DEFINITION OF TRAUMA
by Judith Herman

Excerpt from J. Herman, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence — from Domestic
Abuse to Political Terror, New York: Basic Books (1992), 33.

“Psychological trauma is an affiliation of the powerless. At the moment of trauma, the victim is
rendered helpless by overwhelming force. When the force is that of nature, we speak of
disasters. When the force is that of other human beings, we speak of atrocities. Traumatic
events overwhelm the ordinary systems of care that give people a sense of control, connection,
and meaning.

Traumatic events are extraordinary, not because they occur rarely, but rather because they
overwhelm the ordinary human adaptations to life. Unlike commonplace misfortunes,
traumatic events generally involve threats to life or bodily integrity, or a close personal
encounter with violence and death. They confront human beings with the extremities of
helplessness and terror, and evoke the responses of catastrophe.”



