 

Q10. Do you agree with the idea that people get traumatized in happiest moments of 

their life as well? 

‘Yes, off course, happiness is not a bubble, where you can just go and sit, everything is going 

side by side. When everyone is happy and you feel that it’s an induced feeling so you also 

have to be happy, something that triggers, you don’t feel comfortable by that happening or 

person there or event. For instance, if I go back to my childhood, dinner time very 

traumatizing for me, though dinner time is considered as family time. The idea of sitting 

together and eat was very traumatizing, because of the family problems, any fights, arguments 

used to happen at dinner table. Now, when someone tells me we’re going to have dinner, it 

bothers me, though it’s a happy time, it used to be happy time; so yes happy is not the same 

for everyone similarly sadness is not same for everyone.’ 

Q11. Does trauma die? 
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‘It doesn’t die but the impact of it lessen by how to fight with it. If you fight with it in a right 

manner. For instance, if you revisit a certain thing, imagine your head like a closet, and every 

day you fill it same kinds of clothes, eventually it will be fully packed with same things 

altogether. It depends how you’re going to break that cycle. For example, one day I’m very 

low and I’m unable to get out of bed, the next day I decide no I’m going to get out of bed and 

I’m not to let this feeling take over me. Even though I’m not very happy but I make sure it 

won’t repeat. It doesn’t die it stays there, it has its own fair share, so it depends on you if you 

lower its impact or enhances it. That’s on you.’  

 

Interviewee 3, Age: 28 

Q1. How has the COVID pandemic impacted your life? 

‘It affected my both mental and physical health.’ 

Q2. If you were asked to describe your experience during this time in one word, what 

that would be? 

‘Mixed feelings.’ 

Q3. How the COVID pandemic has changed the meaning of life for you? 

‘Nothing is more important in life than the people you love.’ 

Q4. Though COVID marks as the collective memory for all of us, but every individual 

has a different story to tell, what mark has it left on you? 
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‘Changed me as a person.’ 

Q5. What is your story in relation to the Pandemic? 

‘Value my friends and family before everything else. Has affected my body confidence 

negatively and has increased my social anxiety.’ 

Q6. How has that traumatic experience changed your perspective of current time? 

‘I don’t think it changed for a long term but at that time I thought everything was very bleak, I 

became very paranoid, I doubted every person even the ones very closest to me. But in long 

term it faded I think, the event faded but there’s a still traces of it left.’  

Q7. Have you lost any of your loved one during this time period or do you know someone 

who have lost their loved one? 

‘Yes.’ 

Q8. Is there any shift in the content of your dreams? If yes, choose one theme that 

popped up 

 Fears & anxieties 

 Trauma 

 Solution-seeking 

 Repetitive patterns 

 Lack of control 

‘Repetitive patterns.’ 
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Q9. Have you come across any repetitive themes regarding your experience in your 

dreams? 

‘Yes, themes regarding assault.’ 

Q10. Do you agree with the idea that people get traumatized in happiest moments of 

their life as well? 

‘Yes totally, I actually happened to me. I guess at that you’re unable to understand and when 

that moment has passed, sometimes you realize later, that oh this was something that has been 

effecting you; and you don’t realize it that very moment. So yes it does happen when you’re 

most happy because you don’t realize anything is wrong, because everything is very surface 

level.’ 

Q11. Does trauma die? 

‘I don’t think so, I disagree with that because there’s always a possibility of experiencing 

trauma later on.’ 

Interviewee 4, Age: 35 

Q1. How has the COVID pandemic impacted your life? 

‘Helped me to look at new opportunities.’ 

Q2. If you were asked to describe your experience during this time in one word, what 

that would be? 
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‘Transformation.’ 

Q3. How the COVID pandemic has changed the meaning of life for you? 

‘Showed me how to appreciate simple things in life.’ 

Q4. Though COVID marks as the collective memory for all of us, but every individual 

has a different story to tell, what mark has it left on you? 

‘Shown me how close death is.’ 

Q5. What is your story in relation to the Pandemic? 

‘It helped me practice grounding.’ 

Q6. How has that traumatic experience changed your perspective of current time? 

‘Death is closer than it appears.’ 

Q7. Have you lost any of your loved one during this time period or do you know someone 

who have lost their loved one? 

‘Yes.’ 

Q8. Is there any shift in the content of your dreams? If yes, choose one theme that 

popped up 

 Fears & anxieties 

 Trauma 
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 Solution-seeking 

 Repetitive patterns 

 Lack of control 

‘Fear and Anxieties.’ 

Q9. Have you come across any repetitive themes regarding your experience in your 

dreams? 

‘Yes, scenes of being left alone.’ 

Q10. Do you agree with the idea that people get traumatized in happiest moments of 

their life as well? 

‘Yes I do agree.’  

Q11. Does trauma die? 

‘Trauma has different phases. I don’t think it dies. You may shifts from one stage to another. I 

sticks with you for lifetime.’ 

Interviewee 5, Age: 32 

Q1. How has the COVID pandemic impacted your life? 

‘I became jobless.’ 

Q2. If you were asked to describe your experience during this time in one word, what 

that would be? 
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‘Pathetic.’ 

Q3. How the COVID pandemic has changed the meaning of life for you? 

‘Always remember God.’ 

Q4. Though COVID marks as the collective memory for all of us, but every individual 

has a different story to tell, what mark has it left on you? 

‘Life is always unpredictable, uncertain.’ 

Q5. What is your story in relation to the Pandemic? 

‘It affected me mentally, emotionally, financially.’ 

Q6. How has that traumatic experience changed your perspective of current time? 

‘No.’ 

Q7. Have you lost any of your loved one during this time period or do you know someone 

who have lost their loved one? 

‘Yes, it did, quite a lot. I used to think very negative in past, now I try to see every positive 

side of a situation, even if something bad happens, I try to think that maybe it wasn’t good for 

me or maybe it turns out better in the times to come. My parents are divorced, and I have seen 

mother struggling whole life to give us better future. Life after divorce was very traumatic for 

her as well for us as well. I have lost trust in people, especially in marriage relations. ’ 
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Q8. Is there any shift in the content of your dreams? If yes, choose one theme that 

popped up 

 Fears & anxieties 

 Trauma 

 Solution-seeking 

 Repetitive patterns 

 Lack of control 

‘Solution seeking’ 

Q9. Have you come across any repetitive themes regarding your experience in your 

dreams? 

‘Yes, I try to find solutions in my dreams.’ 

Q10. Do you agree with the idea that people get traumatized in happiest moments of 

their life as well? 

‘It never happened with me personally. But whenever my emotions gets triggers in happiest 

times I don’t let them take control over me. I always try to enjoy what’s life is offering me at 

a moment. Because the times when you’re happy have a shorter span.’ 

Q11. Does trauma die? 
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‘I don’t think so. It fades away but it never dies completely. Sometimes it comes forefront in 

your choices, or the way you behave in life. Sometimes it persists in major decisions of your 

life.’ 

Interviewee 6, Age: 27 

Q1. How has the COVID pandemic impacted your life? 

‘I feel like it has made my life really hard.’ 

Q2. If you were asked to describe your experience during this time in one word, what 

that would be? 

‘Agonizing.’  

Q3. How the COVID pandemic has changed the meaning of life for you? 

‘It showed me a complete different side of it.’ 

Q4. Though COVID marks as the collective memory for all of us, but every individual 

has a different story to tell, what mark has it left on you? 

‘It has changed my perceptions a lot.’  

Q5. What is your story in relation to the Pandemic? 

‘Alienated, suffocating.’  

Q6. How has that traumatic experience changed your perspective of current time? 
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‘As I mentioned earlier, it has shown me the complete different side of life, something that I 

wasn’t expecting.’ 

Q7. Have you lost any of your loved one during this time period or do you know someone 

who have lost their loved one? 

‘No.’ 

Q8. Is there any shift in the content of your dreams? If yes, choose one theme that 

popped up 

 Fears & anxieties 

 Trauma 

 Solution-seeking 

 Repetitive patterns 

 Lack of control 

‘Fears & Anxieties.’ 

Q9. Have you come across any repetitive themes regarding your experience in your 

dreams? 

‘Yes, I use to have a dream that I’m running alone in a dark space, that I ‘m unable to find a 

way forward.’ 

Q10. Do you agree with the idea that people get traumatized in happiest moments of 

their life as well? 
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‘Yes, completely agreed. Mine was somehow the same.’ 

Q11. Does trauma die? 

‘No, it persists. It never dies completely.’  

Findings from the Questioners are as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

People who faced Mental health
issues

People who found it as a growth
and Positive Transformation.

People who didn't experience
any Mental health issues or faced
Trauma
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Conclusion 

“Tell me whom you haunt and I will tell you who you are”- Andre Breton 

Trauma constantly approach us with our fragility and also man’s inhumanity with mans. In 

this chaotic world, almost all of us been through it, or living in it right now. COVID has 

increased the trauma rate to 75%, but surprisingly there were 20% who found it as positive 

transformation. This makes us realize that where there were people who got triggered by 

trauma. There were also those who grew. Now the question arises what kind of trauma does 

COVID triggered? Or was that surge of emotions that gets triggered qualifies as Trauma? It 

will surely take time to understand fully because COVID hasn’t ended yet, it still persists. 

After listening to different people’s experiences of Trauma and above-mentioned literature it 

also makes us question what’s the life of trauma? As Dr Kolk persuasively narrated in his 

book that it’s hard to separate trauma from politics. As long as we continue to live in denial 

and treat only trauma while ignoring its origins, we are bound to fail. In today’s world, our 

ZIP code more than our genetic code determines whether you will lead a safe and healthy life. 

The above- mentioned notion of Dr. Kolk is understandable; and one can completely agree to 

it as well. It’s impossible to treat Trauma while ignoring its origin because Trauma breeds 

further Trauma. One should listen to what their brain and body say to them.  
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