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Abstract
This essay is theoretical. It suggests that groups of humans respond to threats automatically and
outside of individual conscious awareness. The literature concerning the effects of stress and
trauma in relationship to three units of analysis—the brain, the individual and the group—are
presented and theoretical links between them described.

Four interdependent facets of a speculative model of a group response-to-threat process are
posited: 1) Building on recent modeling from neuropsychology, three distinct forms of memory
are described, including their different qualities and how the resulting memory complex of a
particular event changes, over a person’s life and when transmitted through generations. 2) The
roles that individuals play at the scene of a traumatic event described in the traumatology
literature are compared and contrasted with the roles members of a family assume when anxious,
as described in the family therapy literature. A set of post-threat roles is suggested to coherently
relate them. 3) Modeling from the study of the social insects is presented that describes how
complex group processes can result from simple interactions between individuals without a need
for conscious awareness. It is suggested that similar emergent processes evolved in humans, and
further, that the emergent processes that occur in both ants and humans can be accounted for in
part by epigenetic algorithms, and that the process can be modeled mathematically. 4) Finally, the
essay proposes a self-regulatory, three-step process that emerges in groups of humans when they
are threatened.

Hypotheses generated by the model, case studies and other avenues for further research are
explored. Implications suggested by the model for practical interventions—with threatened,
stressed or traumatized individuals, families, corporations, communities or nations—are
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presented. The application of the model to certain historiographical and international problems is
suggested.
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Chapter One: The phenomenon and how it will be approached

During the decade of the Second World War, the Holocaust, the fire-bombings, the
Manhattan Project, the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the
beginning of the Cold War, the beginning of the nuclear arms race and the formation of
the United Nations—Immanuel Velikovsky wrote a book on catastrophes.

The catastrophes he described were not man-made. He wrote that the human race had
been traumatized by environmental catastrophes on a global scale, and that they were
followed by species-wide post-traumatic amnesias (Velikovsky 1950; 1982). In the
manner of a psychoanalyst treating a patient, he psychoanalyzed humankind. He
presented factual data of the repressed catastrophes from the archeological record and
metaphorical, psychological data from the fantasies of religious imagery. He suggested
that—just as a traumatized individual both represses a trauma from conscious awareness
while acting out variations of it unconsciously—humankind both repressed and acts out
variations of the ancient catastrophes. In the 1950s and 60s his work was popular with the
public. His theories about astronomical phenomena were excoriated by the scientific
community (Goldsmith 1977).

Still, his ideas set me thinking about the possibility that human groups might somehow
respond unconsciously to traumatic threats. I wondered how a group response-to-threat
process might function, how it might be modeled and how the model might be tested. I
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soon realized that the solution to this puzzle—unless granted the status of an independent
subfield—would be interdisciplinary in nature.

Regarding interdisciplinarity in the social sciences, sociobiologist E. O. Wilson makes a
case for “consilience.” He describes it as a “’jumping together’ of knowledge by the
linking of facts and fact-based theory across disciplines to create a common groundwork
of explanation” (Wilson 1998, p. 8). This can be illustrated with a graphic.

Figure 1.1: The group response-to-threat process, three units of analysis, links
between the units
Group

Brain

Individual

Three lines meet. The plane on which they lie is the group response-to-threat process.
The angle between each pair of lines represents a level of analysis—the brain, the
individual and the group. Chapter Two relates these three levels of analysis to a
phenomenon related to the group response-to-threat process. Communication between
these fields is problematic. They use different paradigms—different methods, different
assumptions, different standards of “truth” (Kuhn 1962). In response to these difficulties,
new fields have arisen that tackle these problems of translation and relation. They have
created bridges between the study of groups, individuals and brains. In the figure, these
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new fields are represented by the three lines, each of which lies between two of the three
original fields. Chapter Three describes methods and observations from these new fields
that relate to a group response-to-threat process.
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Figure 1.2: Four layers of the process; four concentric rings
Group

Brain

Individual

In Figure 1.2, four concentric rings are added to the first graphic. Each represents an
aspect of the group response-to-threat process that relates research from the original three
levels of analysis and the new fields. Chapter Four—represented by the innermost ring—
describes how memories are maintained over time. The description comes from
neuropsychology. The chapter applies it to individuals, alone or as members of a group.
Chapter Five—the second ring—names a correlation and gap between the literatures of
traumatology and family therapy. As a way to fill the gap, I suggest a set of roles that
individual members of a group assume in response to a threat. Chapter Six—the third
ring—draws from biology and non-linear modeling. It gives an example of how a type of
complex group behavior in ants can result from simple rules that describe interactions
between individual ants. I suggest that this idea can be applied to human groups,
especially when they are motivated by concerns of survival. Then I explain what a
positive feedback loop is. Chapter Seven—the outer ring—models the theoretical
behavior of a group after an individual in the group perceives a threat to the group as a
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whole. The model draws together the other rings: of memory, response-to-threat roles and
positive feedback loops.

The model is consistent with related theories and data. It generates a number of specific,
testable hypotheses, as well as clearly defined methods for practical interventions with
individual members, subgroups and whole groups of people affected by a group
response-to-threat process. Interventions are important because—as will be shown later—
the response-to-threat process is associated with self-destructive and violent human
behavior. The better we understand it, the more able we will be to mitigate its inherent
destructiveness.

Chapter Eight is a preliminary case study. It demonstrates the usefulness and parsimony
of the model when applied to a social problem—the catastrophic levels of incarceration
of African-American males in the United States since 1970.

Chapter Nine suggests practical interventions based on the model, potential case studies
and avenues for further research.

Chapter Ten is a brief conclusion.
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Chapter Two: Setting the stage: sources and terms

This chapter begins with a phenomenon related to the group response-to-threat process.
In this phenomenon, an individual or a group, after exposure to a traumatic event, will
tend to be involved in similar sorts of traumatic events in the future, significantly more
often than others no originally exposed. The phenomenon will be named below, then
approached from the point of view of three different levels of analysis. Later in the
chapter, definitions are given for the terms group, group response process and threat. In
the figure the levels of analysis are color-coded for clarity,

Figure 2.1: A related phenomenon, three units of analysis
Group

Brain

Individual

A. Three levels of analysis
In the first half of this chapter, contributions that bear on the phenomenon to be examined
will be drawn from three sources—the fields of neuropsychology, psychoanalysis and
psycho-history. The findings to be cited from neuropsychology contain information that
could be said to be, relatively speaking, known. The findings have been rigorously tested
and repeated, reduced to neuro-chemical processes and reports of the findings thoroughly
vetted. The findings to be cited from psychoanalysis have been described. Theories have
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been proposed to explain them and a century of thought and criticism have been applied
to them. Still, the findings are not as dependable as those of neuropsychology. The
descriptions are accepted in the psychoanalytic field but their complexity has kept them
from being analyzed—as of yet—with the same rigor as the simpler findings of
neuropsychology. The ideas to be cited from psycho-history are speculations. They are
daring constructions whose complexity has been so great as to have kept them at a far
remove from the power of reduction and analysis that is the hallmark of many of the
physical sciences. These three streams—neuropsychology, psychoanalysis and psychohistory—are the sources from which research related to group response-to-threat
dynamics have drawn. The views of all three fields will set the stage for the next
chapter’s review of the scholarly literature relevant to the phenomenon.

For the moment the phenomenon will be referred to as the repetition compulsion. The
term will be dropped later in the chapter but it is employed here because it was used to
describe the phenomenon for most of the twentieth century.

Here then are three views, from neuropsychology, psychoanalysis and psycho-history.
For clarity, they will be labeled and color-coded.
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Figure 2.2: Three levels of analysis, three fields
______ “Habit”—from neuropsychology (brain)
______ “Mastery/death/necessity”—from psychoanalysis (individual)
______ “Group”—from psychoanalytic theory applied to groups (group)

1. ______ Habit—from neuropsychology
Neuropsychology does not directly address the repetition compulsion. Still, four findings
can be drawn from the field that bear on it.

First, a consensus is developing in the field of neuropsychology that the brain does not
function according to rules of logic; rather, it consists of a complex patchwork
accumulation of environmental adaptations (Grigsby and Stevens 2000).

Second, from instant to instant a person’s particular perceptions—and behavior—are
triggered by the juxtaposition of his or her internal state and the immediate external
environment. This process—named “state-dependence”—is automatic (Grigsby and
Stevens 2000).

Third, at the level of the neuron, Hebb’s law states that the more often neural synapses
are activated, the more likely they are to be activated in the future (Grigsby and Stevens
2000).This is a form of learning, and through it humans can develop new perceptual and
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behavioral abilities. We can gain these abilities implicitly or explicitly—that is to say,
either with our without our conscious awareness. When we learn new skills—throwing a
baseball, playing clarinet, speaking Swahili—we do it in accordance with Hebb’s law:
through repetition.

Fourth, this ability to habituate—and to learn—also allows something of interest to
traumatologists called “kindling.” In kindling, an environmental cue—i.e. a flashing light
or raised stick—that triggers a particular behavior, say a panic attack or epileptic seizure,
more easily triggers the response each time it appears (Grigsby and Stevens 2000). Thus
the ease of a response increases with repetition, and the resultant ease of a response
increases its likelihood, all else being equal, of it being repeated.

Seen through this lens the Freudian term “repetition compulsion” could be explained as
an unfortunate, post-traumatic habit—no more or less. As such, it would be better
described with a different name. “Compulsion” should be dropped as irrelevant;
“repetition” should be replaced by “higher probability occurrence.” Thus the
phenomenon would be described as a particular behavioral/perceptual set with a high
probability of occurrence.

In the above paragraph the word “unfortunate” was used because the repetition
compulsion that Freud named often manifests through violent or self-destructive
behavior. This begs a question: If the behavior is an unfortunate—biologically unfit—
habit, what reason had it to form? If the human brain, and human behavior, developed
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through a series of environmental adaptations and thus is—on the whole, at least—
biologically fit, what adaptive advantage is there in a self-destructive habit?

Two answers arise. Possibly the phenomenon is an unfortunate side effect of an otherwise
healthy adaptation. Nature is filled with examples of this. Sickle Cell Anemia is an
unfortunate side result of an adaptation that increases resistance to malaria. For peoples
with this genetic trait living in tropical Africa, the fact of their survival indicates that the
trade off has been positive. Applied to the repetition compulsion, this sort of explanation
is reasonable but not conclusive. A second, also viable interpretation—and one that can
generate testable hypotheses—is that the phenomenon is functional in a way not yet
understand.

Thus, without accepting the explanation that the repetition compulsion is no more than a
habit, I extract from this neuropsychological worldview four concepts relevant to it. First
is the view of the human mind and human behavior as an accumulation of evolutionary
adaptations. Second is the idea of state-dependence. Third is the primacy of habit in
human behavior. Fourth is the idea of developing habits through repetition and the related
phenomenon of kindling.

2. ______ Mastery/death/necessity—from psychoanalysis
The first extended description of the phenomenon is from Freud, who named it the
compulsion to repeat. He observed that clients who experienced particular traumatic

© Eric Wolterstorff. July, 2003
Contents may not be copied or distributed without the express, written consent of the author.

16
situations early in life tend later in life to experience traumatic situations reminiscent of
the original trauma (Freud 1961a).

The phenomenon has been observed and described many times since (Bowen 1990; Chu
1991; DeMause 1982; Maker et al. 2001; van der Kolk et al. 1996). One recent example
is a study that related the incidence of childhood and adolescent sexual abuse with the
incidence of later adult rape (Maker et al. 2001; McKenzie and Wright 1996). Another
example is a “Two Trauma” model that relates particular neonatal traumas with particular
forms of psychosis later in life (McKenzie and Wright 1996).

In Beyond the Pleasure Principle Freud argued that the compulsion was strong enough to
override the pleasure principle (Freud 1961a). He speculated as to its purpose. One
proposed purpose was to provide new opportunities for the afflicted individual to deal
successfully with his or her previous traumas. This line of thought was strengthened by
observations of traumatized children who created games similar in theme to a past trauma
and “played” the games compulsively. It was speculated that the children were
attempting to “work through” their traumatic wounding (Erikson 1972; Freud 1961a; Terr
1981).

Freud made other speculations about the compulsion. A problem with the interpretation
was that the compulsion did not usually end in a “working through” or “mastery”—more
often it played out as a variation of the original wounding with the same unfortunate end.
In response, he developed a second hypothesis, dualistic in nature: People contain within
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themselves two drives represented by two gods, Eros and Thanatos. The first drive is to
live, love and create; the second is a drive toward death and destruction (Freud 1961a).
The latter drive accounted for repetitive, destructive behaviors. Ten years later, Freud
expanded on a different version of the duality. The conflict was now described as
between Eros and Ananke—between Love and Necessity (Freud 1961b). Though Freud
suggested three different explanations as to its origin or function, about the phenomenon
he was sure. In 1920 he wrote:

Enough is left unexplained to justify the hypothesis of a compulsion to repeat—
something that seems more primitive, more elementary, more instinctual than the
pleasure principle which it over-rides. But if a compulsion to repeat does operate in the
mind, we should be glad to know something about it, to learn what function it
corresponds to, under what conditions it can emerge and what its relation is to the
pleasure principle. (1961a p.17)

Psychoanalytic theory embraces the complexity of individual experience, conscious and
unconscious. The theory is difficult to measure or test—for accuracy or for efficacy of
intervention—and has been characterized and criticized as a religion and a cult of
personality (Foucault 1954; Masson 1988). Its data are based on personal observations.
Of necessity its case studies are highly subjective. Thus its ideas—including a drive to
mastery or a death instinct—can frustrate attempts to be rigorously tested or related to
other disciplines such as neuropsychology, sociology or evolutionary biology.
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Freudian psychoanalytic thought and practice constitutes a particular paradigm—one
with its own community, exemplars, methodology and criteria of acceptance (Kuhn
1962). Though out of step with current cognitive and neuropsychological theory and
favor, Freudian psychoanalytic theory nonetheless has employed—and continues to
employ—many minds studying human behavior and the human psyche. Within the
Freudian paradigm, the compulsion to repeat, the drive to mastery and the death instinct
are accepted facts.

For the purpose of the present essay, I choose to assume that Freud perceived a “real
phenomenon.” I also choose to assume that, in some form or another, any or all three
drives—based in mastery, death, or necessity—are at least clues to the function of the
phenomenon.

3. ______ Group—from psycho-history
Psycho-history is defined differently by different writers and theorists. What all the
camps share is an interest in the intersection of individual psychology and the flow and
events of history—and the implications of that intersection. Freud’s forays into cultural
anthropology (1913) mark the beginning of this line of thought. He applied his theories of
family dynamics—initially the Oedipal complex and its primeval urge to patricide—to
cultural rituals. Twenty-five years later, he postulated the murder of Moses, an Egyptian,
by a nomadic tribe, as the bonding genesis of the Jews (1939). Freud argued that Jewish
faith is organized around and driven by the guilt from this primal patricide. The repeated
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persecution of the Jews is accounted for as an example of the repetitive compulsion. It is
a repetitive propitiation for the original sin of patricide.

This dramatic vein of thought continued a generation later in the work of Velikovsky, a
creative polymath, who postulated that the human race, as a whole, could be considered a
single psychic organism, susceptible to analysis. Velikovsky agreed with parts of Freud’s
analysis and disagreed with others. In particular, he disagreed with Freud’s idea of a
primal family crime. Instead, he argued that environmental catastrophes traumatized the
human species (Velikovsky 1950).

Despite their fantastical impressions and simplistic application of disputed characteristics
of the individual psyche to group phenomena, the speculations of Freud, Velikovsky and
others inspired a rich line of inquiry that will be returned in the next chapter, including
the work of Wilhelm Reich, Lloyd DeMause, Robert J. Lifton, Murray Bowen and
Maurice Apprey. For the purposes of this discussion, I have extracted two ideas from
Freud and Velikovsky’s speculations: (1) Post-traumatic dynamics occur in groups as
well as individuals. (2) Affected groups can include families, cultures and the species as a
whole.

An acceptance of these ideas presents fresh problems, foremost the superorganism
problem. The problem is this: Even if automatic, unconscious, complex patterns occur in
some human groups, and even if their existence is well documented and agreed upon,
how can such patterns exist? This problem has appeared in other branches of science,
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dealing with far less controversial phenomena. In the 1950s biologists studying the social
insects—ants, bees, wasps and termites—ran into the same difficulty. There is agreement
in the field that complex activities occur in social insect colonies. There is also agreement
that individual ants, bees, wasps and termites are—by human standards—almost
incomprehensibly simple-minded. Thus, how can simple individuals form a complex
colony? An early answer was that a colony is a “superorganism.” The problem with this
answer was that it was not an answer but merely a label; it reveals nothing. The useful
question is: How can a complex group phenomenon result from automatic, unconscious
interactions between simple, unaware individuals? This question will be returned to later.
The point for the moment is that—even if the repetition compulsion can be shown to
exist as part of a complex, post-traumatic group dynamic, there will still remain the
superorganism problem.

Summary
These three descriptions of the repetition compulsion—an entrenched habit, a drive to
mastery, death or of necessity, a group behavior—are starting places in the literature,
each focused on a different level of analysis. They each have inspired further research. In
particular, further research has helped to ground Freud’s ideas. When he suggested two
different drives to explain the repetition compulsion, neither showed any degree of
consilience, any ability to be meaningfully or rigorously correlated with data outside of a
particular paradigm, or to be reduced or synthesized with higher or lower levels of
analysis—i.e. a correlation of psychoanalytic theory and data with those of sociology or
neuropsychology. When Freud suggested that the phenomenon occurs in groups, there
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was no virtually no basis for it to be taken seriously other than by intuition or through
aesthetic appeal. Further research has also done much to correct these deficiencies.

B. Terms: from the repetition compulsion to a group response-to-threat process.
The name, the repetition compulsion, has been considered problematic for most of its
history, as this attempt at clarification from an article published in the Psychoanalytic
Quarterly in 1943 shows:

Repetition is a descriptive term which comprises various kinds of repetitive behavior.
Some of them may clinically be characterized as forcibly persistent, highly impulsive, or
“compulsive” repetitions. A grouping of repetitive behavior patterns may be based on
descriptive or explanatory principles or on both. In accordance with [psychoanalyst
Heinz] Hartmann we distinguish between (1) response repetition (similar reactions to
similar stimuli); (2) pleasurable repetition (of what is pleasurable in itself or leads to
pleasurable results); (3) tension repetition (of the undischarged); (4) routine repetition
(routine behavior, e.g. habits); and (5) fixation repetition, a term, which as a result of the
discussion presented here, may replace Hartmann's 'repetition due to an unassimilated
trauma.' The term repetition compulsion, though sometimes mistakenly used in a
descriptive sense, is a purely explanatory conception (Bibring 1943).

The term fixation repetition is an improvement. It names two characteristics in the
phenomenon—some sort of fixation on the original event, and behavioral repetitions
related to the original event. Still, as will be shown below, the term is misleading. For the
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moment, it will be put aside entirely, in favor of a different construct: the mechanism
through which a group responds to a threat. In Chapter Four, the fixation and repetition
aspects of the mechanism will be pointed out. Until then, the terms group, response
process and threat will be used. For the purpose of this essay, they are defined as follows.

1. Group
The term group is used to mean any collection of people—in this case, any threatened
group of people. The group would include those identify with those threatened, including:
(1) those people who perceive a threat for themselves, (2) those who learn of the threat
from others, and (3) the descendents of both of those sets of people, regardless of their
conscious awareness of the threat. The particulars of this definition should become
apparent by the presentation of the model in Chapter Four.

2. A group response process
This essay approaches the phenomenon of group behavior without any assumptions of
conscious choice or awareness by individual members of the group. To which, one might
ask, What might a nonconscious group-response-to-threat dynamic look like?

An example from nature is the behavior of the slime mold Dictyostelium discoideum,
whose life cycle is pictured in Figure 1.2. During one part of the life cycle, single cells
move about as amoebas, independent of each other. Starvation triggers a process through
which the individual cells aggregate and form a multi-cellular organism with a stalk and a
cap of spores.
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Figure 2.3: The life cycle of a slime mold Dictyostelium discoideum (Sole and
Goodwin 2000, p. 21)

This essay suggests that a similar sort of process happens to humans. Just as starvation
triggers a process for the individual amoebas, one which helps them to survive—a threat
triggers a process in humans, one which helps them survive. In the case of the slime
mold, the individual amoebas came together in a coherent, but unconscious, way. Some
scientists give this as an example of an emergent process, one in which a process at a
more complex level of organism occurs as a result of local interactions at a simpler level
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(Sole). In the case of humans, the parallel suggests that humans unconsciously react with
each other, and out of these interactions a process emerges. That is the central argument
of this essay.

A description of this process entails a number of modeling problems. Virtually all have
been solved by researchers in related fields. Their solutions will be presented in Chapters
Three, Four, Five and Six. My contribution is the arrangement of their findings. I aim
them toward a description of a group response-to-threat process. The model itself,
presented in Chapter Seven, results from the arrangement.

3. Threat
Threat is a term that encompasses both the feared and the actual. It is used in the
literature (Milburn and Watman 1981; Perry et al. 1995). A threat can be perceived or
actual but here only perceived threats are considered. Because what is being described is
a response-to-threat mechanism occurring in groups of people, only the threats perceived
by people matter. For example, a young child could be protected from a large, charging,
slavering dog by a chain-link fence but still be shocked into immobility by fear. The
threat is not real but the child perceives it as so. On the other hand, in fifteen minutes an
asteroid could obliterate me and the city in which I live. Because I am not aware of it, I
experience no stress or trauma related to it.
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Like starvation in the slime mold, a threat triggers a set of responses in humans. What
those responses are will be discussed in the following chapter. For right now, the
definition of a threat and its designation as a trigger for behavior will suffice.

Summary
The three ideas around which this essay organizes are groups, nonconscious group
processes and threats. They are the key concepts in a group response-to-threat process
that will account for the phenomenon described at the beginning of this chapter and
referred to as the repetition compulsion, the fixation repetition, traumatic reenactment,
revictimization and habit.

Chapter Three will present an overview of aspects of line of research as they relate to the
dynamics of how a nonconscious response-to-threat process might occur and how the
process could be modeled. In terms of method, their work lies at the intersections of the
different levels of analysis—the brain, the individual and the group.
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Chapter Three: Links between the levels of analysis, theory and
findings

In this chapter the emphasis shifts from the three levels of analysis to the theories and
findings of new fields who work at the intersections or confluences of the three levels.

Figure 3.1: The phenomenon, links between the units of analysis
Anthropology
Sociology
Family therapy

Brain

Group

Psychohistory
Psychoanalysis
Family trauma therapy

Individual
Traumatology

The challenge to the clinicians, theoreticians and experimental researchers of these three
confluences was far broader than the particular solving of the puzzle of if and how groups
respond nonconsciously to threat. In each case new fields of enquiry were being forged.
Our movement through them is not an attempt to tell their stories but to extract from each
findings apposite to a further exploration of group response-to-threat phenomena.
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Cross-fertilization: the three pairs
Continuing the optical analogy, here the viewpoints are again, color-coded. Fruitful
inquiries have resulted from combinations of these three original viewpoints—just as,
when red, blue and green lights are combined, they approach white. Each is considered in
turn.

Figure 3.2: Three confluences
1. ______ Habit + ______ Mastery/death = ______ Mastery/death habits
2. ______ Habit + ______ Group

= ______ Group habits

3. ______ Groups + ______ Mastery/death = ______ Mastery/death in groups

1. ______ Mastery/death/necessity habits: the field of traumatology
The two main wells from which the field of traumatology draws are neuropsychological
research and clinical practice, beginning with the work of Freud and Pierre Janet. From
the beginning, the field has recognized post-traumatic repetition phenomena occurring on
behavioral, emotional, physiologic, and neuroendocrinologic levels (van der Kolk 1989).

Over the past century, the field itself has waxed and waned. It has come into its own only
over the past thirty years, in the post-Vietnam era (Herman 1992). Research into emotion
has begun to create a bridge between some of Freud’s psychoanalytic thought and
neuropsychology, while a similar bridge is forming between Janet’s observations and
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work with traumatized patients a hundred years ago with recent research into the
neurobiology of trauma (Schore 1997; van der Hart et al. 2000; van der Kolk et al. 1996).
From the confluence result greater precision in definition and observation.

Relevant to the present essay are definitions for the terms stress, trauma and threat. Also
draw from this field are the phenomenon of psychological “splitting,” and an
understanding of how memory functions in individuals. Finally, the population chosen to
be the subjects of posttraumatic research will be contextualized. In order of consideration,
then, are stress versus trauma, threat, splitting, memory and the question of who
constitutes a traumatized or threatened population.

Stress vs. Trauma
The starting point for definitions of the terms stress, trauma and threat comes from the
clinical definition of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) in the American Psychiatric
Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. It is the syndrome
in which the fixation repetition shows itself most clearly (Lindy and Wilson 1994). The
manual’s definition has been the touchstone for clinical trauma researchers for the past
twenty years. Here is an abridged version of it (First 1994):

Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
A. The person has been exposed to a traumatic event in which both of the following were
present:
(1) the person experienced, witnessed, or was confronted with an event or events
that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury…
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(2) the person’s response involved intense fear, helplessness, or horror…
B. The traumatic event is persistently reexperienced in one (or more) of the following
ways:
(1) recurrent and intrusive distressing recollections of the event, including
images, thoughts, or perceptions… In young children, repetitive play may occur
in which themes or aspects of the trauma are expressed
(2) recurrent distressing dreams of the event…
(3) acting or feeling as if the traumatic event were recurring… In young children,
trauma-specific reenactment may occur
(4) intense psychological distress at exposure to internal or external cues that
symbolize or resemble an aspect of the traumatic event
(5) physiological reactivity on exposure to internal or external cues…
C. Persistent avoidance of stimuli associated with the trauma and numbing of general
responsiveness… as indicated by three (or more) of the following:
(1) efforts to avoid thoughts, feelings, or conversations associated with the
trauma
(2) efforts to avoid activities, places, or people that arouse recollections of the
trauma
(3) inability to recall an important aspect of the trauma
(4) markedly diminished interest or participation in significant activities
(5) feeling of detachment or estrangement from others
(6) restricted range of affect…
(7) sense of a foreshortened future…
D. Persistent symptoms of increased arousal…
(1) difficulty falling or staying asleep
(2) irritability or outbursts of anger
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(3 difficulty concentrating
(4) hypervigilance
(5) exaggerated startle response…

The definition does not distinguish between stress and trauma. This reflects the lack of
consensus in the field. Researchers investigate stress, anxiety, trauma, shock trauma,
psychological trauma, and posttraumatic stress disorder (also referred to as post-traumatic
stress disorder or PTSD). Consensus about terms would benefit cooperative research.

I will follow the lead of a number of researchers who use autonomic nervous system
states as the measure of stress and trauma states. Defined in this way, stress and trauma
describe psycho-physical states that exist on a continuum, with traumas describing a
larger and qualitatively different shift of the autonomic nervous system from a relaxed,
alert norm.

The two actions of the autonomic nervous system are named sympathetic and
parasympathetic. Sympathetic arousal is a response to stress. It is commonly referred to
as the “fight or flight response” and includes adrenaline rushes, increased respiration and
greater blood flow to major muscle groups. Its purpose is to help ensure our survival in
dangerous situations. Parasympathetic nervous system is rest oriented; it stimulates
increased blood flow to the viscera and away from the limbs and slows the heart rate.

Though sympathetic and parasympathetic arousal are normally considered as opposite,
mutually exclusive effects, in certain circumstances a combined activation occurs. This
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was first described by neurophysiologist Ernst Gellhorn (Gellhorn 1960). He described a
“spillover” action of the parasympathetic nervous system that occurred when a person
was already experiencing high levels of sympathetic arousal. Peter Levine (1976) further
developed this description. In his model, an already sympathetically activated, stressed,
autonomic nervous system is stressed more until a threshold is crossed. Once crossed, a
larger, parasympathetic—contrary and sedative—wave of activation is released.

Levine denotes this threshold as the boundary between stress and trauma. It is the
moment of psychic “overwhelm” (1976).The idea of a threshold of overwhelm correlates
with the American Psychological Association’s definition quoted above, which
implicitly suggests a division when it defines one test of a traumatic response as
“overwhelm.”

Levine uses a topographic, non-linear model to describe the autonomic nervous system
(1976). Non-linear modeling, including troughs or “attractors,” has been used to describe
the parameters of the behavior of many complex systems in the last forty years (Gleick
1987). In particular, it has been used to describe brain activity, including: how the brain
registers smells, and the creation and stabilization of character, temperament and other
aspects of personality (Grigsby and Stevens 2000).

Of particular interest to many researchers across the sciences are “chaotic” states (Gleick
1987; Lewin 1992; Sole and Goodwin 2000). These states are described as containing the
maximum amount of information that a system is capable of holding in a particular
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instant. As a result, chaotic states permit sudden and dramatic changes in a system’s
behavior to occur almost instantly. This is important to describing the functioning of the
brain, which directs behavior in at least two different ways—one characterized by
“mindless” habit, and the other by sudden, dramatic change (Grigsby and Stevens 2000).

Levine’s model uses the concepts of stable, semi-stable and unstable attractors. It models
the motility, the imaginative capacity for action, of the autonomic nervous system after
stress. Stable attractors describe nervous system states that naturally and easily persist.
Unstable attractors describe fleeting nervous system states; each unstable attractor marks
a transition between two stable states. In this model, stress and trauma exist on a lumpy
continuum. Here is a two-dimensional interpretation of his three-dimensional, phasespace model (two variables were excluded by the removal of dimension: pure
parasympathetic states are not represented, nor is the motility of each state).
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Figure 3.3: Neutral, stressed and traumatized autonomic nervous system states

Combined arousal
Sympathetic arousal
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In Figure 3.3, the continuum from a relaxed-alert state to a stressed state to a traumatized
state moves from left to right. One, a stable state, represents a relaxed and alert nervous
system state. This is the trough taught in models of the ANS that describe how the system
rebounds between stress and relaxation. Two, an unstable state, marks the transition to a
trough of sustained stress, three. Four represents a highly stressed state. Six and seven
represent trauma states, characterized by the Diagnostic Manual’s description as a
constellation of intrusive memory, avoidance and hypervigilance. Following Gellhorn’s
description of a parasympathetic response spilling over into the territory of the
sympathetic response, Levine describes trauma states as characterized by concomitant
sympathetic and parasympathetic activation. Whether the waves of activation oscillate or
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are simultaneous, the near presence of both accounts for the appearance of the opposite
pairs of symptoms characteristic of the posttraumatic constellation: depression and
hypervigilance, dissociation and intrusive imagery.

The unstable peak, five, marks the transition from the stress states to the trauma states. It
marks the moment of overwhelm. It is the moment of “freezing,” of psychic
fragmentation, when the spillover of the parasympathetic activation onto the sympathetic
activation begins. The increase of parasympathetic arousal in traumatized individuals is
noted in the traumatology literature (Perry et al. 1995).

State dependence
Movement between nervous system states is accounted for with the concept of state
dependence. It states that, as our environment changes, we automatically adapt in a
thousand simultaneous ways. In an instant, our senses simultaneously process momentto-moment differences that trigger complex sets of automatic behavior—most of it before
or outside of conscious awareness. As a result, from one moment to the next, outside our
volition, our “state” shifts. For example, a person is sleepily engaged in a mundane task
when a “crack” on the window “startles” the person. His or her nervous system
automatically shifts. In Figure 2, it moves from the relaxed-alert state one to the unstable
state two. The sight of a bug (no danger) flying into the glass relieves the person and his
or her nervous system shifts back to the relaxed-alert state one. Or, a roar and a scream
shift it further, past the stress states, from the unstable state two to the unstable near-death
state of five. At five, the person is poised between active stress and frozen trauma states.
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If the threat is something the person can take action to relieve in the moment, his or her
autonomic nervous system will shift to the left, to states the stress state four or three, and
he or she will spring into action. For example, if someone was in a cabin and a bear
started breaking in the front door, the person’s nervous system would probably shift to
the stress state three or four and he or she would dart out the back door. The person
would be stressed. In contrast, if many berserk bears simultaneously broke in through
both doors, the person’s nervous system would probably shift for an instant to the
unstable near-death state five. Then, if the person perceived no way to successfully cope,
he or she would probably “freeze”—his or her nervous system would shift to the right, to
the trauma states six or seven, and he or she would stand rooted to the floor, or would
collapse into a death-like immobility. Without an active coping strategy, and thus
incapacitated and overwhelmed, he or she would have been traumatized. Whether a bear
touches the person is a separate matter. In either case, the stress or trauma response
occurs. The chaotic states two and five allow a person the option of almost instantaneous
commitment to two almost opposite responses—in state two, either relaxation or action;
in state five, either action or freezing.

Another aspect of Levine’s model is revealed if it is flattened in a different way than in
Figure 3.3. In Figure 3.4, it describes the gradual lessening of motility—of imaginative
capacity for behavior—as one is progressively more stressed and then traumatized.
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Figure 3.4: Motility of neutral, stress and traumatized states
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The greater the threat, the fewer choices the group perceives itself to have available to
counter it. This is indicated by the shrinking sizes of the trough bottoms. The numbers
correlate between this map and Figure 2.2.

For example, imagine you are standing on a railroad track. From a great distance comes
the blow of a horn. You stop what you are doing and look toward the sound. You notice
that a train crossed an intersection far away and is now moving perpendicularly away
from you. You conclude that there is no threat, shake off the distraction, and resume your
previous activity. Your response falls into the first, “no threat,” trough.
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A stress response results when one perceives a threat to which a successful adaptation is
presently available. For example, you are standing on the railroad track and the blow of
the train whistle is accompanied by a dim but growing headlight. You conclude that the
train is approaching. Because you are standing on the tracks and a train is approaching
the oncoming train registers as an actual threat—a stress, trauma or severe trauma.
Because you perceive that you are capable of stepping off of the tracks before it comes to
you, the threat registers as only a stress. It falls into the second, “stress,” trough. (This is
only, of course, a special case of a stress response. Far more often, the response occurs
when a threat is not life threatening, whether it is avoidable or not—like most “stresses”
and “crises” in life. This particular case is brought forward to frame the difference
between stress and trauma responses.)

A trauma response results when a threat is perceived and no successful adaptation is
perceived to be presently available but there is still hope of getting out of trouble without
sustaining severe damage. If your foot were caught in the middle of a railroad track, the
approach of the train would be a traumatic threat—even though the train is making the
same action and you are in approximately the same physical position. What has changed
is that you have lost your ability to escape—your solution. Though other viable solutions
exist, none appear to be presently available. You will be spared only if your foot is
suddenly released, or the conductor sees you in time to stop, or someone sees or hears
you and frees you or signals the train to stop. Such a threat, one which overwhelms your
present personal defenses and leaves you to the mercy of outside forces, falls into the
third, “trauma,” trough.
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Note that in both the stress and trauma scenarios the train is making the same action and
the person is in approximately the same physical position—in the path of the threat. What
distinguishes the responses is the perception of immediately available adaptability. The
threshold from stress to trauma is crossed when immediate adaptability to a potentially
fatal threat is not perceived as available,

Between trauma and severe trauma lies another threshold.

A severe trauma response is distinguished by the unsustainability of the response. It
results when the person or group perceives that the only hope for survival involves
unsustainable sacrifices, or when there is no hope at all. To return to the scenario in
which one’s foot is trapped in the middle of the track, if there was an axe nearby and after
time ran out for all other solutions, one might hack off one’s own foot to escape the
oncoming train. This extreme sacrifice exemplifies one manifestation of a response to a
severely traumatic threat. More often the sacrifice is gradual. The person gambles that it
can master the threat before it drains its physical and social reserves and before its
economic infrastructures collapse. If successful, much of the integration process will be
dedicated to restoring sustainability. If not successful, even without a return of the threat,
the person will begin to physically and socially collapse. Over time, this collapse can
become a greater threat than the original threat that began the process. Also included
among severe traumatic threats are those that appear beyond hope. The inevitability and
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imminence of the threat can trigger collapse, acceptance or dissociation. All such severe
traumatic responses fall into the fourth trough.

Threat
In describing the stress-continuum I used the term “threat.” The American Psychological
Association’s definition for posttraumatic stress disorder quoted above describes a
response based on a subjective perception. Its causes are not limited to physical stresses
and traumas that occur, but also near misses, fears and anticipations. That is why this
essay uses the term “threat.” Figures 3.3 and 3.4 describe a lumpy threat continuum,
along which stressed and traumatized signify particular states.

Splitting
After distinguishing between stresses and traumas and choosing the term threat as most
descriptive of the stimulus to the post-traumatic response, next we draw from
traumatology the idea of splitting. Splitting is used to describe how a person contains or
engages in two opposed responses to a threat. Freud described traumatized people as
simultaneously engaging in two activities. Consciously, they avoid the subject of the
trauma and any reminders of the trauma. Unconsciously, they recreate or revisit
variations of it (Paul 1991). These two types of symptoms represent two of the three
symptom set described in the American Psychological Association’s definition of
posttraumatic stress disorder. Central to early traumatologist Janet’s work was the idea of
dissociation (van der Hart et al. 2000). In negative dissociation a traumatized person’s
awareness develops gaps—whether of a memory, somatic sensations, images or
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emotions. In positive dissociation, a person develops symptoms related to the trauma—
i.e. intrusive imagery, a fixation of the memory, somatic sensations or certain thoughts or
emotions. Positive dissociation has much in common with Freud’s repetition compulsion.
Negative dissociation is the third response described in the definition of posttraumatic
stress disorder. Like Freud’s avoidance-attraction dichotomy, positive and negative
dissociation coexist in individuals.

Writing about combat veterans of the First World War, Charles Myers described two
types of states, or personalities, between which traumatized individuals oscillate (van der
Hart et al. 2000). Onno van der Hart (2000) extended Myers’ ideas. He describes two
personality structures—the Emotional Personality and the Apparently Normal
Personality. He describes the Emotional Personality as fixed in the original traumatic
experience. It suffers from vivid, painful physical and memories of the trauma. In
contrast, the Apparently Normal Personality is associated with partial or complete
amnesia of the trauma, with detachment and numbing. Van der Hart notes that this
alternating pattern has been noted for more than a century by students of traumatology,
but have usually been described in different terms (van der Hart et al. 2000).

Psycho-historian and traumatologist Robert J. Lifton describes a variation of this
phenomenon as doubling. He used the term to describe the split lives of medical doctors
working in concentration camps under the Third Reich. The doctors were often gentle,
attentive fathers and husbands at home. Yet, at their work, they were able to either
commit or remain aloof from atrocities (Lifton 1986b). Their lives alternated between a
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tranquil domestic reality and a traumatic reality. The mental capacity reported by the
physicians—that they could live in one world and then leave it to live in an other—is an
extreme example of state dependence. It is as though they were moving daily between—
to adapt van der Hart’s terms—an Apparently Normal reality and an Emotional reality.

To summarize, the phenomenon of splitting has been central in the history of
traumatology. It has been described in different ways—avoidance-attraction, negative
dissociation-positive dissociation, Apparently Normal Personality-Emotional Personality,
and doubling.

Half-way through our tour of traumatology, the themes of stress versus trauma, state
dependence and splitting have been touched on. Next are memory and the question of
who constitutes a traumatized or threatened population.

Memory
Neuropsychology describes the brain as having a number of different, qualitatively
distinct memory systems that can function in isolation from each other (Grigsby and
Stevens 2000). Memory systems can be thought of as learning systems. Different ways of
memorizing constitute different ways of learning. Three of these systems bear on the
nature of how people respond to threats: semantic memory, event memory (composed of
a combination of episodic memory, emotional memory and classical conditioning) and
procedural memory. Each will be considered in turn.
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The first identified kind of memory, semantic memory, is what is commonly referred to
as simply memory. Using it, we consciously recall and recount recent events. Semantic
memory is related to the executive functions of the brain: self-reflection, the creation of
meaning, complex interpretation, an awareness of time, and commentary. Through
semantic learning we develop understanding and set intentions.

A second identified memory system is event memory. In this form of memory, events are
remembered in an approximate gestalt that can include images, body positions,
movements, thoughts, emotions and sensations. For example, I remember little of my
time in fifth grade—a freestanding classroom and a dull teacher. But I do remember,
confusedly but vividly, when a classmate, Guy Smith, slammed the door on the hand of
the teacher! I recall snippets of the scene: the commotion, sudden noise, and the bright
doorway with faces in silhouette dim before it. Leonore Terr emphasizes the significance
of this type of memory in her work with traumatized children (1981; 1994).

A third identified kind of memory is procedural. Procedural memory can be thought of as
an individual’s autopilot, as his or her vast accumulation of habits. This memory system
is easily accounted for by Hebb’s law (Grigsby and Stevens 2000)—that the firing of a
synaptic neuron increases its susceptibility to being fired again. To gain a new procedural
memory—to learn a new habit—requires repetition. And, just as habits are slow to
develop, so they are slow to fade. Examples of procedural learning include playing a
musical instrument, gaining skill in a sport, acquiring a language and memorizing
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multiplication tables. Procedural memory explains why it is easier to change a habit of
three years than one of thirty years.

These three memory systems identified by neuropsychologists are progressively more
complex and appear at different times in evolutionary history. Semantic memory is the
most complex and recent. Some version of it seems to be present in dolphins and
primates; it is strongest in humans. Event memory seems to occur only in birds and
mammals. Procedural learning is the oldest and simplest. It is common across the animal
kingdom. The mechanism that will be suggested in this essay is founded on possible
interactions between the older forms of memory: event and procedural. Semantic learning
has little to do with the functioning of this mechanism, though the reader will engage his
or her semantic memory as he or she learns about it.

Other research on the effects of emotion on the retention of memory is relevant. When an
image or event is interpreted as significant and emotionally provocative, a person is more
likely to remember it and the memory will be unusually accurate (Reissberg et al. 1988;
Schmidt 2002; van der Kolk and Fisler 1995). Also, long-term retention after gaps of
time is more governed by the perceived significance of the event than by its initial
repetition (Bandura et al. 1974). At the same time, other research indicates that, during a
significant, emotionally provocative event, a person’s attention narrows to emphasize
those elements judged most significant (Burke 1991; Easterbrook 1959). This narrowing
of attention could account for the partial but vivid nature of recollections. Research
focused on cases of individual traumas suggests that emotional and perceptual elements
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of the traumatic scene tend to be more prominently remembered than thoughts or more
complex mental processes (Terr 1994). In the case of large-scale catastrophes—for
example the nuclear bombing of Hiroshima—the memory was stored most strongly as an
image (Lifton 1986a).

Assumption of research population
Before leaving the field of traumatology, a contextualization is in order. Typically,
clinical research on posttraumatic stress disorder involves studying people who exhibit
posttraumatic or related symptoms. There are limitations as well as advantages to this
seemingly obvious approach. To begin with, the terms “stress” and “trauma” are used to
describe events that—as a rule or in a particular case—cause people to be stressed or
traumatized. This is a tautology. Like the difficulty with the superorganism concept
discussed earlier, this formulation is not wrong; rather, it is of limited use. The tautology
results easily from an assumption of the individual as the exclusive unit of analysis.
Whether one focuses on the relationship between the person with posttraumatic stress
disorder and the event that triggered the symptoms, or on the person with posttraumatic
stress disorder and his or her personal history and belief system, the emphasis remains on
the individual. Traumatology’s emphasis on the individual is a rich vein to explore but it
could be complemented by a set of analyses that do not assume the individual as the
primary unit of analysis.

If, instead of “stress” or “trauma,” the term threat is used, it generates a different set of
questions: When a group is mortally threatened, in what different ways are different
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members affected? Are posttraumatic symptoms distributed through a threatened group in
predictable patterns? If so, what are the patterns? Also, the emphasis of the field of
traumatology on the individual and his or her posttraumatic symptoms does not answer a
fundamental question: Of what biological use is it that human beings have the capacity to
be psychologically traumatized? One must either accept that the process of traumatization
is evolutionarily insignificant, or else one is faced with a new question: What is the
biologically fit mechanism that includes traumatization as a necessary element? I suggest
the answer lies in the functioning of groups, though the suggestion will not become clear
until Chapter Seven. For the moment, then, the collection and correlation of theory and
findings continues.

To summarize, from traumatology contributes distinctions between stress and trauma,
state dependence, splitting, descriptions of three different forms of memory, the retentive
effect of emotion and significance on memory, and questions generated by
contextualizing an approach that assumes the group, and not only the individual, as the
unit of analysis.

2. ______ Group habits: from anthropology, sociology and family therapy
Four disciplines that study group behavior and the habits of group behavior are
anthropology, cultural anthropology, sociology and family therapy. These fields have
literatures devoted to family and social culture: from daily rituals to holidays, institutions,
schooling and religious and initiation rites. The bulk of the literature is devoted to
particular cultures, families and social structures. For this essay, three ideas from these
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literatures are relevant. The first, from anthropology, addresses what group habits look
like from the outside. The second, from sociology, contextualizes how habits are
experienced from the inside and the miscommunication that results when people with
different habits interact. The third, from family therapy, suggests ways that group habits
are maintained and transmitted over time and through generations.

Cultures as constellations of habits
Cultural anthropology and sociology describe social structures as a combinations of
behavior patterns in which are embodied values, beliefs, and dispositions (Hiebert 1995;
Moore 1992). That culture exists—at least as a construct—and that it is transmitted is
obvious. Habits are transferred through socialization processes—through mechanisms
including childrens’ imitation of their parents, peer pressure, educational institutions, and
systems of punishments and rewards.

Habits as determinates of perception and interpretation

Much of the literature of sociology is devoted to describing how people perceive and
interpret experience. The idea is that each of us grows up in a self-reinforcing web of
assumptions and interpretations, behaviors and thoughts. Therefore, we are all deeply—
some say utterly—captive to our background environments (Lemert 1993). We live in a
Tower of Babel. Ethno- and other “centrisms” are a given—and generally perceived as a
problem (Henslin 1996; Kuhn 1962). This necessarily creates difficulties in coordinating
perceptions and interpretations between groups. When habitual assumption and
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perceptual sets are entrenched, so must be the consciousness that arises from them (Kuhn
1962). Thus conscious interventions—because they are derived from assumptions and
perceptual biases—are arguably insufficient to create a consensus or even agreement on
what is being considered.

From the point of view of this essay, these complexities and misunderstanding are not
solely a problem. They allow the formation of deeply biased, opposed subgroups. In the
last section on traumatology, it was reported that, after a traumatic event, an individual
needed to accomplish contradictory tasks, to forget the event and to remember it.
Perceptually biased subgroups could be supposed to fill the same function in a larger
group. As will be shown in the discussion of subgroups in Chapter Five, after a postthreat division of labor forms subgroups, the subgroups rigidify. Their behaviors and
perceptions become habituated and self-reinforcing. In this way, after an initial process of
a division of labor is forgotten, memory can be stored in a group without any individual
group member’s knowledge. Each subgroup stores a piece of the puzzle, through
perceptual cues and perception and behavioral patterns. A full memory is not directly
available to any subgroup member. The memory can only be deduced. These ideas will
be presented and explicated in later chapters. For the moment it is enough to appreciate
that the ubiquitous existence of closed, self-reinforcing belief systems has potential value
for larger group dynamics.

Family habits and their transmission through generations
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The literature of family therapy, especially in the 1950s, 60s and 70s, suggests ways that
group habits are maintained and transmitted over time and through generations. The
essence of their investigations is that family members interact with each other in
patterned ways that sustain and reinforce the status quo of the family system. Most of
these theorists were also practitioners and much of their theory was based on years of
clinical observations.

One example is the work of Murray Bowen, a psychoanalytically trained therapist. His
work with families began in the 1950s. He led a team of researchers in the study of the
relationships between schizophrenic children and their mothers. Then it was decided that
the fathers were an essential part of the dynamic and they were added. In one study, for
two years families with schizophrenic children lived in a hospital annex under daily
supervision (Bowen 1960). The researchers recorded ways in which the family members
behaved toward each other when they were stressed. Many relational dynamics were
noted. For example, the mother would become anxious. Then, in apparent response, the
child’s symptoms or behavior would worsen. Then, again in apparent response, the
mother’s anxiety would decrease. Meanwhile, the father had distanced himself from the
mother-child pair. The pattern recurred predictably. From findings like these, family
therapy blossomed.

Through the next two decades, family therapists noted and named the phenomenon of
“roles” in families. Normally, but especially under stress, family members migrated to
predictable behavior patterns, or roles (Bowen 1990; Minuchin 1974; Nichols and
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Schwartz 1995; Satir 1983; Speck and Friedman 1965; Toman 1961). Though different
therapists suggested different labels, the idea of roles was widely accepted. Names of
roles included: the Hero, the Scapegoat, the Lost Child, the Distancer, the Over-adequate
Functioner, the Under-adequate Functioner, etc. The role most widely agreed upon was
that of the Identified Patient—the “IP.”

It was proposed that the IP serves as a sort of anxiety sump for the family. When anxiety
appears in the family, the IP is “helped” or blamed. If not provoked first, the IP will
volunteer through inappropriate behavior, illness or other stress-related symptoms. The
phenomenon of the IP is a central element of the model presented in this essay.

Before continuing, an aside is in order. Much of Bowen’s contribution has been
discredited because of an unnecessary polarization in the nature-nurture discussion. Some
Bowen family system theorists have argued—implicitly and explicitly—that family
dynamics can, over the course of generations, create ever more dysfunctional IPs (Bowen
1990; Kerr 1988; Titelman 1998). When a certain threshold of dysfunction is crossed, the
IP is labeled schizophrenic. Therefore, the theory runs, accumulating transgenerational
stress can “cause” schizophrenia. Recent research indicates that schizophrenia is largely
genetic in origin and therefore Bowen’s theories are worthless. This oversimplification is
unnecessary and has unfairly damaged the credibility of family systems theory. To
address only one drawback of the critique: Even if genetic inheritance is assumed to be
the sole cause of schizophrenia—a mental condition that is only broadly and
amorphously defined—only one conclusion from family systems theories is necessarily
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corrected: that family dynamics cause schizophrenia. No damage is done to the rest of the
theory of family systems and the idea of the role of the Identified Patient. Family systems
theory describes what happens to people after they are conceived. It is still reasonable to
argue that family systems can make normal members neurotic and make neurotics
psychotic. As far as genetically induced mental illness is concerned, a family systems
theorist need only point out that geneto-genic schizophrenics are ideal, pre-fabricated IPs.

Other relevant contributions from family dynamics theory are the concepts of
homeostasis and negative feedback loops (Nichols and Schwartz 1995). The idea of
homeostasis was borrowed from biology. Through the process of homeostasis, an
organism can regulate its internal environment. When applied to a family, this conception
implies that the family is a kind of superorganism—a problematic concept, as discussed
in Chapter Two. But, even if one discards the idea of homeostasis as applied to a family
system, one can accept the clinical observations that the concept was attempting to
describe, and that can be summed up in a phrase: Family patterns resist change.

The stability of family relationships is maintained at least in part through negative
feedback loops—the second concept drawn from family therapy. Gregory Bateson and
his colleagues applied the idea of feedback loops in families (Nichols and Schwartz
1995). Negative feedback loops are dampening mechanisms. For example, the longer a
person stays awake, the more tired he or she becomes, thus ensuring that rest and
recuperation. Negative feedback loops between family members serve to maintain and
reinforce relational dynamics in a family. When a family member acts in a way that is
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stable and to which the rest of the family is accustomed, the other family members offer
positive reinforcement. When a family member deviates from the family norms,
especially in a way that destabilizes the family, the other family members respond by
withholding positive reinforcement or by punishment. Negative feedback loops are
conservative. They serve to maintain stability and continuity. They serve to entrain new
members—by birth, replacement, or marriage—into the existing net of family dynamics.

It is this mechanism of entrainment through feedback loops that enables family patterns
to be transferred, crab-wise, through generations. For example, a grandparent who is the
family IP dies. Shortly thereafter a child is born. The child, regardless of his or her
genetic strength or weakness, will be trained to be dysfunctional (Bowen 1990; Bowen
1960). A sickly child would be ideal to assume the IP role, but a healthy infant can easily
be trained into chronic neurosis, or traumatized into a lifetime of pain, confusion and
dysfunction.

To summarize, group habits constitute the group’s culture, its character, and its
stereotypes. These habits are kept in place through negative feedback loops consisting of
positive and negative reinforcements and punishment. Each group’s set of habits also
influences its perceptions and interpretations, leading to gaps in understanding between
different groups and subgroups. The combination of (1) culture as blind habit and (2)
difficulty in coordinating perceptions and interpretations between groups suggests the
possibility that many—if not most—group dynamics are unconscious processes which,
unless one understands them, are all but immune to conscious interventions.
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3. ______ Mastery/death/necessity in groups: from psycho-history, psychoanalysis
and traumatology
This line of inquiry includes researchers of “psycho-history,” traumatized families, and of
the transgenerational transmission of trauma. Its roots are in psychoanalysis. At least two
schools of thought—and many individuals—use the term psychohistory (DeMause 1982;
Jaynes 1976; Lifton 1974). The first school of thought centered around the work of Erik
Erikson, Robert J. Lifton and the Wellfleet group (Lifton 1974). They explored
relationships between the themes of culture, psyche and history, and considered groups as
congregations of individuals. Erikson (1974) analyzed Mahatma Gandhi and Martin
Luther and related their personal psychodynamic processes to the crises and needs of
their respective cultures during their lifetimes.

From these fields, ideas relevant to this essay include: a reinforcement of the idea of a
death instinct, the primacy of image in emotional memory. intra-familial violence, a
causal relationship between family and social patterns, projective identification and the
transgenerational legacy of trauma. Each will be considered in turn.

The death instinct and (again) the primacy of image in emotional memory
Lifton studied the effects of large-scale traumas on populations, through mass interviews
and analysis (1979). His subjects included the victims of Chinese brainwashing, the
victims of Hiroshima after its atomic bombing by the United States, and German doctors
who worked in Nazi concentration camps (1986a; 1986b). He was interested in
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individuals’ responses to particular massive cultural and global traumas. Apposite to the
fixation repetition, Lifton offered evidence for the death instinct in what he describes as
nuclearism: an apocalyptic vision of human destruction and redemption centered on the
image of God as a nuclear warhead (1982; 1987).

Lifton repeatedly emphasized the primacy of image in the memory of a traumatic event
(1979; 1982; 1987). He writes of
“the death imprint with its related death anxiety. Involved here are indelible images not
just of death but of grotesque and absurd (that is, totally unacceptable) forms of death. In
Hiroshima, the indelible image was likely to include grotesque shapes of the dead and
dying, as immediately encountered after the bomb fell—scenes described to me
seventeen years later and yet so immediate in tone that I felt myself virtually in the midst
of them. With Nazi death-camp survivors, the imagery can include many forms of cruel
memory—the smoke or smell of the gas chambers, the brutal killing of a single
individual, or simply separation from a family member never seen again. Vietnam
veterans’ images were of the bodies of close buddies blown apart and of the slaughter of
Vietnamese civilians. Buffalo Creek [flood] survivors described the terrifying advance of
the “black water” and people disappearing in it. In all four cases, imagery included
something close to the end of the world, and “end of time,” the destruction of everything.
There can be a thralldom to this death imagery, the sense of being bound by it and of
seeing all subsequent experience through its prism. The survivor may feel stuck in time,
unable to move beyond that imagery, or may find it a source of death-haunted
knowledge—even creative energy—that has considerable value for his or her life.” (1987,
p.236)
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Lifton’s emphasis on the primacy of the indelible image correlates with Easterbrook’s
findings on the action of memory after a significant event mentioned earlier, and other
clinical and experimental research into the effects of emotion on memory retention
(Ahsen 1973; Burke 1991; Easterbrook 1959).

A causal link between family patterns and social structures
The second school of psychohistory derives from the work of Lloyd DeMause, a
psychoanalyst. DeMause addresses the superorganism problem. He argues that war,
cultural patterns and the level of a culture’s social evolution results from the relationships
between parents and their children, especially between the mother and infant.
Accordingly, increased empathy and support by parents for a child allows the child to
more fully mature emotionally and mentally. More mentally and emotionally mature
adults then create stronger, healthier societies, thus social evolution results from an
evolution in child rearing. In one essay, DeMause (1982). traces the history of childhood
in the West, from its roots in casual infanticide, to the relatively benign treatment of
children today. In another, geopolitical study, a state’s infant mortality rates were
assumed to be directly correlated to the overall health of a child’s upbringing. Then, the
infant mortality rates for former Soviet satellites were assessed and the prediction was
made that, after independence the countries that most quickly became democracies would
be those with the lowest infant mortality rates. After three years, there was a significant
correlation (Puhar 1993).
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The importance of the relationship between a child and his or her early home
environment, and especially the mother-child relationship, as factors in the
transgenerational transmission of trauma has attracted much research in recent years.

Early childhood and mother-child transmission of trauma
Bruce Perry and his colleagues state: “Children are not adaptive, children are malleable”
(Perry et al. 1995). A strong literature has established that a mother’s neglect of an infant
creates life-long attachment difficulties, and severe post-traumatic symptoms. Recent
research focuses on the development of the brain and the effects of traumas to children of
different ages (Perry 1997; Perry in press (Nov/Dec 1995); Perry et al. 1995; Schore
1998; Schore 2001; Schore 1994; Shapiro 1985). Perry’s research identifies particular
dysfunctions in cognitive, emotional and relational abilities that result from childhood
trauma and neglect (Perry 1997; Perry in press (Nov/Dec 1995); Perry et al. 1995).

Allan Schore’s work (2002; 2003) provides a valuable link to the understanding of the
transgenerational transmission of trauma. It adds to the work of Daniel Stern and others,
who study the neuropsychology of the developing infant , the effects on the mother-child
relationship when the mother is stressed or traumatized. Schore proposes that the mother
acts as a “third hemisphere” for the infant and that the interaction between mother and
child teaches the child how to modulate his or her own nervous systems. His findings
describe ways that interactions with neglectful or upset mothers affect the ability of an
infant—and, later, child and adult—to sooth his or her self when alone and in
relationships with significant others. Schore’s work successfully reduces—rigorously
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correlates—particular observations and models from psychoanalysis with observations
and models in neuropsychology. His work provides a neurological base for the
phenomenon of projective identification.

A mechanism for the transgenerational transmission of relational dynamics:
projective identification
In the last ten years, a growing stream of psychoanalytic and neuropsychological thought
supports the idea that projective identification is one of the central mechanisms for the
transgenerational transmission of trauma (Alvarez 1999; de Graaf 1997; Demos 1999;
Hardtmann 1998; Pocock 1992; Rowland-Klein and Dunlop 1998; Schore 2002; Schore
2003; Seligman 1999a; Seligman 1999b; Silverman and Lieberman 1999a; Silverman and
Lieberman 1999b; Vogel 1994; Zender 1991; Zosky 2001).

In this dynamic, when two people interact, each overlays his or her perceptions of the
other with a set of expectations—thus each is said to project upon the other. What is
projected is an identity from each person’s past. Each of us developed one or more
internal identities of significant others in early childhood. The most powerful of the
internal identities is usually of our mother.

In this context, the word “identity” has two meanings. The first is from the noun identity.
It names as an identity a memory cluster of a significant other—e.g. mother. This identity
is a short-hand description, a stereotype. This is the internalized identity of the other.
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The second meaning is from the verb to identify with. Each of us does not simply store a
memory-cluster of a significant other. When we interact with someone who reminds of a
significant other from our childhood, we tend to interpret their words and behaviors
through the lens of our internalized other. This internalized other to which we refer is no
longer a person—i.e. our real mother—but rather a perceptual pattern inside us. It has
become part of our own individual identity. Thus, we are the internalized mother as much
as we are “ourselves.“ However, we do not reveal our identification verbally or
consciously. Typically, one has an aversion to the identification. Rather, we reveal our
internalized other by shaping the behavior of the person we are with to conform to our
internalized other. We reveal the identity through behavior.

Because grasping this concept can be tricky, here are two examples of dynamics related
to projective identification. After the examples, the projective identification process will
be related to the four response-to-threat roles.

In the first example, Joe rides in a car with Jenny. She is calm and content to ride with
Joe. As a rule, she enjoys long, quiet car rides with someone she likes. This is her
experience—her “reality,” as it were. Joe, in contrast, grew up in a family in which car
rides were filled with tension. During a typical ride, Joe’s mother would often drop into
silence…. Suddenly she would yell at, and sometimes slap, Joe. Thus, as Joe rides—in
the present—with Jenny, his “perceptual reality” is in conflict with her. At some point in
the drive, she drops into a relaxed silence. Now the projective identification dynamics
begins.
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Joe experiences her silence as briefly contained anxiety, as a prelude to attack. Joe
questions her. “How are you?” Then, “Are you okay?” She responds that she is well—
relaxed and happy. Joe’s anxiety is not allayed. When questioned during her silences,
Joe’s mother would deny being upset. Thus, Joe’s fears are confirmed by Jenny’s
“denials.” He presses on, hoping against hope. “Are you sure you’re okay?” Then, “Am I
bothering you?” Then, “Are you upset?” The accumulating questions begin to irritate
Jenny. For her, Joe is beginning to become a pest. She reveals a trace of irritation. Joe’s
fear are confirmed! He presses on, trying to understand and calm her—through invasive
questioning—oblivious that he is ruining the last of her rapidly vanishing peace of mind.
Finally she explodes in a diatribe against Joe’s behavior. This is just what he expected. It
confirms his predictions. If he could articulate his confirmation, it might read: At least in
automobiles, all women are like my mother.

In the example of Joe and Jenny, Joe’s projection created an escalating positive feedback
loop. His fear of the climax of the loop—Mother/Jenny’s explosive diatribe—drives the
interaction, and drives it exactly toward just what he fears. However much he might want
the interaction to go differently, he has both internalized and habituated a crescendo of
anxiety between mother and child.

To the extent that an individual’s projections are destructive and compulsive, a person
might be considered “crazy.” In the example of Joe and Jenny, Joe projected an anxious,
explosive identify onto the interaction. Jenny did not. Joe had to push hard to provoke
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her. Joe was “acting crazy.” He was “driving her crazy.” Because his internalized
interaction (between him and his mother) and her internalized interaction (between her
and significant others from her childhood) clashed, the escalation was slow to build.

A worse combination is when both parties contribute related projections to an interaction.
Both parties have a rationalization for their projections that are supported by members of
their subgroups. A two-party projection process is more volatility by an order of
magnitude. An escalation is more easily provoked; it more easily exacerbated; it often
ends in violence.

For example, consider an oft-reported interaction that occurs as a part of racial profiling
in parts of the United States today. A police officer or two pull over an African-American
male who is not in obvious violation of any traffic law. Imagine the projections of the
police officers. The officers identify a violent, dangerous African-American male and
project that identity on the driver of the car. The driver identifies an aggressive, violent,
threatening, racist police officer. He projects that identity onto the police officers. Both
parties have internalized the same scenario.

This is very different from the situation with Jenny and Joe. Their internalized scenarios
clashed and there was a struggle for control of the interaction. In the case of the officers
and the black man, both feared the same thing. The officers feared violence from the
driver and will be inclined to provoke it through their anxiety and clear signals of distrust.
The black man will fear unprovoked violence from the officers and will be inclined to
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provoke it through his confused mixture of fear, resentment and indignation. Both the
officer’s and the driver’s internalizations accord. They both expect a variation of the
same outcome.

This particular dynamic will be explored further in a preliminary case study in Chapter
Eight. For the moment, consider two additional factors introduced in this example. First,
when two groups of people engage in an anxious positive feedback loop, individuals
within each group can support each others’ projections and rationalizations. People on
both sides of these group dynamics are not considered “crazy.” Rather, they are just “in a
tough spot.” Whether or not anyone in either group is “crazy” becomes difficult to
determine.

Second, notice that in the example with Joe and Jenny, Joe’s projection came about
through childhood interactions with his mother. This is often not the case in larger group
conflicts and yet the projective identification dynamic exists in those interactions also.

Projective identification was first described by Melanie Klein (1946) in the context of
relational interactions between a mother and her child. In Klein, intrapsychic dynamics
are emphasized (Grotstein 1993). They describe how a person’s belief systems and habits
are based on his or her internalization of early interactions with his or her mother.
Wilfred Bion expanded the concept into an interpersonal context. Each individual
contains an internalized mother-child dynamic. In a group setting, an individual will play
one role—i.e. of child—and unconsciously invite another person to play the other role, of
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mother (Grotstein 1993).Recent thought in psychoanalysis explores how this mechanism
might transmit traumatic cues and behaviors from mother to child (Alvarez 1999; de
Graaf 1997; Demos 1999; Hardtmann 1998; Pocock 1992; Rowland-Klein and Dunlop
1998; Schore 2002; Schore 2003; Seligman 1999a; Seligman 1999b; Silverman and
Lieberman 1999a; Silverman and Lieberman 1999b; Vogel 1994; Zender 1991; Zosky
2001). Another psychoanalyst, Maurice Apprey, takes the dynamic yet a step further. He
focuses on the transfer of the mother/child dynamics from one generation to the next. In a
sufficiently traumatized family, he writes, the transfer is disrupted: the grandmother and
mother cling to their dynamic. As a result, the children are left with no role to play in the
mother-child dynamic and grow up emotionally orphaned in their own homes (Apprey
1996; Apprey 1999; Apprey and Stein 1993).

The physical and relational transgenerational legacy of trauma
Other researchers have studied the transgenerational transmission of trauma in families.
Yael Danieli and others have worked clinically with survivors of the Jewish Holocaust
and their children and grandchildren (Barocas and Barocas 1979; Danieli 1982; Davidson
1980a; Davidson 1980b; Epstein 1979; Klein 1987; Last and Klein 1981; Major 1996;
Nadler et al. 1985; Schwartz et al. 1994; Sigal and Weinfeld 1989; Solomon et al. 1988;
Yehuda and McFarlane 1997). They describe physical post-traumatic symptoms, and
patterns of relational dysfunction in the children and grandchildren of Holocaust
survivors, individuals who have experienced relatively little personal trauma. Related
research includes studies of post-traumatic dysfunction in wives and children of Vietnam
veterans (Baker and Kervorkian 1995; Harkness 1993; Matsakis 1988; Rosenheck and
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Fontana 1998; Rosenheck and Nathan 1985; Solomon et al. 1988), and in Germans
whose fathers served in concentration and extermination camps (Bar-On 1989). Though
much has yet to be learned about the specifics of what is transmitted from the traumatized
person to his or her family and how it transmitted—a consensus is developing that trauma
has significant secondary effects that are transmitted from traumatized individuals to their
partners, children and grandchildren.

From sociologists who study the impact of traumas on communities, psychotherapists
who study the transgenerational effects of trauma, and those theoreticians who fall under
the umbrella of psycho-history, come a number of contributions to this essay: (1) a
reinforcement of the idea of a death instinct and the primacy of image in emotional
memory, (2) a suggested relationship between family patterns and social patterns, (3) the
mechanism of projective identification, and (4) the transgenerational legacy of trauma in
physical symptoms and in distorted patterns in family relationships.

Summary
Obviously, the contributions of the clinicians, theoreticians and experimental researchers
of the scientific confluences reviewed in this chapter consist of more than contributions
solely to the solving of the puzzle addressed in this essay. Whole new fields of enquiry
have been forged, the by-products of which constitute the building blocks of the model
presented in this essay. has been built.
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The first of the three interdisciplinary pairs combined elements of the clinical insights of
psychoanalysis with the findings of experimental neuropsychology—giving us the field
of traumatology, from which findings were gleaned and contextualized:
•

Distinctions between stresses and traumas as autonomic nervous system states.

•

“Threat,” a descriptor based on perception, as inclusive of “stress” and “trauma.”.

•

Psychic splitting.

•

The effect of emotion and perceived significance on the retention of memory.

•

The assumption of the field of traumatology of the primacy of the individual as
the primary unit of analysis, and the resulting tautology: A stress or trauma
response is that response which occurs in response to an environmental stressor or
trauma; an environmental stressor or trauma is that which elicits a stress or trauma
response.

•

The use of the term threat, rather than stress or trauma, invites the perception of
fresh discriminations and data.

The second interdisciplinary pair combines the idea that people are creatures of habit
with the idea that groups are useful units of analysis. From anthropology and sociology
was drawn:
•

A definition of group habits as the components of cultures and institutions.

•

The idea that habits include perceptual and interpretive schemas, and that almost
necessarily miscommunication will result when people with different habits
interact.
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•

The ideas that group behaviors are maintained and transmitted over time and
through generations through nonconscious habit.

•

The idea that negative feedback loops keep relational patterns stable through
positive and negative reinforcement and punishment.

The third interdisciplinary pair joined the idea of the group as the unit of analysis with the
dynamics of threat, stress and trauma. From sociologists, psycho-historians and
psychotherapists who specialize in working with traumatized families, came more
observations:
•

A death instinct centered on a central image could occur on a group level.

•

Projective identification can serve as a mechanism for the transgenerational
transmission of symbols, arousal states and behaviors.

•

Traumas to individuals can secondarily impact their families and descendents in
the form of physical symptoms and distorted relational patterns.

What results when these observations are applied to the problem of a group response-tothreat model? configured? To complete our metaphor of light, what happens when these
three lights shine on the same spot, on the puzzle how groups nonconsciously respond to
threats?

The next four chapters attempt to answer these questions.
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Chapter Five will identify a gap between the traumatology and family therapy literatures,
and how the modeling necessary to fill the gap has already been developed by some of
the findings cited in this chapter and the work of sociobiologists and ethologists, Chapter
Seven will present the model that results from the combination of their work.
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Chapter 4: Modulations of memory over time

Figure 4.1: The first layer of the phenomenon; the first concentric ring: memory
Group

Brain

Individual

At present, there is much debate on the nature of memory in general—and on childhood
traumatic memories specifically (Ost 2003). Much of the conflict disappears when
memory is not considered as a monolithic process. Current explorations in
neuropsychology suggest that the brain contains at least three major memory systems,
each of which can function in isolation (Grigsby and Stevens 2000).

Before turning to the nature of the local interactions that transmit threat-response
information across generations, it is necessary to understand how the initial perception of
a threat is stored in memory—and how the memory changes over time. As a result of
time-induced changes to the event, semantic and procedural memories, their
combination—the memory complex—alters.
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The memory of a threat moves through five stages:
1. The initial perception of a threat is stored by two different memory
systems.
2. Over time the memory in the first memory system degrades.
3. Concurrently, a variation of the memory gradually forms
in a third memory system.
4. The memory is turned into a metaphor.
5. The metaphor is reified.

For simplicity, the threat to be remembered is one that appears and then disappears. The
description is of what happens to the memory of the threat after it has appeared and is no
longer present.

Stage one: The initial perception of the threat is stored as an event and semantically
The storage of the threat in semantic memory is as an association of ideas. This
kind of memory fades without ongoing renewal (Burrows 2002; Grigsby and
Stevens 2000). For example, if I thought about a threat for hours yesterday, I am
likely to recall those ruminations today. If I again find the threat important
enough, I’ll think about it more. Through this process of re-remembering, I keep
the idea of the threat alive.

As described in the last chapter, because of the strong emotional nature of the first
perception of a potentially fatal threat, it is stored as an event. It is stored as a
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gestalt in which elements perceived to be important are registered as if in relief,
while other elements, now peripheral, fade away (Burke 1991; Herman 1992;
Reissberg et al. 1988; Schmidt 2002; Terr 1994; van der Kolk 1997; van der Kolk
and Fisler 1995).

Stage two: The semantic memory degrades and is eventually lost.
Over time—months, years, centuries—semantic memories degrade—they distort
and fade. They distort in the way that occurs in the children’s circle game in
which A whispers something to B who repeats it to C, and so on. By the time the
message returns to A it is rarely the same as the original. This happens in an
individual’s mind over time. For example, if something happened on Monday and
I remember it on Tuesday, on Wednesday I will no longer remember Monday but
a mixture of Monday’s event and Tuesday’s remembering of the event. Over time
a memory changes, influenced by each successive remembering.

The memories fade because of a two additional factors. These can be exemplified
by the children’s game with two additional rules. First, the message is to be
passed between the participants only when a participant is moved to do so.
Second, the game is played over the course of months or years. Playing by these
rules, rarely would a message be maintained through time, even in a distorted
form, yet this is how semantic memories are stored. Writing is a way for a culture
to transmit semantic memories. Before the entrance of written records a few
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thousand years ago, all semantic memory was doomed to eventual degradation
and disappearance.

Fortunately, a threat is not only stored in semantic memory. Event memories
remain relatively stable over decades, as documented in studies of posttraumatic
symptoms (Hamilton and Workman 1998; van der Kolk and Fisler 1995).
Stage three: A procedural memory develops.
While the semantic memory of a threat fades, the memory is being encoded—
non-verbally—into the procedural memory system. The way a person responds to
a threat becomes habituated, whether it is directed to solving the problem of the
threat, avoiding it or dwelling on the memory of it. These activities and mindsets—like any others—will continue in procedural memory long after the content
of the activities are forgotten (Grigsby and Stevens 2000).

Other, social ways that threat-related information is stored procedurally is through
ritual, ceremony, traditions and the myriad ways in which the young learn through
the imitation of their elders and peers (Freud 1913; Freud 1939; Hiebert 1995;
Moore 1992; Neu 1991; Paul 1991; Shaw and Costanzo 1970). Words can be
stored procedurally but they are stored as a ritual, not according to their meaning
(Grigsby and Stevens 2000). For example, as a child I recited the Lord’s Prayer
nightly. If I access the memory now, I do not do so according to the meaning of
the text. I have only a vague semantic recollection of it. However, because I
acquired the recitation of the text as a procedural habit, I can access the text by
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doing a recitation of it. In other words, I can “play a tape” of the recitation with
one part of my mind while another part listens to the text.

Thus, while event memories stay relatively stable, semantic memories degrade
and procedural memories grow.

Stage four: Consciousness confabulates the results of the event and procedural memories.
The memory complex is the combination and interaction of the three distinct,
dissociable memory systems. It alters over time. Event and procedural influences
affect a person’s experience of themselves in the world. To make sense of these
influences, a person’s mind creates a rationale for the influences. This is known as
a confabulation (Grigsby and Stevens 2000). The confabulation is stored in
semantic memory.

An episode need not be consciously recalled for it to influence one’s life.
Elements of one’s current environment that resonate with an event memory elicit
emotional reactions These reminders are commonly called “triggers” (Terr 1994).
Examples include “types” of people we are drawn to or repelled by, and the
particular smells, images or environments that elicit strong emotional impulses in
us. For example, before my daughter’s tonsillectomy, she received a cherryscented anesthetic. Since then, she dislikes everything that tastes of cherry. If she
didn’t know the cause of her dislike for the taste of cherries, she would
automatically rationalize it. She would confabulate. All of us commonly
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encounter triggers and they shape our behaviors. They attract us to certain
environments, activities and people, and repulse us from others.

Also, as noted above, the episode recalled is not a complete memory of the threat
that was originally perceived. Elements originally perceived to be important were
emphasized, while others were omitted.

In addition to event triggers, procedural habits direct and shape one’s attention
and actions. They develop from an original response to a threat but, after the
original semantic memory has faded, the procedures still continue. They become
habits without conscious content.

Then, unless one happens to know the origins of particular triggers and
procedures, when consciousness is invoked to explain or create meaning of them,
one confabulate. That is to say, a person will automatically make up a story to
explain his or her actions, reactions and preferences. A confabulation connects the
dots with a fabric of meaning. There are many examples of confabulation in the
neuropsychological literature (Grigsby and Stevens 2000; Mazzoni and Memon
2003; Wade et al. 2002).

The original perception, incompletely stored at the outset, becomes something
new. A simplified version of the threat was stored as an event; the original
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semantic memory disappears; response-to-threat behaviors become habituated.
Then a confabulation is added.

In some ways, the confabulated memory will remain true to the essence of the
original experience. For example, in her event memory, my daughter’s aversion is
to the taste of cherries. It will never transform to an aversion to peanut butter.
However, in other ways a confabulation can, and probably will, differ strikingly
from an original perception.

Most significant, a confabulation can differ strikingly from the original perception
in that it is not required to relate to physical reality. Any metaphysical, “spiritual,”
fanciful or mythic explanation will do. As a result, after a threat memory has
reached this stage it can be expected to be organized around a metaphor, and not
around an actual event or threat. A metaphor can offer a coherent schema to
explain event triggers and procedural habits with the need for little or no
“story”—meaning history. A metaphor can be dressed up with as much history as
one likes but the dressings are superfluous. The basic metaphor is what is stable.
On this basis, some clinicians work with these metaphors and achieve beneficial
results. This was part of Freud’s explanation for the significance of dreams (Freud
1916; Freud 1961). In one study, a psychotherapeutic method of intervention that
has proven effective with combat veterans’ waking memories of combat has also
proven effective when working with veterans’ war-related dreams (Forbes et al.
2001; Marks 1978). The clinicians are working with event, not semantic, memory.
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For example, childhood surgeries are real, often traumatic, events. They share
many descriptive elements with a currently popular confabulation: Alien
Abductions. Consider a not untypical ether tonsillectomy before 1960, received
by a six-year old.

The child is not warned of the surgery, or else the surgery is downplayed. The
child is driven to a strange building full of white halls, tension, sick people,
costumed people. Despite its pleas, the child is separated from its parents. The
child is instructed to change into the costume of the sick people—a thin,
revealing hospital gown. The child is instructed to lie on a table and is strapped
down. A poisonous mask is placed over the child’s face—the child must either
stop breathing or inhale the poison. As anesthesia only dulls parts of the nervous
system, other parts—that regulate respiration and circulation, for example—
function throughout the surgery. This more primitive, unanesthetized, part of the
nervous system perceives the invasion of a body cavity—in this case, the throat
(Levine 1997). It perceives being cut open by a knife then sown back together.
Upon awakening the child is disoriented and in pain. Just as at each previously
terrifying juncture, its parents are absent. Then the parents arrive. The fear and
physical and psychological traumatization of the child are minimized by the
parents, stereotypically along with promises of ice cream (imagine comforting a
rape victim by telling her that her experience is nothing to dwell on, now that it is
over, and attempting to distract her with a promise of chocolate).
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Meaning to be helpful, the parents minimize the child’s experience. Abandoned
before, during and after the series of horrors, the child’s experience could have
experienced as a series of severe traumas, that then became dissociated from
conscious awareness (Levine 1997; Perry et al. 1995; Terr 1981).

The child grows to adulthood with some post-traumatic symptoms, including
perhaps nightmares of violence and a distrust of his or her family when under
stress. If at some point the adult attempts to make sense of these symptoms,
different explanations will feel more true than others. Ones that will feel more
true will resonate with the event memory—confusion of snapshots of instances
once perceived through the eyes of the child: the smell of ether, impulses to run
away, white walls, pain in the throat, feelings confusion, isolation and betrayal.
Living with unexplained compulsions, habits and triggers, one day the adult
learns about the secret horror of Alien Abductions:
In a typical scenario, the victim is taken from his or her environment—in most
cases, from bed while asleep or shortly after spotting a UFO—by small,
humanoid creatures who are able to pass through walls and windows. The person
is then taken aboard a spaceship—usually a saucer with bright lights—where he
or she is disrobed and subjected to medical procedures, including sperm removal
from males and pregnancy tests on females.... After the abduction the victim is
returned to the site of the abduction with virtually no recall of the incident and
sometimes bearing small scars. The aliens—or visitors, as some abductees call
them—often force them to forget the abduction episode or plant bogus "screen
memories" to replace the traumatic events. Later hypnosis or another incident-
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seeing aliens portrayed on television, for example-may trigger memories (Judge,
1993, p.26).

The adult’s rational mind might find the possibility of Alien Abduction absurd.
But the event memory would resonate deeply with the metaphor. The explanation
would feel right.

Though brain functions do not correspond directly to physical locations in the
brain, certain areas of the brain do specialize in different tasks (Grigsby and
Stevens 2000). Event memory seems to be centered in the right neo-cortex;
semantic memory in the left neo-cortex (Schore 1998; 2003). Grigsby and Stevens
(2000) give an example of confabulation by the verbal part of the brain. In it, a
subject looks at a screen with a divider so that one eye sees one side and the other
eyes the other side. The subject is ask to create and verbally describe connections
between the objects he or she sees. The left, verbal brain only draws words from
the objects on the right side of the screen—but it is clear from the answers that
many of the described relationships draw from the objects that only the left eye
and right brain received. The left brain confabulated based on the perceptions
available to both sides of the brain. The confabulation satisfies both brains. The
left brain needs rational coherence—an interpretation needs to “make sense.” As
well, the right brain needs resonance with the memory gestalts. An interpretation
needs to “feel right.”
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Once a confabulation is accepted, it begins being remembered semantically. It
will soon feel as “true” as any other semantic memory (Basden et al. 2002;
Grigsby and Stevens 2000; Seamon et al. 2002).

Stage five: The confabulated metaphor is reified.
Reification is a phenomenon in which abstract concepts are taken as reality and
acted upon as such. On a small scale, this is currently happening with the Alien
Abduction scenario. Books, a few therapists and—most important—selfinterpreting individuals act upon the Alien Abduction phenomenon as if it were
real.

The view of memory systems drawn upon in this essay would argue that even if
not a single Alien Abduction ever occurred, something is “real” about them,
because certain people’s event and procedural memories resonate with the story.
The rare phenomenon of delayed recall of traumatic memories excepted, unless a
person has corroboration or a continuous history of remembering an event, his or
her recall of it is probably a confabulation and thus an unreliable basis for action.

To review the five steps:
1. A threat is initially remembered (a) semantically and (b) in event memory.
2. The semantic memory degrades and is eventually lost.
3. Response to threat behaviors that were earlier initiated on the basis of
event and semantic memories are habituated;
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a procedural memory develops.
4. Consciousness interprets the memory complex and the result is
typically a confabulation in the form of a metaphor, which is then stored
in semantic memory.
5. The metaphor is reified.

This could be represented on a time line. The numbers of the stages are italicized in
Figure 4.2, below.
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Figure 4.2: The modulation of memory over time
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This brings up a crucial piece of the puzzle that has not been mentioned since the last
chapter. If a response-to-threat process extends over generations, how can individual
semantic, event and procedural memories be transmitted from one generation to the next?
The answers lie in the work of one of the sets of hybrid fields from Chapter Three:
psychohistorians, social psychologists, psychotherapists who work with traumatized
families, and students of the transgenerational transmission of trauma.
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The transgenerational transmission of memory
A general understanding of the ways that memory is passed through generations is
common knowledge. From time immemorial, semantic memories have been passed a few
generations by the spoken word and—in the past few thousand years—by the written
word. Event memories are passed down through the arts, especially the visual arts.
Procedural memories are passed through rituals, traditions and other habits. Post-threat
memories and behavioral response draw on these transgenerational forms of memory
transmission, a the addition of four factors: arousal, imprinting, learned behavior and
projective identification. They are closely related and can be thought of as presenting
three aspects of the same mechanism.

A. Imprinting
By imprinting salient aspects of an experience into event memory, encounters with
environments resembling the memory will stimulate arousal and a particular behavioral
tendency. This association of stimulus, arousal and behavior can be transmitted across
generations through imitation. This process of transmission is described in the ethology,
sociobiology and evolutionary biology literatures (Bolhuis 1991; Freeberg 2000; Gil-DaCosta et al. 2003; Laland 1991; Voelkl and Huber 2000).

The process of the transgenerational transmission of imprint, arousal and behavior is
referred to in non-humans as an example of cultural learning. It can be illustrated with an
experiment done with blackbirds (Bolhuis 1991).
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Figure 4.4: The blackbird experiment
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In the experiment, two cages of birds—A and B—were kept on either side of a hallway.
Between them was a box with compartments. An item placed in a niche on one side of
the box was visible to one set of blackbirds but not the other. The same was true for the
other side. The two cages of birds could see each other. In view of only the “A” cage of
blackbirds was placed a stuffed bird. It was of an Australian species both harmless and
unknown to them. The blackbirds did not react to it. Then, in view of only the “B” cage
of blackbirds, was placed a predator of blackbirds, a local species of owl. The B group
began ‘mobbing’—attacking in a cluster—against the bars of the cage. When the A cage
of blackbirds saw the mobbing behavior of the birds in the other cage, they began to mob
against the Australian bird. The A and B groups of birds were kept isolated from each
other. For six generations the Group A blackbirds mobbed at the sight of the harmless
Australian bird. The experiment was rerun using milk bottles in place of the stuffed
Australian bird with the same result. This form of learning enabled the blackbirds to react
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appropriately to a threat never seen personally by a member of their group, who learned
of it through observing neighboring birds six generations before.

It is reasonable to assume that this same sort of cultural learning mechanism could
function with human beings. Plus, if different humans adopt different, specific responses
to a threat at the time of its appearance, each of those response patterns, or roles, could
then be passed down from generation to generation. The mechanisms through which this
could happen are well-described in the social psychology and psychoanalytic literatures.

B. Arousal
Building on the discussion of autonomic nervous system arousal in the previous
chapter—upon perceiving a threat, a person shifts to a state of sympathetic arousal (a
“fight or flight” response), or to a state that combines sympathetic and parasympathetic
arousal (a “freezing” response). The arousal persists until the threat passes. If the threat is
continuous, the arousal persists continuously. If the threat appears once, or intermittently,
the arousal accompanies only the anticipation and appearance of the threat. The
perception of the threat will stimulate arousal until it is perceived to have passed.

Arousal is a reaction to a stimulus. Imprints, as described above, are the stimuli.

The transgenerational transmission of roles
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In the next chapter, specific response-to-threat roles will be presented. For the movement,
processes will be described through which any of the response-to-threat roles could be
transmitted transgenerationally. These processes are well-described in the social
psychology and psychoanalytic literatures.

Many of the conflicting theories in social psychology in the past century disappear when
they are understood to be exploring different memory systems. (1) The oral and written
transmission of explicit knowledge is transferred from one person’s semantic memory
into another’s. (2) The transfer of event memories across generations has been studied,
specifically what happens when the young observe the reactions of their elders or peers in
response to a particular situation. The situation is described as the cue—the when and
where that the response will occur (Miller and Dollard 1941; Shaw and Costanzo 1970).
In the situation, the child is said to match the behavior of the adult or older peer upon
whom the child is dependent (Miller and Dollard 1941; Shaw and Costanzo 1970). In
addition, social scientist Albert Bandura has maintained that vicarious emotional arousal
can occur from simple observation of another’s emotional experience (Bandura 1966;
Shaw and Costanzo 1970). In this way—if an observer’s previous experience of a cue is
neutral—an observer can be classically conditioned, and will experience arousal in
response to the cue in future encounters (Bandura and Rosenthal 1966; Shaw and
Costanzo 1970). Thus, research from social psychology confirms that people—for at least
one generation—can transfer discriminative cues, with associated behavior and arousal
from one generation to the next. (3) Children are also classically conditioned into their
roles. In classical conditioning, a stimulus and an action become associated through
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repetition (Shaw and Costanzo 1970; Skinner 1932). The process can be accelerated by
adding rewards. This kind of learning was most famously described by Pavlov (Pavlov
1910), who rang a bell before feeding a dog. After time, the dog associated the sound of
the bell with food and upon hearing the bell would begin salivating, even if no food
accompanied the bell. The repetitive, procedural nature of the response-to-threat roles
and the habituated roles make them ideal forh passing from parents to children, and
teachers to students, through classical conditioning.

These forms of learning could account for the transmission of the different response-tothreat roles. Observing their parents and role models, children develop an association
between the subject or reminders of the threat and a particular level of arousal, an
impulse to a certain behavior, and a particular meaning. Their conscious awareness of
this process is irrelevant.

In addition to the transgenerational transmission of imprints and associated perceptions
and behaviors, relational dynamics can also be transmitted. Members playing out two of
the response-to-threat roles can carry the memory of the threat in their interactions. This
occurs through projective identification. For example, the two roles don’t internalize the
image of a big, red-haired bully. They internalize the big, red-haired bully attacking the
group. One post-threat role identifies with the bully; the other post-threat role identifies
with the bullied. Both internalize the act of bullying. This was the dynamic described in
the last chapter between the police officers and the African-American man. Before they
met, the police and the black man had already internalized the same interaction—they all
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projected the same scene of the police threatening the black man. The police identified
with the Threat. The black man identified with the Threatened. Like the blackbirds who
transfer the imprint from adult to young through imitation, all that is required to
perpetuate the relationship between the criminal justice system and black men is for the
children who will grow up to be police officers or black men to observe the interaction.

An experiment from social psychology (Bandura 1965) demonstrated that children
acquired—learned—a particular form of aggressive behavior by observing an older peer
enacting it on film. Whether or not the children imitated the behavior depended on
whether the person engaging in the behavior on the film was punished. If the observed
behavior was not punished or if it was ignored, the children imitated it; if it was punished,
they didn’t. Nevertheless, all the children learned the behavior. When, later, the children
were offered rewards for engaging in the behavior, the earlier differences were wiped out.
All the children learned the aggressive behavior. Children internalize and are prepared to
“match” the behavior of their role models. All that is required is a conducive setting.

To conclude, a post-threat role consists of a schema of interpretations, imprinted cues that
stimulate arousal, perceptual and behavioral patterns, and the internalization of particular
relational dynamics. They are transmitted from the adults and role models of one
generation to the children of the next.
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Chapter Five: Identifying a gap in the literature, filling it, the four
response-to-threat roles

In this chapter, a correspondence between certain roles named in the field of
traumatology and others named in family therapy are compared. A gap between them is
revealed and a third set of response-to-threat roles is suggested as a link between the
traumatology and the family therapy roles. This will be the second thread that connects
the levels of analysis of brain, individual and group. It is represented by the second
concentric ring in the figure.

Figure 5.1: The second layer of the phenomenon; the second concentric ring:
response-to-threat roles
Group

Brain

Individual

When certain elements of the work of two of the three hybrid fields from the third chapter
are brought together—when the work of family therapists is overlaid by the work of
traumatologists—a correspondence is revealed. Both disciplines describe sets of roles—
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though the descriptions don’t precisely accord. Their juxtaposition reveals a gap—in time
and between the two literatures. This chapter begins with a description of the
correspondence and gap. Then a set of response-to-threat roles is proposed to fill the gap.
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The gap revealed
Psychotherapists who work with traumatized people write of four distinct roles that
participants in a traumatic event fall into: the Savior, Observer, Victim and Perpetrator
(Herman 1992; Horowitz 1986; Lindy and Wilson 1994a; 1994b; van der Kolk 1994).
For example, a bully (the Perpetrator) is terrorizing a child (the Victim). Other children
watch, helpless to intervene (Observers). An adult (the Savior) arrives at the scene and
pulls the bully away. The role of the Savior is not necessarily present.
Figure 5.2: The four roles present at the scene of the threat

(Savior)
Observer
Perpetrator
Victim

The unnecessary presence of the Savior is indicated by parentheses.

As mentioned in the last chapter, family therapy in the 1950s, 60s and 70s was strongly
influenced by systems theory (Nichols and Schwartz 1995). Theorists and practitioners
described patterns of interactions in families. Bowen’s contribution focused on family
organization around anxiety (Bowen 1990; Bowen 1960; Kerr 1988). He described three
universal family roles: the Overadequate, the Distancer and the Underadequate. In his
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scheme, they constitute the three points of a relational triangle, the model at the heart of
his work (Bowen 1990; Guerin et al. 1996; Kerr 1988; Titelman 1995; Titelman 1998).

© Eric Wolterstorff. July, 2003
Contents may not be copied or distributed without the express, written consent of the author.

99
Figure 5.3: Triangulation

Distancer

Overadequate

Underadequate

The arrows indicate the movement—physical or emotional—of each of the three roles
when any of the three experiences anxiety.

As Bowen describes the dynamic he named triangulation—when anxiety increases in any
of the three family members a chain reaction is triggered that will end with the
Underadequate becoming less functional or more symptomatic. The Overadequate and
Underadequate will move closer together, while the Distancer withdraws. Each role
includes a particular perceptual interpretation and framework that influences its behavior.
For example, the Distancer assumes that he or she does not have an emotional problem
and that people should take care of their own emotional problems. The Overadequate
assumes that he or she does not have a problem but is responsible for everyone in the
family’s emotional problems. The Underadequate assumes that he or she has—or is—a
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problem and is not responsible for it. With these rules in place, regardless of the actual
source of anxiety, the end state will involve the Overadequate caring for the
Underadequate with the Distancer at a remove.

One psychic mechanism that permits this process is that of substitution, a term introduced
into psychology by Freud (Freud 1916)and explored experimentally by a number of
researchers (Lewin 1997; Marrow 1969). They found that uncompleted tasks were
recalled (Zeigarnik 1927) and returned to more often (Ovsiankina 1928) than completed
tasks. Further experimentation revealed that other tasks could be substituted for the
originally interrupted ones. (Mahler 1933). The most effective substitute tasks tended to
be similar in shared essential elements (Lissner 1933).

This is consistent with a mechanism through which family members can substitute the
imaginary, or real, but unrelated, problems of one family member for other members’
problems. In this way, tension or anxiety can be shunted onto one member of the family,
thus relieving others. The phenomenon of substitution explains how generic roles and
relational dynamics can manage anxieties with sources in different, distinct events. It
explains why a family member could play the same role in response to anxiety—
Distancer, Overadequate or Underadequate—regardless of the source of the anxiety,
whether a parent’s job, a family member’s illness, or a social crisis. A Distancer, for
example, will tend to distance from anxiety, whether it originated in another family
member or in his or her own self.
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These roles rigidify as the family is exposed to sustained stress. Over time the
Underadequate member of the family typically becomes more dysfunctional. Medical or
mental health services might be sought to cure the problem and—at the same time—to
have an outside authority agree with the family system that so-and-so is truly the
“troubled’ family member, a point Bowen makes much of (Bowen 1990). From the
vantage of the family systems therapist, the problem lies not solely with the symptomatic
individual but with the systemic processes that support, if not create, the underadequate
functioning of the symptomatic family member.

Bowen was not alone in his observations. Other family therapists and theorists described
and named roles (Minuchin 1974; Nichols and Schwartz 1995; Satir 1983; Toman 1961).
Some of their terms can be used to clarify components of Bowen’s schema. The first
clarification is to assign names to each of the two variants of the Underadequate role. One
variant is the destructive, uncontained “problem,” who follows the rule, “ Though other
people see me as the problem, it is not my responsibility to fix myself.” The other is the
sickly, symptomatic sufferer. This role follows the rule, “I have a problem and it is not
my responsibility to fix it.” The first can be given the moniker of the Black Sheep, or
Outcast. The second can be given the moniker of the Identified Patient or “IP,” a term in
common use in family therapy (Nichols and Schwartz 1995). Also, the term
Overadequate can be replaced with the more familiar “Caretaker.” Thus, for this essay,
the roles are renamed: Distancer, Caretaker, Outcast and Identified Patient.
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In the case of the family roles of Caretaker, Distancer, Outcast and IP, the roles are
behavioral habits, and out of conscious awareness. They have no necessary relationship
to any specific content. They are patterns of interaction and adapt to whatever content is
present in a particular moment, real or imagined. They are examples of procedural
memory, the nonverbal memory system from which come the vast majority of our
thoughts, emotions and actions. Procedural memory can be thought of as a nonconscious
“autopilot.” Family roles are protocols; they are nonconscious habits of relationship.

Procedures—habits—don’t exist sui generis. Only after some activity or perception is
repeated does a habit form. This begs the question: What are the repeated activities at the
source of the four role-habits, of Distancers, Caretakers, Outcasts and IPs?

Before family therapy could explore this and other questions, the field was weakened in
the 1980s, when it found itself unprepared for the eruption of domestic violence, child
abuse and incest as social issues.

At least two factors contributed to the diminution of the field of family therapy. First, its
systemic approach held all teenage and adult members of a family accountable for their
ongoing contributions to the family dynamics. This view was repugnant to victims of
physical violence and sexual abuse and their advocates, as it implied that responsibility
for harmful acts should be shared—at least to some degree—by all conscious members of
the family (Bowen 1990; Bowen 1960; Framo 1982; Kerr 1988; Nichols and Schwartz
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1995; Satir 1983; Speck and Attweave 1973; Speck and Friedman 1965; Titelman 1995;
Titelman 1998; Toman 1961). The social climate of the 1980s and 1990s rejected this
perspective. Actions in the arena of family violence and incest were defined as simply
right or wrong (Herman 1992). Victims were to be supported and perpetrators held
accountable. That was the first difficulty for a systems approach to family therapy. The
second difficulty was that the field did not have adequate tools to deal with the
physiological symptoms of trauma. Up until 1980, posttraumatic stress disorder was not
even a diagnosis (Herman 1992).

As the 1980s waxed, the language of traumatology began to dominate psychological
discourse, including its roles of Observer, Savior, Perpetrator and Victim. These roles can
by juxtaposed with the family roles that come to the fore in response to anxiety.
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Figure 5.4: Juxtaposing traumatic event roles and family anxiety habit roles

Scene of the crime

Anxiety in a family

(Savior)

Caretaker

Observer

Distancer

Perpetrator

Outcast/Black Sheep

Victim

Identified Patient

Note the correspondences. Both the Savior and Caretaker alleviate suffering. The
Observer at the scene of a traumatic event watches from a distance, as does the Distancer
at the scene of emotional upset within the family. The Perpetrator and the Outcast
commit acts outside of the code of acceptable behavior. The Victim is hurt; the IP
experiences his or herself as hurt.

There are also categorical difference between the two sets of roles. The left column’s
roles occur accidentally; they occur in a moment—like at the scene of a car accident—
and can exist without histories. They occur as elements of an episode, or of a series of
episodes. In contrast, the right column’s roles are ongoing and systemically selfreinforcing. They are habits of behavior, empty of content. How can these two sets of
roles be coherently related?
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In a return to the question about the source of the habit-roles of Caretaker, Distancer,
Outcast and IP—one might hypothesize that these roles developed out of repetitions of
the traumatic roles. The right column, being habits, could be seen as habituations of the
tendencies of the left column. In other words, the actions of the roles of the left column,
repeated many times over, create the rolls of the right column.

Unfortunately, there are two problems with this formulation. First, though enough
repeated Perpetrations and Victimizations would arguably create an Outcast and
Identified Patient, it doesn’t follow that Observing or Saving would create a tendency to
Distance or to take care of people. Second, and more important, sometimes the Savior
role is missing. This would imply that the Caretaker role would develop only from
repetitions that occur when a Savior is present. But this turns the argument on its head.
Threats that have a Savior stop being threats, by definition. With no threat, anxiety
passes. In contrast, the habitual family roles operate precisely in response to anxiety.
They would only grow out of traumatic events lacking a Savior.

Something is missing. The roles of the left column are accidental and involve a threat.
The roles of the right column are habitual. It could be that the right column’s habits
developed out of the actions of an as-of-yet undefined middle column.
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Figure 5.5: Missing roles? (Post-threat, pre-habit roles)

Accidental roles

Unknown Roles

Habituated Roles

(Savior)

Repeated act

Caretaker

Observer

Repeated act

Distancer

Perpetrator

Repeated act

Outcast/Black Sheep

Victim

Repeated act

Identified Patient

Sometimes threats have immediately viable solutions and sometimes they do not. If a
threat is responded to successfully, any “response-to-threat” process is at an end. But, if a
threat appears without a solution—if there is not only not a Savior but the perception is
that there is no present possibility of a Savior—then a response-to-threat process would
begin. The four middle column roles I will now propose are the elements of a group’s
response-to-threat process. The roles function to each other’s mutual advantage and to the
advantage of the group as a whole.

The first repeated act—that, when habituated, creates a Caretaker—is one in which a
person is single-mindedly focused on how to solve the problem of the threat encountered
in the first column. The advantage of this role is obvious. Someone(s) needs to solve the
problem of the threat. For example, in a family in a country invaded by a foreign army,
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one possible manifestation of this Solution role would be a family member who joins the
army.

The second repeated act—that, which, when habituated, creates a Distancer—is one in
which a person avoids anxiety. In the division of labor that occurs in a post-threat
environment, the function of this role is to keep the group economically viable while
others deal directly with the threat. Its priorities are the natural priorities of a group not
under threat: economic security, pleasure and development. This role avoids the subject
of the threat—physically, mentally and emotionally. In the example of the family, a
manifestation of the role is the farmer who continues to till his fields after the break-out
of the war. With little warning his crops could be destroyed—yet, were he not to farm,
the family would starve. The farmer needs to cultivate a mindset that allows him to focus
on mundane tasks while danger encircles him. Another example would be the mother, if
she has young children. In order to soothe her children, she cultivates a mindset that
allows her to focus on them and their daily needs. She learns to ignore outside dangers.
As is the case with many division of labor scenarios, one role can only exist if other roles
are also present. If all members of the group adopted a Preservation stance, they would
not learn and would be defenseless against the threat.

The functions of the next two repeated acts are less obvious. They serve by maintaining
the memory of the threat across generations, and by functioning as a catalyst for the
creation and implementation of the solution. By imitating the threat, they provokes the
Solution role into action when the threat is not presently perceptible.
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The third repeated act—that, when habituated, creates an Outcast—is one in which a
person repeatedly threatens others. This keeps the threat emotionally alive for all
members of the group. (In a related observation, forensic psychologist Nicholas Groth
argues that the role of an Outcast is the trait that most strongly correlates with rapists
(Groth and Birnbaum 1979).) A typical candidate for this role of Threatener in a family is
a young man—a son or uncle—who already lives on the periphery of the family. of the
relationship between Threatening behavior and the role of the Outcast, In the farming
family, a son or an uncle might adopt more aggressive behavior, learn how to fight and
threaten other family members.

The fourth repeated act—that, when habituated, creates an Identified Patient—is one in
which a person repeatedly feels anxious about a possible occurrence of the threat. Its
function in a post-threat environment is to keep the threat emotionally alive for the other
group members. It is drawn to investigate and report on anything resembling the threat. A
typical candidate for this role is someone who has already been hurt by the threat. In the
farming family this role might be taken by someone who has been beaten, shot or raped
by troops. If no one has been hurt, a child typically assumes the role (in families, the
Identified Patient is usually a child) (Bowen 1990). In any case, the person playing the
role of the Threatened will be hyper-alert and awaiting any sign of the approach of
troops. He or she experiences anxiety and possibly posttraumatic symptoms, e.g.
nightmares about the soldiers attacking.
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All four roles are essential. Without an eventual solution, the group is vulnerable to the
threat. Without a record of the threat, the Solvers (the Solution subgroup members) have
no information to which to refer. Without an emotionally charged record of the threat, the
group as a whole lacks motivation to act preventatively. Without the Preservers, the
Solvers and stimulators (Threateners and Threatened) cannot be economically sustained
in their tasks and, after the completion of their tasks, will not have a sustainable,
pleasure-centered life and worldview to which to return.
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Figure 5.6: A progression of roles
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In addition to their formative relationship to the habituated roles of the third column, the
response-to-threat roles also correspond closely to the accidental roles of the first column.
The Savior—when one exists—has a solution to the threat and implements it; the
Solution role searches for a solution to implement. The Observer is peripheral at the
scene of the crime; the Preserver avoids proximity to the subject of the threat. The
Perpetrator was a danger; the Threatener is a danger. The Victim experiences the threat;
the Threatened fears experiencing the actualization of the threat.

To summarize, traumatology identifies four roles related to a traumatic event. Bowen’s
work with families under stress identified three roles, one with two subtypes. There are
similarities but also categorical differences between the two sets of four roles. Something
appears missing. An intermediate set of roles is suggested. They are the Preservation,
Solution, Threatener and Threatened roles.
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(At this point in the essay and before addressing the question of modeling, the setting of
the family will be left for that of the more abstract entity, the group. This is because the
dynamics presented below are not restricted to families. Because of the nature of the
dynamics and how they form—as will be shown—they occur in any collection of people.
Families are a particular kind of group. In them, some aspects of the dynamics are easy to
see but others are obscured. Thus, for clarity and to make clear the suggestion that this
process happens whenever two or more are gathered and threatened, the three columns
will now be generalized. For example, Chapter Eight describes the dynamics operating at
the level of a nation. First, though, is the question of the modeling of the behavior of
these roles.)
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Chapter Six: Complex group behavior from simple interactions, positive
feedback loops

Figure 6.1: The third layer of the phenomenon, the third concentric ring, complex
group behavior from simple interactions, positive feedback loops

Group

Brain

Individual

The progression of memory over time, as described in Chapter Four, and the formation of
response-to-threat roles, as suggested in Chapter Five, lead to interactions between
individuals who have different memories, perceptions, motivations, interpretations and
rationales from each other—at least in relation to memory of the threat, a confabulated
variation of that memory, or when encountering stimuli that trigger those threat-related
memories. Out of these interactions emerges a complex group process through which a
group is able to store the memory of a threat and develop an effective deterrent to it, in
order not to be damaged or destroyed by it. This mechanism certainly could have

© Eric Wolterstorff. July, 2003
Contents may not be copied or distributed without the express, written consent of the author.

115
evolved—nature is rife with more complex examples—and it would benefit the potential
for the continued survival of the group.

Before this particular group process is suggested, a more general proposition needs to be
affirmed, that it is possible at all for a complex group process to arise as a result of simple
interactions. This chapter will demonstrate how this is possible. As well, it will describe a
particular type of interaction, the positive feedback loop, that is at the heart of this essay’s
suggested group response-to-threat model.

A. Filling the gap at the level of the group: Complex group phenomena from simple
individuals
One way to observe human group behavior is to see it the way one sees an ant colony.
That approach is taken by sociobiologists, a field that had its genesis in the study of the
social insects and now studies group behavior in many species, including humans
(Wilson 1978). An aspect of sociobiology’s approach to the phenomenon of group
behavior is that it typically does so without any assumptions of conscious choice or
awareness by individual members of the group (Wilson 1998). The possibility might then
be considered that people can assume roles without being conscious of doing so.

For example, I once approached a group of cattle. When I was about thirty yards away
their behavior changed. A bull stopped eating and eyed me. The cows and calves
continued to graze, but did not range as far afield as before. There was a division of labor
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similar to how people reacted to Y2K. Most people, like the cows and calves, continued
their daily routines but with an added degree of caution. Some, like the bull, were
vigilant. They spent the 1990s with their eyes on the problem.

A common but false assumption is that conscious decision making and conscious
awareness are integral parts of our actions. This is not the case (Freud 1917; Grigsby and
Stevens 2000). Arguably, the central lesson of the last century of psychology is this: Most
of our choices, actions, decisions and preferences—most of our perceptual biases,
emotions and inspirations—in sum, most of what all of us “think,” are and do—occurs
outside of consciousness, and without conscious volition (Schore 1997; Schore 2002).
Mostly we react to our environments. Still, through the processes of evolution strikingly
complex group behaviors have resulted from simple-minded individuals reacting to each
other. Consider the nest-building wasps, the ants who manage “slaves” to cultivate their
crops, the dancing language of bees, the arches constructed by termites (Sole and
Goodwin 2000; Wilson 1978). It is safe to say that the individual insects involved are not
“aware” of their communal feats. They simply react. Thus, if some insects demonstrate
complex group behavior that results from “mindless” (consciousness-less) reactivity, it is
reasonable to investigate the possibility of similar unconscious complexities in human
group behavior.

Before considering humans, here is an example of complex behavior resulting from
reactions betweens unconscious individuals. It is of the organizational behavior of a
species of army ants, Eciton burchelli, as described by Richard Sole and Brian Goodwin:
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Instead of building stable nests, army ant colonies form “bivouacs,” temporary
clusters of half a million ant bodies packed together. These bivouacs hid in
sheltered places, but once the light level exceeds a given threshold the group starts
to dissolve and swarm. Out of the initials cluster, a raiding column emerges. The
colony starts to walks through the rain forest looking like a giant amoeba
magically exploring the forest floor. Yet this swarm is nothing but an emergent
pattern resulting from the interactions of blind individuals, whose behavior is
determined by chemical and tactile stimuli. Single ants are too simple to be able
to direct the group in any predefined direction, but somehow the swarm is able to
explore, in a purposeful way, up to 1000 square meters a day. Its foraging trails
are sometimes linear, but in some species they often form complex dendritic
structures resembling fractal trees. Swarm raids pose in the clearest way the
general problem of collective decision making without centralized control. These
raids are in fact the largest organized operations carried out regularly by any
animal except humans (2000, pp. 165-166).
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Figure 6.2: Two basic patterns of raiding by army ants (p. 166)

The figure above shows two basic patterns of raiding by army ants.

Through the process described below, simple rules for local interactions between
individual ants were assigned mathematical values (Figure 6.3). Using these rules, a
computer program was run and patterns similar to these two were created (Figure 6.4).
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Figure 6.3: A schematic of a virtual ant’s movement choices (p. 167)

The schematic above describes the choices facing a virtual ant as it makes each step. The
three squares differ in their concentration of pheromone—left by previous ants and
decayed in the interim. The higher the concentration of pheromone, the higher the
probability that the ant will move in that direction. This “rule” can be expressed
algebraically and programmed into a computer as an algorithm.
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Figure 3.9: Two patterns generated from algorithms on a computer (p. 169)

Following their algorithmic rules, a number of virtual ants begin in a virtual bivouac and
begin to interact. Individual ants make probabilistic choices and deposit pheromones in
their wakes. When they discover food, they return to the nest, now depositing larger
amounts of pheromone. The figure shows the results from two different spatial
distributions of food. Note their similarity to the swarm formation in Figure 6.2 on the
right side. The results agree with field observations.
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I close this example with a final quote from Sole and Goodwin:
Assuming that the model indeed reflects what the ants do, this suggests that selforganized raid patterns have been optimized in the course of evolution. Selection
acts on the possible sets of emergent phenomena arising from a collection of
agents displaying simple local communication (p. 171).

Simple local communication.
Similarly simple algorithms can be created to describe certain human interactions. Of
course, many complex human procedures could never be predicted from algorithms. Still,
of all social interactions, it is reasonable to assume that a relatively primitive survival
process, like the one described in this essay, would be a candidate for modeling. The
modeling will not prove the reality of the roles or the response-to-threat process.
However, hopefully it will demonstrate the possibility of a coherent complexity in the
response-to-threat dynamics of human groups, one that requires no more than that
individual people respond to threats and each other in a simple, nonconscious fashion.

Applying these principles to the development of the four response-to-threat roles, the
following list of four tasks or “rules” could be posited. The rules would be the same for
all people. They would arise when a person perceives that he or she is confronted with a
potentially fatal threat without an immediately viable solution. Just as one army ant is
assumed to respond to a scent in the same way as other army ants of the same species, so,
in this type of modeling, each of four persons—named “W,” “ X,” “Y” and “Z”—will
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operate from the same set of rules in response to the perturbation, of the perception of the
threat.

1) The First Task: Find a Solution
W learns of a threat and is startled. W assesses it. If the threat is novel, dangerous
and without immediate solution, W adopts the role of the Solution seeker. In the
example of the farming family during the civil war, this role is represented by the
son’s joining of the army.
2) The Second Task: Preservation
X learns of a threat and is startled. X sees that someone else is searching for a
solution, thus X assumes the role of Preserver. In the example of the family, this
role is represented by the farming father and the child-rearing mother.
3) The Third Task: To Remember the Threat and Stimulate the Group
Y learns of a threat and is startled. Y sees others engaged in Solution and
Preservation activities. Y assumes the role of the Threatener. In the family, this
role is represented by the abusive son.
3) The Fourth Task: To Remember the Threat and Stimulate the Group
Z learns of a threat and is startled. Z sees others engaged in Solution, Preservation
and Threatened activities. Z assumes the role of the Threatened. In the family, this
role is represented by the child with nightmares or the person already damaged by
the war.
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As will be explicated below, these four roles, left alone, will react with each in positive
and negative feedback loops. As a result, as with the ants, the blind local interactions
between people will create a complex response-to-threat process. In the process, groups
of humans learn—specifically, they learn how to defend themselves against the
occurrence of what could otherwise be a potentially fatal threat.

Addressing the question of how people could be “programmed with algorithms,”
sociobiologists have proposed the idea of epigenetic algorithms (Wilson 1998). These are
unlike either rigid instincts or “free” choice-based behaviors. They are genetic tendencies
that come to the fore under certain conditions. An example is the tendency of human
beings, regardless of culture, to add colors to their language in a certain order—black and
white first, then red, and so on (Wilson 1998). Through this mechanism, some human
social behavior could occur in the same way as the army ant raids—simple rules enacted
by individuals out of which complex group behavior arises. In the specific particular of
epigenetic algorithms as well as its general approach, the group response-to-threat model
accords well with sociobiological precepts and tools.
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B. Positive feedback loops
Positive and negative feedback loops can be described through their contrast. Negative
feedback loops are a way to maintain a stable state, a homeostasis. When a first variable
“X” increases past a certain threshold, variable “Y” is triggered. Y will often oppose,
mitigate or trigger the decrease of X. For example, a dingy sits in a pond. A woman sits
in the dingy. There is a leak and water seeps in. The seeping water is the first variable
“X.” Left alone, the accumulation of water will continue until the dingy sinks. This does
not happen because as soon as the water reaches a certain level, the woman scoops it out.
Her scooping action is the second variable “Y.” Water accumulates; she scoops it out. A
homeostasis is maintained; the boat continues to float.

In contrast, positive feedback loops are directional. When a first variable “X” increases
past a certain threshold, variable “Y” is triggered. Rather than opposing X, though, Y
increases at least one of the effects of X. Each stimulates the other. The result is a highly
unstable system. The mutual stimulation escalates until an ending occurs, either a climax
or a collapse. For example, imagine a cardboard box floating in a pond. The first variable,
X, is the water seeping into the cardboard. The second variable, Y, is the weight of the
box. As X increases, more water seeps into the box and more air is displaced. The box
weighs more. The more the box weighs, variable Y, the deeper it moves into the water.
This new, deeper position exposes more of the box to water, thus stimulating more
seepage, variable X. So an increase in X increases Y. An increase in Y increases X. This
system is not stable; it is not homeostatic. The process moves to a definite, describable
end state: a submerged box.
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A stable organic system, maintained by negative feedback loops, can be described
without treating time as a major variable. The definition of a stable system is, after all,
one that persists through time. In contrast, a system dominated by positive feedback loops
will be highly unstable. What can be predicted and described is the inevitable movement
through time to a particular end state.

In the next chapter, a sequence will be described:
•

A trigger and an escalating, positive feedback loop.

•

A second trigger and a second, escalating positive loop.

•

A third trigger.

The triggers occur as the result of perceptions. The virtual ant, in the example above,
encountered different smells. The quality and amount of the smells triggered a behavior.
A person, in a similar way, will encounter (1) a threat, (2) a solution to a threat or (3) the
fully implemented solution to a threat. As a result of the perception, and depending up the
person’s role in relation to the memory complex of the threat and the behaviors of others
with whom the person is in contact, a particular behavior will be triggered in the person.
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In the presence of a trigger, individuals playing particular response-to-threat roles will
begin to stimulate and be stimulated into a mutually escalating, positive feedback loop.
The resultant process is described in the next chapter.
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Chapter Seven: A model of group response-to-threat behavior

Figure 7.1: The fourth layer of the phenomenon; the fourth concentric ring: the
response-to-threat behaviors of the group as a whole
Group

Brain

Individual

In the last chapter, modeling was shown of patterns of movement in an ant colony. Here,
modeling of human, post-threat group behavior will be presented.

A group’s response-to-threat process falls naturally into three steps. The first step begins
with the perception of a threat and mobilization in response to it; it ends with the
discovery or creation of a solution to the threat. The second step ends with the full
implementation of the solution. The third step begins with a new-found sense of safety
and the de-mobilization of the group. (See Figure 7.2)
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Figure 7.2: Three steps of a group’s response to a threat

Step One: The threat is perceived.
The group mobilizes.
A solution is sought.
Step Two: A solution is recognized.
The solution is implemented.
Step Three: The threat is perceived to be no more.
The group de-mobilizes.

For example, consider the Y2K crisis. The problem was perceived in the 1950s. The
group—in this case, those individuals aware of being threatened: most adults in
developed countries and educated adults in underdeveloped countries—mobilized in the
early 1990s; teams and departments tackled the problem and quickly recognized a
solution. That comprised the first step. In the second step, during the rest of the 1990s,
the solution was implemented. The third step began when the centennial moment of crisis
passed without incident; the threat was perceived no longer to exist. In a new atmosphere
of safety (relative to that particular threat), the group de-mobilized; teams and
departments broke up or reformed; new tasks were taken on.
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The Y2K crisis is an example of a conscious process. What follows is a description of an
aconscious process. The term aconscious is used to include event processes, also named
“right brain” or “unconscious” processes (Schore 2003), and procedural processes, also
named “habitual” or “nonconscious” processes (Grigsby and Stevens 2000).
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Step One: Awareness of the threat spreads; arousal; a division of labor into four
roles
In Step One, a threat is perceived. Awareness of the threat spreads through the group
The perception the threat triggers an arousal of the nervous systems of individual group
members—some variation of the fight, flight or freeze response. This response was
described in Chapter Three.

In the division of labor, individuals assume one of the four roles presented in Chapter
Five: (1) to search for a Solution to the threat, (2) to Preserve the economic life of the
group while others deal more directly with the threat, (3) to learn about the threat by
imitating it; also, by acting as a Threatener, to stimulate the Solution subgroup to action;
and (4) to stimulate all the group to action, by acting Threatened, as if the threat was
currently present.

As noted in Chapter Five, division of labor is a typical feature of human groups (Hiebert
1995; Moore 1992). The response-to-threat roles are consistent with this. Also, each of
the different response-to-threat roles will develop different physical, mental and
behavioral symptoms in response to a threat. This is consistent with the traumatology
literature, where a central observation is that, when exposed to the same “traumatic”
event, people respond differently. Only some people develop acute anxiety symptoms
and only a much smaller percentage develop chronic posttraumatic symptoms
(McFarlane 1993; McFarlane et al. 1985; Yehuda and McFarlane 1997).
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Symptom development for the four roles can be conjectured. Individuals in the Solution
role would have more sympathetic nervous system arousal than after a threatening event,
but normally not to a degree that would be described as pathological. Individuals in the
Preservation role would have no symptoms or nervous system arousal, only a single
behavioral marker: the tendency to avoid the location of the threat, or even a discussion
of it. Like the Solution behavior, Preservation behavior would not typically be described
as pathological. Individuals in the Threatener role would develop or exaggerate
aggressive tendencies, and would more often “act out” in socially inappropriate ways.
Individuals in the Threatened role would be strongly symptomatic. As the Threatened is
the smallest subgroup, in a comparison with studies of populations encountering a
traumatic threat, one would expect that only a small percentage of the population to
develop posttraumatic symptoms. In a study of a population exposed to a natural disaster,
this was the case: Acute symptoms were experienced by 25% of the exposed population.
After a year, the number of people experiencing now chronic symptoms had dropped to
five percent (Shore 1986; Smith and North 1993). Though in no way proof, these data are
consistent with the development and function of response-to-threat roles.

Other research that relates the ideas of a division of labor and a patterned distribution of
stress symptoms, explores demographic differences in response to a threatening event
(Breslau et al. 1991; Norris 1992; Norris et al. 2001; Shore 1986; Smith and North 1993).
One reported pattern is that, though men encounter more traumatic events on average
than women, women develop more posttraumatic symptoms (Breslau et al. 1991; Norris
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et al. 2001; Shore 1986; Smith and North 1993). This correlates with the four responseto-threat roles if, in families, females are more likely to play the role of the Threatened.
Another study measured “perceived self-efficacy” after a threatening event and found
that teenage boys with posttraumatic symptoms, in contrast to non-traumatized boys,
younger children , teenage girls and male and female adults, reported increased selfefficacy (Ferren 1999). This would correlate with the four response-to-threat roles if
teenage boys were more likely to assume the post-threat Solution role or the role of
Threatener. Other findings about the appearance of symptoms in adults, versus children
are inconclusive (Norris 1992; Odaira et al.; Smith and North 1993).

One of the strongest indicators for the development of posttraumatic symptoms is the preexistence of related symptoms or of other mental disorders (Netland 2001; Schore 1998;
Shore 1986; Smith and North 1993). This finding is consistent with the idea of post-threat
roles. If, in the post-threat division of labor process, there is a need for certain members
to have posttraumatic stress symptoms—i.e. to take on the role of the Threatened—the
most efficient course would be for that role to be assumed by someone who is already
symptomatic. Through this self-reinforcing dynamic, individuals would be expected to
identify strongly with one or two roles, even when responding to dozens of threats. It
would be inefficient for members of a group to move fluidly between roles. Role fluidity
would defeat the efficiency and expertise possible through any division of labor.

A final set of correlations regarding the post-threat division of labor that results in
particular post-threat roles might be expected to reveal itself in a group of one. This is to
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say, a psychic division of labor, or “splitting,” might be expected to be observed in
individuals after exposure to a traumatic event. As was reported in Chapter Three, that is
precisely what the literature reveals. The individual mind attempts contradictory tasks, to
forget the event and to remember it. A variety of descriptions of this phenomenon were
described: conscious avoidance paired with a compulsion to repeat (Freud 1961);
negative and positive dissociation (van der Hart et al. 2000); an Apparently Normal
Personality and an Emotional Personality (van der Hart et al. 2000); and the daily process
of switching between normal and traumatic realities, called doubling (Lifton 1986).
Again, though not constituting a proof, a group’s post-threat division of labor into
subgroups, members of some of which avoid the threat while others fixate upon it, is
consistent with descriptions of the psychic splitting that occurs in individuals after
exposure to a traumatic threat.

In this model, the group’s division of labor leads to the formation of four distinct roles.
The roles and their purposes were deduced from a gap between the traumatology
literature and the family therapy literature.

Positive feedback loops
Emphasizing the preeminence of event, unconscious, right-brain functioning in human
interactions, neuropsychologist Allan Schore comments:
"The regulatory effects of groups and cultures are much more powerful than the rules
that cultures give.... The essential regulatory mechanisms—fast acting events occurring at
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levels beneath awareness—are the ones which really move us in and out of relationship."
(Schore 2001, interview)

Other neuropsychologists emphasize the overwhelming dominance of habit in
determining interpersonal interactions (Grigsby and Stevens 2000, passim).

The positive feedback loops that will be used to account for interactions between
members of certain subgroups during Steps One and Two of the process do not depend
on “conscious” decision making, any more than do the interactions between ants
described in the last chapter.

In Step One, as these four roles interact, a positive feedback loop begins between the
Solution and the Threatener subgroups. The Threatener subgroup members threaten. The
Solution subgroup members try to control and defeat the threat. Each, by fulfilling its
role, stimulates the other to greater activity. An “arms race” results. Apart from the
original, external threat, the two subgroups now threaten each other. Over time, the
feuding, mutual fear and enmity serve to keep the actuality of the threat alive in the
group. The positive feedback loop ends only with the appearance of a solution to the
threat.
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The loop can appear to end if one of the subgroups collapses. This, though, is only an end
to the individuals holding the role. Others will assume the role and it will grow again.
The combination of elements that form the dynamic are unchanged.

For example, take the threat of nuclear weapons. Because this threat still lacks a solution,
humankind’s response-to-threat process remains in the first step. The threat arose in the
1930s. A series of positive feedbacks loops have since resulted. between the United
States and Germany’s Third Reich, between the United States and the Soviet Union, and
recently between India and Pakistan. If, as in the case of the Third Reich or the Soviet
Union, the country collapses, the feedback loop is not at an end because the threat of
nuclear weapons remains. After each collapse, a fresh escalation began. Escalations will
continue around the theme of the threat of nuclear weapons until there is a solution.
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Step Two: The implementation of the solution
Step Two begins with the appearance of a solution to the threat and ends with the full
implementation of the solution. When a solution appears, it might or might not be
implemented.

Sometimes, when a solution arises, members of the group implement it. Consider again
the Y2K crisis. The problem was perceived in the 1950s. The group—in this case, those
individuals aware of being threatened: most adults in developed countries and educated
adults in underdeveloped countries—mobilized in the early 1990s; teams and
departments tackled the problem and quickly recognized a solution. That comprised the
first step. In the second step, during the rest of the 1990s, the solution was implemented.

Other times, though, a solution will not be implemented. Two variables seem to
contribute to a lack of implementation. They result from the procedural and event
memory systems.

The first variable is that of procedural memory, of habit. Changing habitual behaviors—
whether actions or beliefs—requires an investment of time and effort. The greater the
change required, the more difficult the implementation.
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The second variable involves event memory. Event memory stimulates arousal and
thence action. In a report of a study, a film, “Schindler’s List,” was presented to either the
right (event) or left (semantic) hemisphere of the subjects’ brains. (to either the right or
left eye only). Only when the left eye/right brain saw the film did the sympathetically
driven heart rates of the subjects increase (Schore 2003). Sustained sympathetic
stimulation is necessary to make substantial changes in habits of behavior and thought.
Implementation will be helped to the extent that the thought of the threat stimulates fear
and the solution offers safety and relief. If the idea of the solution does not resonate with
the event component of the memory of the threat, and thus stimulate arousal, there is little
likelihood that implementation will occur.

A disconnection between the solution to the original threat and the event memory of the
threat can develop over time, especially through the transgenerational transmission of the
memory. With each transgenerational transfer, the memory becomes more distorted and a
disconnection between the threat and its solution becomes more probable. If, by the time
a solution arises, there is no connection between the solution and the event memory of the
threat, the solution will not trigger an emotional response. Without an emotional response
there is less motivation to act. A purely semantic, factual description of a threat and its
solution is not likely to change habitual behavior.
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Figure 7.3: Likelihood of implementation of a perceived solution; two examples

Memory system
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strong motivation

weak motivation

Solution likely to be implemented.
(Example: SARS at Soccer match)

Procedural:
Large change necessary

Solution unlikely to be implemented.
(Example: Child poverty and bad schools)

Figure 7.3 describes the combined effect of these two variables. The significance of a
threat is not represented, only two variables that influence the likelihood that its solution
will be implemented. Harder implementation processes fall into the lower half of the
figure; easier ones into the upper. Solutions that trigger a strong emotion fall to the left;
weak emotional responses fall to the right.

Combining these two variables, the amount of procedural change required for
implementation and the strength of the stimulation of the event memory, threats can be
placed on the figure. Threats with solutions that stimulate arousal and motivation and are
easy to implement tend toward the upper left of the matrix; the opposite in the lower
right. For example, the break-out of the SARS epidemic in China in 2003 threatened the
participants in an international women’s soccer tournament scheduled to occur there. In
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terms of procedural difficulty, it was a small matter to move the tournament to another
country. Thus the solution would fall into the upper half of the figure. Also, many people
were frightened by SARS; the epidemic received extensive coverage in the newspapers
and on television. Because the threat was emotionally arousing, it fell onto the left side of
the figure. Combining the two variables places the threat and solution in the upper left
quadrant. Implementation was relatively likely.

A contrasting threat would be child poverty and inadequacy in elementary schooling in
the United States. The solution is as straightforward as a SARS quarantine: Double
teachers’ salaries, increase their training, reduce their class sizes, and provide free
breakfast, lunch and an after school snack for all children who request it. Because of the
expense of implementation—because of the large changes required in procedures—the
solution falls into the lower half of the figure. Because the threat is not novel, receives
little news coverage and has been a part of life in the United States since the inception of
the country, it is not as emotionally arousing for most Americans as the SARS epidemic.
Thus, it will fall on the right side of the figure. The combination of the two variables
places the threat in the lower right quadrant. Implementation is relatively unlikely.

Though individual members of a group argue the rights and wrongs of implementation,
those arguments only influence semantic memory and so constitute only one of the three
memory systems at work. In other words, understanding and will power—mental
processes related to semantic memory—are not necessarily deciding factors in what
action actually results. As a rule, semantic memory needs help; the greater the difficulty
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of procedural change required by implementation, the stronger the event-based,
emotional impulse to act must be.

As mentioned above, and in the chapter on memory, over time the memory of a threat
modulates. It distorts and alters, holding true to certain salient elements and losing others.
Semantic confabulations are created to account for the emotional power of the salient
elements of the threat stored in event memory. And, in particular, the transmission of the
memory of a threat is prone to distortion as it passes from one generation to the next. By
the time the solution to the threat appears, the original threat might be remembered in
such distorted form that members of the group do not connect the solution to the
confabulated threat. As a result, the solution will not arouse them to action.

Enactment as stimulation
For this precise situation, an “aconscious” group process seems to have evolved. This
process involves a second positive feedback loop, this time between the Threatener
subgroup and the Threatened.

The trigger for this second positive feedback loop is the juxtaposition of the memory of
the original threat with its solution. The juxtaposition triggers members of the Threatened
subgroup. Members of this subgroup, like those in the Threatener subgroup, have
internalized the threat in their event memories through the projective identification
process, except that the identification is different for each. The Threateners identify with
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the threat and project the role of the threatened group onto others; the Threatened identify
with the threatened group and project the role of the threat onto others. This process is
described in Chapter Four.

During Step One, out of fear, caution and habit, the Threatened isolate themselves from
the other subgroups. As a result, during Step One the Threatener and Threatened
subgroups interact in a negative feedback loop, as the Threatened avoids getting too close
to the Threateners, out of fear. This dynamic changes with the perception of the solution
by members of the Threatened subgroup. Empowered by the potential of the solution,
they begin to pursue its implementation. This new behavior changes the nature of the
interactions between Threatened subgroup members and members of two of the other
groups.

(1) Interactions between Threatened and Preservations subgroup members are not
significantly changed, as Preservation subgroup members avoid anything having to do
with the threat, which includes all the threat-related activities of the other three
subgroups. Though the Threatened subgroup’s activities have changed, they are still
threat-related, so they are still avoided by Preservation subgroup members.

(2) An alliance arises between the Solution and the Threatened subgroups. Perceiving a
solution, both are inclined to implement it, though their experiences of what it means to
“implement it” might differ greatly, for three reasons. First, over time, the memory of the
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threat modulated differently for members of the Solution subgroup and members of the
Threatened subgroup. To some degree, each subgroup remembers a different threat.
Second, members of the two subgroups have different procedural habits. Thus, the
amount of change required for members of each subgroup to implement the solution
might be significantly different. Usually, the lives of members of the Threatened
subgroup are less stable than those of the Solution subgroup. Thus, change for members
of the Threatened subgroup will be easier. Third, members of both subgroups will differ
in their emotional response to the solution and memory of the original threat. Living a
threatened existence, members of the Threatened subgroup are likely to be more aroused
by the solution and the memory of the original threat. Adding these three variables
together, it is likely that members of the Threatened subgroup will lead the
implementation of the solution in alliance with members of the Solution subgroup.

(3) The biggest change for members of the Threatened subgroup will be in their new
relationship with members of the Threatener subgroup. The Threatened will experience
less fear and an admixture of hope in interactions with Threateners. This begins a positive
feedback loop between the two subgroups. Because members of the two subgroups share
inversions of the same projective identification process, only three outcomes are possible,
all of which serve the needs of the group as a whole—for implementation, mastery and
safety.

Implementation: A first possible outcome
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In the first outcome, members of the Threatened subgroup speak and semantically
enlighten members of the Threatener subgroup to their common interests in the face of
the threat, and together they work to implement the solution. When the solution is fully
implemented and mastery over the threat and safety for the whole group is attained, the
arousal driving their interactions dissipates and the entire group response-to-threat
process comes to an end. (See Figure 7.4.a)

Enactment and implementation: A second possible outcome
Though the first outcome is preferable, a second outcome also serves the larger group’s
needs. In this scenario, members of the two subgroups are not able to ally themselves
against the original threat and with each other. Instead, the Threateners continue to
identify with the threat and act their memory of the threat out against the Threatened.
Concomitantly, the Threatened cling to their hopes of winning over the Threateners while
acting out their memory of the threatened group by offering themselves as victims to the
Threateners. This offering need consist of no more than not avoiding the Threateners.
The Threateners and the Threatened move closer together and together they play out their
remembered versions of the originally threatened scene. The Threateners play the
Perpetrator(s). The Threatened play the Victims. This often horrifying and sadomasochistic drama ends in an enactment, in a dramatization of what would happen if the
original threat became actual and occurred.
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The enactment threatens the rest of the group and a new response-to-threat process
begins. Note that this new group response is to a new threat. The new threat, though, is
but a variation of the original threat and thus a solution is already present. The group,
now aroused and motivated, implements the solution to the enactment. In doing so, it
implements part of the solution to the original threat and—in Figure 7.3, above—moves
the original solution and threat further toward the upper left quadrant. As a result, the
solution to the original threat is now implemented. (See Figure 7.4.b, below)

This is because, by implementing a solution to the enactment—a similar threat—
procedural habits are changed in the same direction as would be the case with the
implementation of a solution to the original threat. Also, because of the similarity
between the enactment and the remembered original threat, the remembered original
threat will stimulate more arousal.

Thus, the destructive nature of an enactment serves to stimulate a group to implement the
solution to and master both the enacted threat and the remembered original threat, and
thus create safety for the group as a whole.

One enactment ends and another begins: A third possible outcome
Finally, if the enactment does not stimulate the implementation of the solutions to the
remembered original threat, the feedback loop reforms and a new enactment—a different
variation of the originally remembered threat—will arise and again increase tension
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toward implementation. (See Figure 7.4.c, below) Like a phoenixes from ashes,
enactments continue to arise until group members perceive that the remembered threat(s)
are mastered and safety is present. Though great suffering can happen through this
process, especially to individuals in the Threatened subgroup, the group as a whole is
served.

These enactments are consistent with and, it could be argued, account for the
phenomenon referred to in Chapter Two as the repetition compulsion, traumatic
reenactment, or the fixation repetition.
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Figure 7.4.a: A group response-to-threat process: the solution is immediately
implemented.
Step One:

A threat is perceive!
The group mobilizes.
A solution is sought.

Step Two:

A solution is recognized!
The solution is implemented.

Step Three:

The threat is no perceived to be no more!
The group de-mobilizes.

7.4.b: A group response-to-threat process: no immediate implementation; an
enactment arises; the solutions to the enactment and the original threats are
implemented

Step One:

The threat is perceived!
The group is aroused; splits into four subgroups.
A Solution-Threatener “arms race” escalates.

Step Two:

A solution is perceived!
(The solution is not immediately implemented.)
A Threatener-Threatened enactment escalates to a climax.
[The enactment is perceived as a novel threat.

[A solution to the threat of the enactment is present and implemented;
[The solution to the original threat is implemented.]
Step Three:

The threat is no perceived to be no more!
The group relaxes; over time it reintegrates.
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7.4.c: A group response-to-threat process: no immediate implementation; an
enactment arises; the solutions to the enactment and the original threat are partially
implemented; a new enactment begins.

Step One:

The threat is perceived!
The group is aroused; splits into four subgroups.
A Solution-Threatener “arms race” escalates.

Step Two:

A solution is perceived!
(The solution is not immediately implemented.)
A Threatener-Threatened enactment escalates to a climax.
[The enactment is perceived as a novel threat.

[A solution to the threat of the enactment is present and implemented;
[The solution to the original threat is only partially implemented
[A new enactment begins to arise.]
Step Three:

The threat is no perceived to be no more!
The group relaxes; over time it reintegrates.

The size of the subgroups and the size of the enactment
If this process developed through evolution, some predictable relationships between the
sizes of the subgroups should occur. (1) The greater and more pressing the threat, the
larger the Solution subgroup will be, without destroying the sustainability of the life of
the group. (2) The Preservation subgroup will be large enough to maintain the economic
survival of the group. (3) The Threatener subgroup will be significantly smaller than the
Solution subgroup, because it, playing the threat, must eventually lose the arms race to
the larger group that develops the solution. Similarly, the Threatener subgroup will be
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significantly larger than the Threatened subgroup, because, playing the threat, it must be
able to dominate and damage the Threatened subgroup in the enactment.
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Figure 7.5: The most efficient size for an enactment is one that hovers just above the
necessary stimulation threshold.

Amount
of arousal

Any enactment stimulation
above the threshold is wasteful.

(The threshold necessary to trigger engagement)
Any reminder of the threat below
the threshold will be ineffectual.
The enactment

(4) The size of the Threatened subgroup will be the easiest to predict. It will be large
enough so that, in the enactment, the damage to Threatened subgroup members will
emotionally affect the rest of the group; otherwise, the enactment is a waste. On the other
hand, it will be as small as is possible; because this subgroup is damaged in an enactment,
the less unnecessary damage, the better.
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Step Three: Demobilization: relaxation and integration.
The third step begins when implementation is perceived to be complete, when the threat
is perceived to be mastered and the group safe. For example, in the Y2K crisis, when the
centennial moment passed without incident, the threat was perceived to no longer exist.
In this new atmosphere of safety, relative to a particular threat, a group de-mobilizes. In
each individual, all three memory systems learn that the threat is gone.

In order to no longer be aroused by an encounter with a reminder of the threat, an
individuals’ event memory sees or imagines the arrival of the threat and the success of
the implemented solution in deterring it. As a result, the individual learns to associate his
or her emotional triggers with safety. Over time, each individual relaxes. An individual’s
semantic memory learns that the threat is past through observation or report. As a result,
Preservation subgroup members can think more freely and no longer are compelled to
avoid the subject of the threat. Solution, Threatener and Threatened subgroup members
can freely ignore the subject of the threat. An individual’s procedural memory learns
safety as new, non-threat-related habits replace the response-to-threat habits. Guiding
individuals through this process is a central task of psychotherapists.

Through the process of demobilization of the three memory systems, the four post-threat
roles dissolve. As a result, no longer can threat-related positive feedback loops arise. The
process is over and the complex group process that was such a powerful influence during
the splitting of the group into subgroups and during the positive feedback loops is gone.
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Figure 7.6: The life cycle of a slime mold Dictyostelium discoideum (Sole and
Goodwin 2000, p. 21)

The group response-to-threat process described in this chapter arises like a superorganism
when a human group is threatened. Then, when the threat is no more, it disappears. This
is analogous to the life cycle of the slime mold introduced in Chapter Two. The spores
and amoebas live as individuals until threatened by starvation. Then, a complex group
process arises in the slime mold—a process far more complex than the one suggested in
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this essay. When its task is complete, it, like the emergent process in human groups, dies
away.
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Chapter Eight: Avenues for further research

The group response-to threat model that was presented in the last four chapters invites
further research. This chapter names some of those possibilities. The ordering of the
chapter follows the progression of the last four chapters: first memory, then roles,
algorithmic modeling and the emergent process.
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(1) Memory
One way to explore the ideas of semantic, event and procedural memories, the
modulation of a memory complex over time, and confabulation, would be through a
comparative set of case studies in which the group and the threat are clearly defined but
at least a couple of generations old.

For example, the public murder, especially by lynching, of black citizens was a common
occurrence in the United States, especially in Southern towns, through the middle of the
twentieth century. A number of groups were threatened by each murder: the family of the
person who was murdered, the local black community, the geographic community—
composed of both whites and blacks, and the country as a whole. The proposed study
would focus on the threatened geographic community.

A sample from each community could be interviewed. If communities in which lynchings
occurred from the 1920s onward were studied, up to four generations of citizens could be
represented in the sample, including, whites and blacks, long-term residents and more
recent arrivals, etc. The interview would include both quantitative and qualitative
components and would assess semantic and event memory. Procedural memory reveals
itself through behavior and would be assessed by an analysis of aspects of the social
structure of the community and community life at the time of the murder and since.
Eyewitness accounts recorded at the time of the event would be gathered.
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The data would be assembled chronologically:
•

Original eyewitness accounts.

•

A description of the social structure at the time of the murder.

•

A description of the development of the social structure since.

•

Present day interviews.

The interviews would be designed to elicit semantic and event memories.

(1) Semantic memory questions would focus on knowledge or recollection of the event,
the characteristics of the memory, and the importance and meaning of the event to the
person.

(2) An assessment of event memory would require that the interviewer could perceive the
type and level of autonomic nervous system arousal in the person being interviewed as he
or she considers a question and answers. This type of assessment is possible to teach
interviewers. There are psychotherapists who employ this technique when interviewing
traumatized clients (Wolterstorff 2000). Intertester reliability is achievable.

(Here is an example of strong autonomic nervous system arousal in response to this
subject. Fifteen minutes ago, I was typing the beginning of this chapter. As soon as I
finished typing the word “lynchings” the jagged red underline indicating a misspelled
word appeared. As suddenly as if I’d been stuck with a pin, I was angry. I felt myself in
an Orwellian nightmare in which the existence of even the word “lynchings” was
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unrecognized. It took a few minutes to calm down. The point is that, with some training,
strong autonomic arousal is not difficult to notice.)

From contemporary accounts, the events comprising the public murder would be
reconstructed, along with a description of aspects of the social structure of the community
at that time. Then changes would be noted in the development of the social structure
since. Then the memories and meanings currently attached to the event, as revealed by
the interviews, would be compared with the original event. The distortions of the
confabulations would be revealed.

The distortions would be compared quantitatively with the demographic traits of the
interview subjects. These data would be then compared quantitatively with the autonomic
arousal data. Any significant correlations between the three sets of data would be noted.

The meanings and importance assigned by the interview subjects to the event would be
analyzed qualitatively. Any patterns would be compared with the other data. These would
also be compared with changes in the social structure of the community in the time since
the lynching. Finally, data sets from different communities would be compared.

In this way, much could be revealed about the nature of memory and memory systems
and the modulation of memory during the years following a threatening event.
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(2) Roles
•

One predicted result of the study (of the memory of lynchings in communities) is
that the answers will fall into four discreet sets, each of which would correspond
to the profile of one of the response-to-threat roles described in this study.

•

A second predicted result is that the relative size of each profile will remain
constant across the different communities.

If both predictions turn out true, the idea of the formation of distinct post-threat roles
would be strengthened, along with the idea that the relative size—and thus functioning—
of the subgroups are regulated through their interactions with other subgroups. Nature is
filled with examples of self-regulating relationships between sizes of subgroups. This is
the essence of the predator-prey relationship, for example between wolves and deer.
More deer lead to more wolves who consume more deer, resulting in a lower deer
population, which in turn, due to starvation, leads to a lower wolf population.

If the first prediction turns out true and the second false, the idea of the formation of
distinct post-threat roles would be strengthened but the idea of a self-regulating group
response could be discarded.

If both predictions turn out false, the model would be shown to be neither accurate nor
useful as a predictive tool.
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A link to evolutionary biology
If both predictions turns out to be true, the field of evolutionary biology offers at least
two explanations for how a group process like the response-to-threat process could come
into being. The first explanation uses the idea of altruism to account for apparently
cooperative group behavior (Wilson 1998). This is the explanation favored in this essay,
though the accuracy and usefulness of the model would only be partially reduced if this
explanation is mistaken. The second explanation, of evolutionarily stable states,
emphasizes the idea of competition between group members, without recourse to altruism
(Dawkins 1989). Which is a better match is outside the scope of this essay, so both will
be presented.

The altruism hypothesis would argue that the group response-to-threat phenomenon has a
high survival value for the group as a whole and thus for the vast majority of its members
and their offspring. By this thinking, the response-to-threat process is an evolutionary
adaptation that takes advantage of the fact that human beings can remember events and
learn from them. It has no need for human “will-power” or “consciousness.” The
argument is that, like the army ants whose raiding behavior randomly evolved and then
thrived because of its high adaptive value, a complex human response-to-threat responses
randomly evolved because of its high adaptive value. For the group, learning is rewarded
by survival, and cooperation allows greater learning and efficiency. This is congruent
with the idea that evolution proceeds toward every more sophisticated non zero-sum
games—games in which everyone in a group benefits.

© Eric Wolterstorff. July, 2003
Contents may not be copied or distributed without the express, written consent of the author.

160
The stable states interpretation would also account for a stable balance between the sizes
of the subgroups. This position, argued by Neo-Darwinists, would say that after a threat,
individual members of a group are faced with four possible adaptive strategies (Dawkins
1989). Each is a gamble for survival. In the case of the four response-to-threat roles, the
following interpretations might be made: The Solution role is gambling that the threat
will return but only after a solution has been discovered and implemented; it invests its
limited energy in the research and development of a new defense. The Preservation role
is gambling that the threat will not actually occur; it invests no energy toward the threat.
The Threatened role gambles that being warned of the occurrence of the threat will allow
its regular defenses to succeed; it invests energy in hypervigilance. The Threatener role
gambles that the threat will not return; it invests energy in adopting and adapting the
threat as a weapon to be used against others. The stability of the size ratio could be
understood as a balance between competing strategies in which an ideal environment for
the success of any one strategy involves the presence of other strategies. Again, mutually
dependent relationship exist in nature, like the one between predator and prey. A
mutually dependent relationship like this might exist between subgroups. For example, in
this scenario, the Solution role could best afford to invest in research and development in
an environment where others are not investing in research and development. Thus
fluctuations in subgroup size would be expected to tend toward or oscillate around an
ideal equilibrium.
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My pre-empirical observation has been that the subgroups tend toward relative sizes: The
Preservation is by far the largest subgroup, then the Solution subgroup, followed by the
Threatener subgroup and finally the tiny subgroup of the Threatened.

However, if the first prediction (that four roles are revealed in response to the event) turns
out true and the second prediction (that the relative size of each profile will remain
constant across different communities) turn out to be false, the idea of the formation of
distinct post-threat roles would be strengthened but the idea of a self-regulating group
response could be discarded.

A competitive advantage position could account for the roles. This position is similar to
the first Neo-Darwinist position, sharing the idea that the four roles represent the four
best survival strategies available to individuals in a threatened group. It differs in that it
does not require evolutionary stable states.

Posttraumatic stress disorder
Another avenue of exploration would be to conduct a statistical analysis of the studies of
posttraumatic stress disorder in affected populations or group settings. Whether or not
those who develop posttraumatic stress disorder consistently represent a stable percentage
of the total affected population could be investigated. The National Institute of Mental
Health estimates that 5.2 million adults between 18 and 64, or 3.6% of the population,
suffer from posttraumatic stress disorder (2002). If this percentage is found to be
consistent between groups of different sizes and in different cultures, this could be seen
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to correlate with the idea that the subgroups, at least the Threatened subgroup, maintain
relative sizes.

Also, more exploration could be done along the lines of the studies cited earlier that relate
posttraumatic stress disorder to family demographics.
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(3) Algorithmic simulation modeling
The group response-to-threat process could be modeled in the same way as with the army
ant action of raiding presented in Chapter Six. The human group process is more complex
but the modeling principles are the same. The elements of the model consist of:
•

Three stimuli that, when perceived, trigger action tendencies in individual group
members. The first is the perception of the threat. The second is the perception of
the solution. The third is the perception of mastery and safety.

•

A general set of rules that are shared by all human beings, and thus all members
of the group. These “roles” are tendencies toward particular behaviors in
particular situations, called epigenetic algorithms by evolution biologists and
sociobiologists—After the first stimulus (the perception of a threat) these shared
rules determine the splitting of the group into the four response-to-threat roles.
The memory complex of individuals in the different roles differentiate over time.

•

A derivative set of rules for members of each subgroup. These rules determine
how individuals will interact with members of their own and other subgroups. All
people contain all of the rules but these derivative rules only come to the fore
after a person differentiates into a particular role.

Stimuli
Small stimuli are capable of triggering large behavioral sequences because of the selfregulating “chaotic” state of human brains, as discussed in Chapter Two.
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A general set of rules
When a person encounters a threat, he or she evaluates the threat and the actions of
others. These perceptions determine his or her choice of which role to adopt in response
to the threat. A brief description of the roles were described in Chapter Six, as “tasks.”

For example, imagine a world in which everyone must wear a shirt and each shirt can
only be one of four possible colors—blue, green, yellow or red. In this world each
person’s choice of shirt color is determined by the same rule: “Never wear the same color
shirt as the majority of people around you.” As a result of this rule, the relative
percentage of a shirts of a certain would vary but there would tend to be a distribution in
which all four colors regularly appear, yet none dominate. This distributive tendency
would appear at every level of social organization—from families to businesses,
communities, nations, cultures and the species. Proportional constants could be
introduced so that the relative distribution of any particular shirt color in any particular
setting would tend toward a certain percentage, i.e. 60% blue, 25% green, 12% yellow
and 3% red. In the place of color-choice, post-threat behavior patterns could be
substituted. The resulting fluctuating relationship, though non-linear, can be modeled
mathematically. Three times during the response-to-threat process a novel perception by
a member of the group triggers one of these processes, each a complex set of iterated
reactions through the mechanism exemplified in the “t-shirt world.”
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A derivative set of rules
Over time, the memory complexes of members of the four response roles differentiate.
Thus, their reactions to stimuli differentiate. For example, Preservation group members
avoid the subject of the threat while members of the Threatener subgroup imitate the
threat. During each of the three steps of the process, because of the differentiation
process, individuals react differently to members of their own subgroup as opposed to
members of each of the other subgroups.

Prediction
The resulting simulations, calculated by computers and expressed visually on a computer
screen, could be used to predict group behavior—it cannot predict the actions of any
particular individual group member. An individual’s actions can only be predicted
statistically. However, the parameters of the behavior of the group can be precisely
defined. For example, the course of a particular droplet of water down a river can’t be
predicted; it can only be described as limited to the boundaries of the river—but the
course of the river itself can be mapped.

The parameters of what is called a non-linear system can be described numerically. They
can also be represented in a three-dimensional phase-space map, a picture of which might
look like a folded donut (Gleick 1987; Levine 1976) in which the interior of the donut
represents the “behavior-space” a system can occupy. No matter how unpredictable the
behavior of the individual elements of the system are from moment to moment, the
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combined movement remains within the precise boundaries of the donut. The three steps
of the group response-to-threat process could each be described with a behavior-space.
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(4) The emergent process, including positive feedback loops
The process can also be modeled at the group level. A tentative foray into this sort of
modeling will be given, then an example of a potential case study.

Modeling the response-to-threat process at the group level
Energy
Between the perception of the threat and the perception of mastery, group members
are aroused and the group could be said to be devoting an ongoing percentage of its
energy to the response process. The group’s energy (“E”) could be described as
devoted to threat-related activities or to non-threat-related, or “economic,” activities:

E(total) = E(economic) + E(threat)

If the total energy of the system is assumed to be constant, as one energy
expenditure increases, the other must decrease. In other words, as a group
devotes more energy to a threat response process, less remains for other
activities.

In addition, at any given time there are a number of threat in competition for
resources, thus:

E (total threat energy) = E(threat 1) + E (threat 2) + E (threat 3) … E (threat n)
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For simplicity the case of a single threat can be considered. As the perception of a
threat moves through a group, members are aroused. The greater the arousal, the
greater is percentage of the group’s energy devoted to that particular response-tothreat process. Only after the perception that the threat is mastered will the
perception of the original cause of the threat no longer arouse people, and thus
energy ebb from the threat and the group’s energy formerly associated with threatrelated activities to locate elsewhere.

A working assumption could be made that, to the extent that a group is isolated, from
the moment the group is fully split until mastery and safety are perceived there is
relatively constant amount of energy consumed by the threat process. This
assumption would allow the creation of a hypothesis related to the second step of the
process.
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A hypothetical relationship between implementation and enactment
If the percentage of a group’s energy throughout a response-to-threat process remains
constant, during the second step of the process, the energy devoted to the threat
would be split between implementation and an enactment(s), if any. In other words,
during Step Two of the process, the energy expended on a response-to-threat process
would equal the sum of the energy applied to implementation and enactment acts:

E(total threat) = E(implementation) + E(enactment)

The hypothesis is that, as implementation energy increases, enactment energy
decreases. A second hypothesis would be the converse, that, as implementation
energy decreases, enactment energy increases.
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A potential case study
First, a number of people have noted a resonance between two social phenomena:

Scene I:
The African ancestors of most black Americans lived in the United States as
slaves. Slavery was characterize by—among other elements—a lack of freedom
of movement and having one’s behavior controlled by others by an ongoing threat
of force. Conjugal relationships were outside of one’s control. For those subjected
to it, slavery constituted a brutal, minimal existence.

The institution of slavery ended with the end of the Civil War in the 1860s.

The Civil Rights movement culminated in the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the
Voting Rights Act of 1965.

Scene II:
Since the late 1960s, the incarceration of African-American males outstripped
even epidemic proportions and has reach institutional status. One out of four
black American males has spent time behind bars. Life behind is characterized
by—among other elements—a lack of freedom of movement and having one’s
behavior controlled by others by an ongoing threat of force. Conjugal
relationships are severely restricted and controlled. Though only rarely a life-long
condition, life in jail or prison is a brutal, minimal existence.
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This resonance has struck many as of profound significance.

Second, a significant question in the field of sociology is: Why, after the immense legal
accomplishments of the Civil Rights movement, did life become so much worse for so
many African-Americans? A more general question is why, after one or a series of
improvements in a situation, does it suddenly get worse? One theory is rising
expectations account for rising discontent in the black community. The group responseto-threat model supports this theory.

The hypothesis
The hypothesis states that, in the second step of a group response-to-threat process, the
same relationship between the energy devoted to implementation and to enactment will
be observed: As implementation energy increases, enactment energy decreases; as
implementation energy decreases, enactment energy increases.

The test
The function of the case study is not to argue the parsimony or elegance of the model. It
is to test it against empirical data. The procedure is simple, though logistically difficult. A
geographically defined group in the United States, i.e. a town, city or state, would be
observed at two points in time. At each point in time, the money and labor hours devoted
toward the implementation of the solution, the enactment, and non-threat-related
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activities would be calculated. This procedure would be repeated in a number of other
towns, cities or states.

The definitions
The definitions required include:

(1) What the threat is.
(2) What the solution is.
(3) What the enactment is, if any.
(4) What population constitutes the group to be observed.
(5) An observable distinction between implementation actions, enactment
actions, and non-threat-related actions
(6) Measurable and comparable units for “energy.”

With precise definitions the hypothesis and a specific prediction can be tested. It is not
necessary that the definitions be accepted as “right, ” only that they are clear. The
rationale for each decision is given to explicate, not convince.
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(1) The threat is a caste system.
In the United States the caste system consists of two broad tiers: below are blacks and
part-blacks. Above are non-blacks. Slavery was one of the most brutal forms of the caste
system, but only one of its forms.

The argument can be made that women, Native Americans and immigrants also belong to
lower castes than white, protestant males. Certainly these groups have less access to
social and political power than WASP males and, to varying degrees, have been and are
socially undervalued and oppressed—but to apply the term caste here is dilute the term
beyond usefulness. Women, as a group, mix with men in almost every definable social
situation and stratum. In most of those strata and situations they have less political power
but that does not make them a distinct caste. Native Americans have been treated as noncitizens and subjected to forced assimilation or destitute isolation. They live outside of
society, outside of the caste system entirely, or they assimilate and enter society in the
upper—non-black—tier. Immigrants make a choice to seek participation and eventual
citizenship in the United States. The process of acculturation can be brutally difficult,
require generations and is, perhaps, immoral and inefficient. But the condition is
temporary. After acculturation virtually all—except those with Negroid facial features or
African-American cultural attributes—can enter society as citizens on the upper, nonblack tier.
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The caste system in the United States is not as severe as the caste system in Latin
America, India or perhaps much of the world—but it exists, nonetheless.

The caste system is not only a threat to those individuals unfortunate to exist at the
bottom of it. It is also a threat to any meritocracy, and the United States, for all its
structural inequalities, is arguably closer to a meritocracy than any other nation-state.
Much of its economic, political, intellectual and moral gain has been because of its
egalitarian, meritocratic ideals. A caste system threatens the social contract around which
the country is organized legally .

In more concrete terms, a caste system threatens the United States domestically and
internationally. It is economically inefficient. The development of the talent of a portion
of the nation’s population is constricted or denied. Also, the United States is less
successful than it could be in attracting talent from other, non-white countries. Thirdly,
the credibility and moral power of the United States is weakened by the hypocrisy of its
treatment of a segment of its own population. The threat to the country itself is not
mortal. Nonetheless it is substantial.

(2) The solution is the Civil Rights Act passed in 1964.
The perception of a solution to a threat triggers the second step of the response-to-threat
process and thus marks the boundary between the first and the second step. The 1964
Civil Rights Act and its companion, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, came into being after
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processes typical of the first step of a group’s response-to-threat process and before a
process typical of the second step. Before 1964, two great positive feedbacks occurred.
Both were typical of the positive feedback loop of Step One of the process, an “arms
race” between the Solution and Threatener subgroups.

The first positive feedback loop began with tensions inherent in the founding of the
United States, an act that included both the ideal of the equality of all men and the threefifths compromise, which legally defined a slave as three-fifths of a human being (U. S.
Department of State 2003). A positive feedback began between those holding the
Solution role (the Abolitionists) and those holding the Threatener role (slave holders).
The loop escalated, becoming both larger and more violent; after eighty-five years the
Civil War broke out. By the end of it, the Solution role was held by the Union and the
Threatener role by the Confederacy. Typical of a conflict between the Solution and
Threatener roles, the outcome of an extended, direct confrontation was decided before it
began. The Union was larger, wealthier, more populated and more industrialized.

In the second year of the war, the first element of the solution was named: that the
Southern slaves "shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free" (Lincoln 1862). Still, the
threat was not yet solved. Blacks had gained the right to travel and choose their own
mates, but they still lived at the bottom of a rigid social hierarchy.

A second positive feedback loop began. Holding the Solution role were civil rights
activists, black and white. Holding the Threatener role were the creators, maintainers and
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defenders of the Jim Crow laws and the social structure that directly supported them.
After one hundred years, this feedback loop climaxed in the solution to the threat of a
caste system: the full enfranchisement of blacks as citizens.

Parenthetically, that the1964 Civil Rights Bill was a remedy specifically for the treatment
of African-Americans, despite its general language and benefits to non-blacks as well, is
clear in the words of President Johnson at the ceremony marking his signing of it (italics
added): “We believe that all men are created equal…yet many are denied equal treatment.
We believe that all men have certain inalienable rights. We believe that all men are
entitled to the blessings of liberty—yet millions are being deprived of those blessings, not
because of their own failures, but because of the color of their skins” (Johnson 1964).

The perception of a solution that triggers the second step of the response-to-threat process
differs from the perception of mastery and safety that triggers the third and final step of
the process. A solution is an idea; mastery and safety are actualities. The Civil Rights Act
is a public piece of legislation, yet its passage had little to do with implementation or
mastery. It announced the solution to a problem and an intention to act to implement the
solution. But laws, for all their power, do not in themselves change reality. Between de
jur and de facto must come an implementation of the intention, of the solution—in this
case, the law.

(3) The enactment is the massive incarceration of African-American males since 1970.

© Eric Wolterstorff. July, 2003
Contents may not be copied or distributed without the express, written consent of the author.

177
Since the early 1970s the country’s incarceration rate has quadrupled (Schlosser 1998).
According to a recent survey,

“Although the prevalence of illegal drug use among white men is approximately
the same as that among black men, black men are five times as likely to be
arrested for a drug offense. As a result, about half the inmates in the United States
are African-American. One out of every fourteen black men is now in prison or
jail. One out of every four black men is likely to be imprisoned at some point
during his lifetime.” (Schlosser 1998)

As described in the beginning of this section, the elements of the recent incarceration
phenomenon are similar to those in slavery. Both are characterized by a lack of freedom
of movement and having one’s behavior controlled by others by an ongoing threat of
force. Conjugal relationships are severely restricted and controlled. Though life in jail or
prison is rarely a life-long condition, life in that environment resembles slavery. Both
existences are forced, brutal and minimal.

An enactment is, by this essay’s definition, a miniature, metaphorical version of the
threat, publicly displayed. An enactment serves to shock the whole group into action
without damaging the functioning of the whole group, though in the process a subgroup
can be badly damaged. The most public aspect of black culture in the United States is
arguably the astonishing incarceration rate for African-American males
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(4) The kinds of groups to be observed are geographically defined populations consisting
of part or all of the United States.
The affected population can be deduced from the threat, solution and enactment. The
candidates begin with the most obviously threatened group: the African-American
subculture. To varying degrees, but necessarily included, are all African-American
families and individuals. Because a greater group’s processes dominates the processes of
constituent subgroups, larger groups that might be responding to the threat need to be
considered, including the United States as a whole, and even larger groups. Here is a
hierarchy of those affected by the caste system present in at least the United States :

Figure 8.1: Candidates for analysis

Humankind (the international community)
The West (the developed world) and/or the sub-Saharan African peoples
The United States and geographic subdivisions of it
The African American subculture
African-American families
Individual African-Americans

The threat of a caste system affects all of the groups. The task is to find the one for which
the Civil Rights Act served as a solution, and thus served as a trigger for Step Two of the
process.
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The international community can be eliminated as a candidate. There is virtually no
internationally activity addressing the needs of black Americans. Racism in the United
States, however judged, is a small matter of international concern in comparison with the
global AIDS crisis, the “war on terrorism,” and ongoing severe economic and
environmental crises. The present state of black Americans is not an international
priority.

The sub-Saharan African peoples can be eliminated as a candidate. They are not
responding for a similar reason. The state of blacks is arguably better in the United States
than anywhere else in the world. Certainly, by most standards, it is better than anywhere
in sub-Saharan Africa.

The developed world can be eliminated as a candidate. It is not responding for a different
reason. Japan and the European cultures were, and by and large still are, ethnically
homogenous. As a result, European countries have difficulty granting citizenship to each
other, much less to non-Europeans, such as Africans, Turks, Slavs or Asians. They are
struggling to cope with shrinking populations and economic declines because of their
entrenched ethnocentrisms and resulting xenophobias. For Europe, at least, the struggle
of African-Americans is a rhetorical tool to pierce American moral righteousness and
nothing more.
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The United States itself is a good choice, for two reasons. First, the Civil Rights Act was
a national piece of legislation. Second, the current systemic incarceration of AfricanAmerican males is the right size for an enactment. It is widely perceived within the
country as a significant problem. At the same time, the rise in incarceration is hurting but
not destroying the country as a whole. That, by this essay’s definition, is the typical size
of an enactment.

The African-American subculture is not a good candidate for this analysis.
Obviously the African-American subculture is threatened, but the enactment is far too
large to be for the African-American community alone. The incarceration phenomenon is
profoundly damaging an already deeply traumatized community. A separate response-tothreat process would be expected to exist within the African-American community, but it
is not the subject of this proposed analysis.

African-American families and individuals are also not good candidates for this analysis.
All African-American families and individuals are threatened by the caste system,
directly or indirectly. A fortunate African-American individual or family might not
encounter direct individual or familial racial threats—but will necessarily experience the
threat of the caste system to the African-American subculture and the country as a whole.
More often, the individual and family will experience the threat directly, and familial and
individual responses to the threat would be expected to be found. However, their
processes will be subsumed in the larger, national process.
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This is consistent with the findings of a study that builds on the observation that women
develop posttraumatic stress disorder more often than men. This sex ratio was compared
between different populations of different ethnicities—Anglo-American men and women,
Mexican men and women, and African-American men and women (Norris et al. 2001).
The difference between the men and women was least among African-Americans. This is
consistent with the idea that African-American males assume the Threatened role in the
national process. Individuals in the role of the Threatened accumulate the symptoms of
posttraumatic stress disorder, and thus the distribution of roles within families would
require fewer women to take on the Threatened role, therefore they would suffer from
fewer posttraumatic stress symptoms relative to the men relative to the two other ethnic
subcultures.

(5) An observable distinction between implementation actions, enactment actions, and
non-threat-related actions
Implementation actions are those that change social structures and individual viewpoints
that are racist, and that help heal and strengthen African-American citizens.

Enactment actions are two-fold. On the one hand, they include criminal actions by
African-American males; actions that support the criminal activity of African-American
males; and actions that support the social conditions that encourage and incite criminal
activity by African males. One the other hand, they include the acts of members of the
criminal justice system that lead to the arrest, holding, jailing and imprisoning of AfricanAmerican males; also, the legislative and judicial actions that support the incarceration of
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African-American males; and the aspects of social structures and actions of other
members of society that support the incarceration of African-American males.

Non-threat-related actions comprise the vast majority of all the country’s actions.
Though the caste system is an aspect of many non-threat-related actions, those actions are
still neither specifically implementation nor enactment actions. This analysis is looking
only at the relationship between the energy devoted to implementation actions and to
enactment actions.

(6) Measurable and comparable units for “energy” in this case could be quantified as
labor hours and money.

To review, the definitions:
(1) The threat is a caste system.
(2) The solution is the Civil Rights Act passed in 1964.
(3) The enactment is the incarceration of African-American males since 1970.
(4) The kinds of groups to be observed are geographically defined populations
consisting of part or all of the United States.
(5) An observable distinction between implementation actions, enactment actions,
and non-threat-related actions.
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(6) Measurable and comparable units for “energy” in this case could be quantified
as labor hours and money.

In addition to these five factors of definition and observation, other variables might
skew the results (even if the proposition is an accurate descriptor and predictor):
•

If the amount of energy available to a group changes over time.

•

If the percentage of energy devoted to a particular response-to-threat process
changes over time.

•

If the percentage of energy devoted to a response-to-threat process changes in
response to the appearance of a solution.

•

If the percentage of energy devoted to a particular response-to-threat process
changes over time due to other, unnamed variables.

The test, again
A geographically defined group in the United States, i.e. a town, city or state, would be
observed at two points in time. At each point in time, the money and labor hours devoted
toward the implementation of the solution, the enactment, and non-threat-related
activities would be calculated. This procedure would be repeated in a number of other
towns, cities or states.
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The hypothesis predicts a precise inverse relationship between the implementation and
enactment energies. The hypothesis predicts that the same precise inverse relationship
would occur in different groups and different threats.

Interpretation
If this test, and others apposite to the group response-to-threat model, were shown to be
consistent with the model, it would suggest an explanation for the incarceration
phenomenon:

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 legally ended the United States’ caste system. But, because
the ideals implied in the laws have yet to be implemented in society, the caste system has
continued to exist. In 1964 much of American society denied the existence of a caste
system in the United States. Others recognized but did not perceive it as a threat to the
country. For example, roughly thirty percent of the senate and house voted against the
1964 Civil Rights Act, mostly southern Democrats (Congresslink 2003). The bill only
passed after months of testimony, debate and filibustering.

When the solution was not followed by immediate, substantial progress, the Threatened
subgroup members reacted by escalating their rhetoric. The riots and assassinations from
1965-1968 were the first burst of stimulation. When that was not followed by immediate,
substantial progress on the part of whites, some frustrated African-American men acted
in violent ways, triggering the Threatener subgroup members, whites who, primarily
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using the police force, responded with harassment, racial profiling and imprisonment,
triggering more black men to act violently or to withdraw into drug use, both of which
triggered whites pass the drug laws that made it easier to imprison more black men for
longer. This escalation has been in the public consciousness since the early sixties.

In the past forty years, progress has been made in dismantling the caste system on three
fronts. First, the existence of “structural racism” is now recognized by many people.
Second, more people, in the context of rapidly shifting population demographics, are
recognizing the caste system as a threat to the long-term survival of the country—its
integrity, its internal safety, its strength and its ability to negotiate and intervene
internationally. The resolution or lack of resolution could strongly affect the steadily
increasing tension between the West and the developing world, two broad groupings of
cultures roughly divided by skin color. Third, legal protections, integration and
multicultural education have made a positive impact.

For the implementation to be complete, no utopia is required, only that blacks receive no
more discrimination than other minorities. Yet the task is incomplete, the caste system is
still a dangerous force in the country, and the country remains caught between the
stimulation and implementation stages of the process. Therefore, the model predicts, the
positive feedback loop of the enactment will continue to escalate.
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Implications
If substantiated, the model has profound implications for social policy. It would argue
that:
•

The enactment can only be lessened by the implementation of the solution.

•

Therefore, putting more money into the criminal justice system is like throwing
fuel onto a fire.

•

If, as a country, we wait until the climax of the escalation before beginning to
substantially dismantle the caste system, the social cost will be enormous. By
2020, the enactment will have resulted in the jailing or imprisonment of more than
four million black American men (25% of the current population of 18,000,000)
and two million broken families (McKinnon 2003), the psychological damage
caused by intensified oppression and imprisonment, the effect of that damage on
the families and children of those ex-inmates.

•

On the country as a whole, the drain is economic and moral. It weakens the
political leadership of the United States internationally, as well as lessens the
attractiveness of the United States as an emigration destination for talent from
dark skinned countries.
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Summary
If valid, this analysis will offer three insights.

First, it will offer a mechanism to explain the rise in the incarceration rate of AfricanAmerican males occurred after 1964, when common sense would expect that there would
have been more relaxation, health and success in the community. This model supports the
theory of rising expectations.

Second, it predicts that nothing short of a structural reorganization of American society
will ease the escalation of incarceration, drug use and violence in the African-American
community.

Third, it suggests that a national apology and reparations for slavery and oppression
would only be a piece of what needs to be done. The caste system, also known as
structural racism, is systemic in the culture of the United States. In other words, sooner or
later, an internal Marshall Plan is required. Sooner would be much less expensive than
later.
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Avenues for further research, a summary
The group response-to threat model that was presented in the Chapters Four, Five, Six
and Seven invites further research. This chapter named some of those possibilities.
(1) A case study was suggested, of the modulation of memory in southern towns of the
United States that had experienced the public murder of a black citizen.
(2) A second analysis of the same data was recommended, that would look for the
existence of clearly distinguishable post-threat behavioral sets. If any, they would be
compared with the four post-threat roles suggested in Chapter Five. Different theories
from evolutionary biology were offered to account for the possibility of the existence
of the roles.
(3) Next, the possibility of simulating the actions described by the model as resulting
from local interactions between individuals was explored. Through mathematically
expressed algorithms, a computer program could simulate the response-to-threat
process of a group. The process could be visually displayed on a computer screen.
(4) Finally, a direct relationship was hypothesized between two actions that occur in the
second step of the process: implementation and enactment. A case study was
proposed that to test the hypothesis. The study would center on the high rate of
incarceration of African-American males since 1970. Implication for social actions
were mentioned briefly.
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Chapter Nine: Practical applications

Figure 9.1: Interventions at each step, by subgroup

Movement to mastery driven by the threat to survival
Events:

The
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The Two Drives
At the top of the chart lies a solid, thick arrow. Above it reads “The movement to mastery
driven by the threat to survival.” That is the argument of the whole theory, that this
dynamic developed because it was adaptive for human groups.

To the right is a small, dotted arrow. Above this reads “Integration driven by economics.”
In other words, a group’s reintegration after achieving mastery and safety might make its
members happier or increase its economic efficiency, but integration is not a matter of
life or death. Integration can be speeded up, through education, therapy, or cross-visits
between members of different subgroups, or it will happen incrementally.

Facilitating the aconscious process
In the figure, interventions are named for each subgroup in each step. The interventions
change from step to step. Using one intervention instead of another usually only results in
effectiveness or inefficiency. For example, if a group already has a solution and is
struggling to implement it, an intervention of suggesting solutions will not help but it will
do no harm.

Sometimes, though, the use of a step-inappropriate intervention can damage a group.
When a group is in the split stage—after it perceives a threat but before it perceives a
solution—a push to implement a solution suggested by the facilitator or intervener that
the group does not believe in will only create resistance and frustration.
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More damaging is pressuring a group to integrate while still in the split stage. The group
is split for a reason. Trying to force the subgroups together will meet strong resistance.
Forced too much, group members will experience themselves as re-threatened and, in
automatic response, the split between the subgroups will deepen.

Interventions should be tailored to the stage of the process and the subgroup being
addressed. The goal is to facilitate, or “midwife,” the process that is already occurring.

Consciousness raising
At every step of the process, with every subgroup, raising awareness of the process will
lessen the amount of estrangement between the subgroups. In particular, in the
implementation stage, to the extent that group members understand a threat and its
solution, awareness assists the ability of group members to implement the solution
without the need for a violent enactment. If successful, this intervention could save lives.

Choice
When a group’s members become aware of the group’s response-to-threat process, they
can make acts of will that can mitigate or eliminate the violence inherent in the process.
With awareness, the avoidance group can choose to support the search subgroup so that
Solution subgroup members need not extort support. When a solution appears, the search
and avoidance groups can will themselves to implement it, thus pre-empting the
stimulation subgroup’s compulsion to violent enactment.
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In short, the model implies that we can guide these group dynamics and supplant selfand other-destructive behavior with acts of imagination, compassion and will.

Potential beneficiaries
The implications of this model for interventions are many. A few a listed below.

Memory
For psychotherapists working with individuals, increased knowledge of the nature and
interrelationships between memory systems would be a significant help.

For family therapists, group facilitators and organizational consultants, an awareness of
the modulation of memory over time, including confabulations, triggers and behavioral
habits, would be of benefit, especially when the client group has one or more significant
threatening, stressful or traumatic events in its past.

Roles
For psychotherapists, family therapists, group facilitators and organizational consultants
who work with highly traumatized individuals and groups, an awareness of post-threat
roles will help practitioners to manage transference dynamics, to ascertain the step of a
response-to-threat process and determine whether roles being played out are accidental
roles, response-to-threat roles or empty relational habits, and to be able to strategize
interventions accordingly.
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For disaster relief teams and peacekeeping operation strategists, it would be useful to be
able to anticipate that the threatened, stressed or traumatized client population will fall
into characteristic roles. Individuals of different roles will have different concerns,
motivations and perceptions in relationship to an event, and will require interventions
tailored to their roles.

Simulation modeling and positive feedback loops
If the simulation modeling turns out to be predictive, it will have widespread application
for social and political strategists, especially when applied to outbreaks and escalations of
violence and to ethnic conflicts and wars.

Modeling of the group process
If the hypothesis relating implementation and enactment energies turns out to be
predictive, it will serve social planners as a tool for estimating the costs and benefits of
certain actions.

© Eric Wolterstorff. July, 2003
Contents may not be copied or distributed without the express, written consent of the author.

195
(4) Potential global case studies
Any study of a human group is beset by a multitude of variables. In particular, four
variables make the response-to-threat process hard to observe are: (1) heterarchical
nesting of groups, (2) containment, (3) a record of the group’s behavior over time, and (4)
the multiplicity of threats.

One class of potential case studies limits influential variables to a minimum: studies of
the humankind as one large group. As virtually all human peoples have been in contact
since the sixteenth century, and because the size of the group is irrelevant to the basic
process, it should apply to the human race as a whole. If the chosen unit of analysis is
humankind, the four variable listed above are simplified. Each is considered in turn.

(1) The heterarchical nesting of groups
Larger group processes override the processes of smaller constituent groups. For
example, during the Vietnam War, there was a service draft. The needs of the nation
outweighed the needs of individual men, their families and their places of employment. If
a young man evaded the draft and moved to Canada, he might have found a solution to
the threat to himself personally, but another young man would take his place. His action
has little or no effect on the larger process. If, however, the nation had never had a
service draft, he would never have had a threat to deal with at all. The point is that larger
group processes shape the lives of individuals and subgroups within them. The influence
is not symmetrical. If an individual cooperates with a larger group process, then he or she
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has adapted to it. If an individual does not cooperate, a substitute assumes the task; his or
her individual fate is changed but the group process is unaltered. This means that when
analyzing a group’s process, the processes of all larger groups of which the group being
studied is a subset of must be taken into account as potentially significant variables. Thus,
the least complex response to observe would be in the most inclusive group. For humans,
that means the species itself.

Humankind has only recently become a “group.” Originally, people lived in small,
separate groups, like tribes and villages. Though the global sum of such groups could be
described as “humankind,” functionally most lived separately, without interactions. Over
time, though, these small groups developed or joined into larger group communities that,
through travel and trade, linked together into larger and larger extended communities.
Today, virtually all people are part of one global community. It is now reasonable to refer
to humankind as a group, with communication and mutual influence moving through all
parts of it.

(2) Global: Containment
In addition, humankind is physically contained; it limited to the surface of the earth.
There is no emigration or immigration between humankind and other groups to confuse
the definition of membership.

(3) Global: A record of the group’s behavior over time,
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A third consideration is whether or not we have a history of the group as it moves
through the threat process. Only some groups have a historical record adequate for
analysis. Humankind is one. It has had many recorders and, though the record suffers
from incompleteness and bias, there is a wealth of material.

(4) Global: The Fewest Threats
A third simplifying criterion for a case study is to find the group exposed to the fewest
number of threats. Using this criterion, the arrow of clarity points the same direction.
Because most threats to the larger group also threaten smaller groups, while only some
threats to small groups also threaten larger groups, the least-threatened group will tend to
be the largest. Again, the species itself will be the simplest unit of analysis.

Though many things threaten us as individuals, only a few threaten us as a species:
nuclear weaponry, environmental degradation, disease, volcanic eruption or a collision
with a comet or asteroid. Two of these threats, of a collision with a comet or asteroid, and
of a volcanic eruption, will be introduced as potential case studies.

The threat of a collision with a comet or an asteroid
Many modern astronomers judge the threat to be significant. Astronomer Carl Sagan
wrote:
The dinosaurs and 75 percent of the species then on Earth seem to have been
rendered extinct by the impact of a 10-kilometer-diameter (6-mile) NEO [Near
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Earth Object] some 65 million years ago. The Tunguskai event of 1908 in
Siberia, the recently declassified United States Air Force data on small objects
entering Earth’s atmosphere, and particularly the impact of some two dozen
fragments of Comet Shoemaker-Levy 9 with Jupiter all underscore that
dangerous impacts may occur today. . . The best estimate of the probability of a
civilization-threatening collision in the next century is nearly one in a thousand
(Sagan and Druyan 1997, p. 341).

Less probable, but still possible, is a larger impact that would destroy all life except
bacteria—or one that simply destroyed all life on the planet.

However, the present assessment of science has nothing to do with humanity’s earlier
response. Consider the Tunguska incident:
On June 30, 1908, something fell out of the sky in Siberia and, at an altitude of eight
kilometers, exploded and knocked down a forest. The blast was more powerful than that
of the highest yield nuclear weapon in the current arsenals.... It is now known that the
Tunguska explosion was caused... by an ordinary rocky asteroid exploding in the middle
air (Sagan and Druyan 1997, p. 257-258).

Occasional bolts out of the blue on that scale would surely imprint themselves on any
observing mind, of any time or of any culture.

The threat of a large volcanic eruption
Less catastrophic than an impact with another celestial body but still civilizationthreatening would be a large volcanic eruption. America’s Yellowstone park is the site of
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the world’s largest dormant volcano. Other “super-volcanoes” are located in Long
Valley, California, Naples and Papua New Guinea.
A major caldera eruption could quite easily disrupt climate to such an extent that
hundreds of millions of people would die. If by some awful coincidence the event
struck at the same time as a natural [agricultural] downturn... the death toll from
starvation and associated epidemics could well top a billion, or even two billion.
In a virtually planet-wide disaster of this scale, political administration would
rapidly disintegrate in many areas. Banditry would increase, huge refugee flows
would develop, epidemics would break out, and the medical infrastructure would
be totally overwhelmed. Cholera, measles, typhus, and dysentery epidemics
would occur on a massive scale. And, as in the sixth century, it is even
conceivable that bubonic plague could again devastate substantial areas (Keys
1999, p. 273-277).

Like a large asteroid or cometary impact, a catastrophe of the magnitude of a supervolcanic eruption and its aftermath would almost certainly imprint itself in the memory
systems of observers.

If Immanuel Velikovsky was on the right track, it would be rewarding to explore the
possibility that large-scale human responses to these two ancient catastrophic threats are
already occurring, outside of our conscious awareness. The group response-to-threat
model suggested in this essay is an attempt to explore that exploration.

© Eric Wolterstorff. July, 2003
Contents may not be copied or distributed without the express, written consent of the author.

200
Keys, David. 1999. Catastrophe. New York: The Ballantine Publishing Group.
Sagan, Carl, and Ann Druyan. 1997. Comet. London: Headline Book Publishing.

© Eric Wolterstorff. July, 2003
Contents may not be copied or distributed without the express, written consent of the author.

201

Chapter Ten: Conclusion

Are we like the slime mold Dictyostelium discoideum? Is it difficult to ascertain from
moment to moment whether we are individuals or parts of emergent group processes
outside of our conscious awareness? This essay argues that, when threatened, we are like
the slime mold, and attempts to show how this might be possible.

Theory and observation were explored, of the functioning of the brain, the individual and
the group, and also the relation of each level of analysis to the other two. A description of
memory and its modulation was presented, as was a gap between two literatures related
to how groups respond to threats. A set of four response-to-threat roles was proposed to
fill the gap. Theory and modeling techniques were presented to demonstrate how
complex group phenomena could emerge out of simple local interactions between
individuals. The nature of positive feedback loops was explained. Finally, a model was
explicated, suggesting how groups automatically respond to threats. Then suggestions
were made as to how the model could be applied to the study of groups. Through the
example of a potential case study it was shown that the model was capable of generating
hypotheses and that those hypotheses could be tested. Implications for the choice and
strategic use of practical interventions were described, as well as professions and
organizations that could benefit from this theoretical tool. And, to conclude with a tip of
the hat to Velikovsky, it was mentioned that the modeling could be applied to some of his
ideas about humankind’s response to global catastrophes.
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Problems
Today’s world is increasingly complex, with changing needs and accelerated stresses and
traumas. Ethnic conflicts, wars and environmental crises, and the increased speed and
competitive demands placed on organizations and communities all involve groups filled
with individuals who feel threatened. Threatened groups dysfunction and their subgroups
act destructively. This results in in-group and out-group violence, the creation of
scapegoats, anxiety and post-traumatic symptoms.

War
United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan spoke about the state of the world in 2000:

In the next twenty years we must learn how to prevent conflicts as well as how to
intervene in them. Even the costliest policy of prevention is far cheaper, in lives and in
resources, than the least expensive intervention.

This is why we have been pressing the international community to take prevention more
seriously. In cost-benefit terms the case for doing this is compelling. A recent study by
the Carnegie commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict estimated that the cost to the
international community of the seven major wars in the 1990s, not including Kosovo and
East Timor, was $199 billion….

Effective prevention could have saved most of this huge sum. More important, it could
have saved hundreds of thousands of lives. Time and again, differences are allowed to
develop into disputes and disputes allowed to develop into deadly conflicts (Annan
2000).
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Differences develop into disputes; disputes develop into deadly conflicts. Annan goes on
to say that the problem is not a lack of good ideas but the will to implement them.

He is wrong. Will is not enough. Sigmund Freud stated this decisively seventy years ago.
In a 1932 public correspondence and acting as a representative of the League of Nations,
Albert Einstein wrote to Freud, named the problem and asked a question:

I have so far been speaking only of wars between nations; what are known as
international conflicts. But I am well aware that the aggressive instinct operates under
other forms and in other circumstances. (I am thinking of civil wars, for instance, due in
earlier days to religious zeal, but nowadays to social factors; or, again, the persecution of
racial minorities.) But my insistence on [wars as] the most typical, most cruel and
extravagant form of conflict between man and man was deliberate, for here we have the
best occasion of discovering ways and means to render all armed conflicts impossible...

Is it possible to control man's mental evolution so as to make him proof against the
psychosis of hate and destructiveness? Here I am thinking by no means only of the socalled uncultured masses. Experience proves that it is rather the so-called "intelligentsia"
that is most apt to yield to these disastrous collective suggestions… (Nathan and Nordern,
p. 13-14).

Freud’s response was blunt: “there is no likelihood of our being able to suppress
humanity's aggressive tendencies.” (Nathan and Nordern, p 28)
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Einstein‘s final statement was somewhat like Annan’s statement, that what is required is
more will. Einstein wrote: “Unless our civilization achieves the moral strength to
overcome this evil, it is bound to share the fate of former civilizations: decline and
decay.” (Nathan and Nordern, p. 37)

And, like Annan, Einstein was wrong. Will by itself is not enough. One modern neuropsychology sums it up:

“Apparently one can never uncover enough evidence of the ubiquity of nonconscious
processing to counteract the apparently hardwired experience of ourselves, first and
foremost, as conscious agents and rational actors (which leads us to believe any number
of wacky things, such as that we really do know why we do what we do).” (Grigsby and
Stevens 2000, p. 24)

Emphasizing the dominance of unconscious functioning in human interactions, neuropsychologist Allan Schore comments:

"The [unconscious] regulatory effects of groups and cultures are much more powerful
than the [legal and social] rules that cultures give.... The essential regulatory
mechanisms—fast acting events occurring at levels beneath awareness—are the ones
which really move us in and out of relationship." (Schore 2001)
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When groups are threatened, they tend to act destructively. Compounding the problem,
the more stressed or traumatized people are, the more irrational and reactive they behave.
Under threat, the first abilities to weaken in individuals are Annan’s and Einstein’s “will”
and “moral strength.” Overriding it is a mutually reinforcing dynamic of escalating
violence in groups and a lessening ability to cope in individuals.
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Solutions
Recent findings from neuro-science about how human beings interact need to be
integrated into an understanding of group behavior. With this information, it is possible
to create predictive models of how groups responds to threats. Building on that
understanding, leverage points can be identified and intervention strategies coordinated.
In this way, our good intentions and goods actions—our “will” and “moral strength”—
can become more effective in creating lasting change in the world.

Sociobiologist E. O. Wilson writes:
…social theory is not yet true theory…. [T]hey have not yet crafted a web of causal
explanation that successfully cuts down through the levels of organization from society to
mind and brain. Failing to probe this far, they lack what can be called a true scientific
theory (Wilson 1998, p. 205).

That body of theory is beginning to be formed. This essay is part of that effort.

Today, with advances in non-linear modeling and neurological research, in traumatology
and the study of group dynamics, it is possible to develop tools to intervene with groups
and individuals to reduce threat-induced destructive group behavior and the individual
mental, emotional and physical suffering that it causes. By analyzing and understanding
the threat-related dynamics of a particular situation, group behaviors can be predicted.
Effective actions can be determined and taken—to lessen or eliminate destructive group
interactions, and to efficiently administer the right kind of support to each subgroup and
its constituents.
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When the theories and observations of social, political and organizational strategists are
critically combined with theories and observations from neuro-psychologists, therapists
and traumatologists, new understandings and tools for intervention to reduce or prevent
group violence will result.

When links between these macro and micro disciplines are strengthened and new bridges
constructed, the resulting synthesis promises to be creative, powerful and a potential
force for good.
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