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National Nightmare: Thoughts on
the Genesis and Legacy of
Perpetrator Trauma

“What haunts are not the dead, but the gaps left within us by the secrets of
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The conference examined the transmission of this traumatic experience
across generations, the forms it took and some of the group dynamics
within the conference that played out in relation to it. One generation’s
secrets become the next generation’s gaps, and also their hauntedness.
But a remarkable dream journal from the 1930’s suggests the ways that
the early generation attempted to keep secrets from itself, leading to
profound, collective dissociation, a dissociation that licensed horrific
destructiveness.
A natural experiment in social dreaming, this record of ordinary German
citizens’ dreams, which will also be explored in the presentation,
illuminates the steady assault on a person’s inner life and the way that
massive social trauma and malignant authoritarianism turns an essential
privacy into dangerous secrecy.
A military psychiatrist of the First World War once commented that
“Men learn from history that men learn nothing from history.” Eighty
years later, as the world faces a steady though less extreme resurgence
of authoritarianism, what lessons might we try to learn in the tragic
stories of these families?

Lost in Transmission: Studies of
Trauma across Generations
Taking the Transference,
Reaching toward Dreams: Clinical
Studies in the Intermediate Area
A Spirit That Impels: Play,
Creativity and Psychoanalysis.
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