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Abstract: Cultural trauma pertains to the collective psychological response that emerges subsequent to a 

catastrophic occurrence, challenging the fundamental beliefs of a society or group. This response can result in 

various psychological and societal consequences, such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety, 

melancholy, and social disintegration. 

Nevertheless, cultural trauma can also initiate a process of collective catharsis, wherein a group comes 

together to express their experiences and navigate through their trauma. This process facilitates the recuperation 

of psychological scars and the reconstruction of a communal bond. 

This study delves into the concept of collective catharsis and its significance in the recovery from cultural 

trauma. It draws upon a wide range of sources, including historical archives, sociological inquiries, and 

psychological research. The study posits that communal catharsis functions as a potent mechanism for healing 

from trauma, revealing the enduring impact of cultural trauma. 
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Introduction 
It has been more than a decade since cultural sociologists such as Jeffrey Alexander, Roy Eyerman, 

Bernard Giesen, Neil Smelser, and Piotr Sztompka developed a wealth of literature to understand trauma from a 

social, rather than psychological, perspective. In this way, they have created a framework and language through 

which society can better understand what is now referred to as cultural trauma and how such traumas are 

constructed. Cultural trauma is a term used to describe the collective experience of a group or society that has 

been subjected to a catastrophic event that challenges the group's fundamental beliefs and assumptions. A wide 

range of negative consequences can result from cultural trauma, including social disorganization, political 

instability, and psychological distress for a group affected by it. Such events can include natural disasters, 

genocides, wars, and other forms of violence. In many cases, cultural trauma results from events that profoundly 

affect a group's identity, memories, and sense of security. Among these events are wars, genocides, natural 

disasters, colonization, forced migration, political oppression, and other forms of systematic violence and 

oppression. The collective memory and consciousness of a group can be profoundly shaped by such traumatizing 

experiences. 

Sociologist Jeffrey Alexander introduced the idea of cultural trauma during the 1990s. He posited that 

cultural trauma is not solely an individual encounter, but rather a shared experience among a community. 

According to Alexander, cultural trauma can be described as "a severe breach of the implicit contract that binds 

members of a collectivity together" (Alexander, 2004, p. 1). This violation can result in feelings of bereavement, 

confusion, and doubt, as the group endeavours to comprehend the events that transpired. 

One widely used definition of cultural trauma was provided by Jeffrey Alexander (2004:1) based on Kai 

Erikson's scholarship regarding collective trauma. "Cultural trauma occurs when members of a collective feel 

they have been subjected to a horrendous event that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, 
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marking their memories forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways." 

Alexander's definition of cultural trauma emphasizes the collective experience of trauma, which can have 

repercussions for many generations. It is the shared memory of a traumatic event that has the power to change 

the identity and direction of a group of people. 

Several other researchers have endeavoured to expand upon the cultural trauma theory in significant 

ways. For instance, Inge Schmidt (2014) introduces the notion of "perpetual trauma" to elucidate how 

organizations like Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) manage to thrive despite no observable rise in drunk 

driving incidents. Schmidt questions the assumption of temporality in cultural trauma theory, which assumes that 

cultural traumas stem from past occurrences. In particular, Schmidt (2014:240) contends that cultural trauma, in 

addition to being "based on actual events and people," could also arise based "on potentiality, a sense of future 

danger, and iconic victims/perpetrators." 

Based on enormous research on collective memory, According to Eyerman (2004:60) argues that the 

cultural "trauma in question is slavery, not as an institution or even an experience, but as a collective memory, a 

form of remembrance that grounded the identity-formation of a people." This collective memory of slavery is 

embedded in the collective consciousness of the people and shapes the way they interact with the world. It is a 

powerful force that can influence the way people think, act, and behave, even in the present day. 

The Characteristics of Cultural Trauma 
Several characteristics can be used to define cultural trauma. These include: 

The event is perceived as a collective threat. As opposed to isolated traumatic events, cultural trauma 

occurs when a group of people perceive that they have all been affected by a single event. It can be a natural 

disaster, a war, a genocide, or any other event perceived as a threat to a group's survival. 

The event is seen as violating the group's core values. It is a psychological phenomenon that occurs 

when an event violates a group's core values. This includes values such as safety, security, and trust. When these 

values are violated, the group may feel disoriented and lost. 

The event is socially significant. A cultural trauma is not simply an individual experience. It is an event 

that is deemed significant by society as a whole, and thus reported in media, discussed in public forums, and 

commemorated in cultural artifacts. 

The event has a lasting impact on the group. There is a long-lasting impact of cultural trauma on the 

identity, values, and practices of a group. This can be seen in the groups collective memory, political discourse, 

and cultural production. 

Theories of Cultural Trauma 
Numerous theories exist to elucidate the concept of cultural trauma. One of the most prominent theories 

in this regard is the theory of communicative action, formulated by Jürgen Habermas. According to Habermas, 

cultural trauma arises when an event of such magnitude disrupts a group's "lifeworld" to the extent that it cannot 

be incorporated into their existing worldview. This disruption results in a crisis of meaning as the group grapples 

with comprehending the event. 

Another influential theory pertaining to cultural trauma is the theory of social suffering proposed by 

Arthur Kleinman. Kleinman posits that cultural trauma represents a manifestation of social suffering brought 

about by the breakdown of social ties and the erosion of trust. He further contends that cultural trauma can have 

detrimental ramifications, including physical ailments, mental health issues, and societal unrest. 

Key Features of Cultural Trauma 
Based on the African American community's response to the not guilty verdict in the Emmett Till murder 

case study, Angela Onwuachi-Willing, et al. Discuss in 'The Trauma of the Routine: Lessons on Cultural Trauma 

from the Emmett Till Verdict' that, 'it is not the interruption of common routines that lays the foundation for a 

cultural trauma but rather the continuation of what is considered to be a given or expected subordination, usually 

through law or government sanction, that creates the context in which a cultural trauma can be narrated. (2016. 

p.336). This can be seen in the case of Emmett Till. The continuation of racial injustice and violence led to a 

cultural trauma that has been deeply embedded in American society. This trauma is still felt today, and it reminds 

us how far we still have to go to achieve true equality. 

Cultural trauma encompasses a wide array of consequences that reverberate across individuals, families, 

communities, and entire societies. On an individual scale, cultural trauma can manifest in a plethora of 
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psychological ailments, including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety, depression, and substance 

abuse. It can also precipitate social issues such as aggression, criminal behaviour, and social alienation. 

At the communal level, cultural trauma engenders a multitude of social challenges, including social 

disintegration, erosion of trust, and political instability. Moreover, it engenders a loss of cultural identity and a 

sense of hopelessness. 

At the societal level, cultural trauma engenders significant shifts in the functioning of a society. This 

encompasses alterations in social institutions such as government, media, and the education system. Furthermore, 

it prompts transformations in how a society perceives itself and its core principles. 

Here are some key features and effects of cultural trauma: 

Collective Identity: The core elements of a group's identity, including its beliefs, values, and history, are 

challenged by traumatic events. In a culture affected by cultural trauma, a re-evaluation of identity can result, 

causing confusion, loss, and fragmentation, disrupting the shared understanding of the past. 

Intergenerational Transmission: Through cultural memory, stories, rituals, and socialization processes, 

trauma can be transmitted across generations. The trauma experienced by older generations can influence 

subsequent generations with regards to worldviews, attitudes, and behaviours. 

Loss of Trust: An internal conflict or external trauma, such as civil wars or social upheavals, can destroy 

trust within a society. Cultural trauma can be caused by external forces, such as oppression or colonization, or 

by internal conflicts, such as civil wars or social upheavals. During these events, social bonds can be broken, 

trust can be lost in institutions, authority figures, and even among individuals within a community.  

Sense of Victimhood: The victimhood narrative that emerges from cultural trauma is often a central 

element of the identity of the group, influencing how it interacts with other groups and how it perceives power 

dynamics. 

Rituals and Commemoration: There is often a cultural trauma that gives rise to rituals and 

commemorative practices aimed at acknowledging and processing the collective pain. These rituals have the 

potential to serve as a means of collective healing, remembrance, and solidarity. 

Social and Political Consequences: The impact of cultural trauma on society and politics can be 

profound. Traumatic events can reshape the political landscape, giving rise to social movements, changes in 

governance, and demands for accountability. They may lead to social unrest, intergroup conflict, and struggles 

for justice and recognition. 

In order to acknowledge and address the profound impact of historical and collective traumas, societies 

must understand cultural trauma. Reconciliation, healing, and resilience can be enhanced by recognizing and 

validating the experiences of affected populations. 

Healing from Cultural Trauma and the Collective Catharsis 
Considering the severe impact of cultural trauma, Erikson (1995:185) writes that "Sometimes the tissues 

of a community can be damaged in much the same way as the tissues of the mind and body." These damages can 

result in an inability for a community to trust each other, as well as difficulty in communication. This can lead 

to a lack of social cohesion, which can have serious implications for the long-term health and well-being of the 

community. 

Cultural trauma does not possess a straightforward solution. Nevertheless, there exist various actions that 

can be implemented to facilitate the recuperation of individuals and communities from this hardship. An essential 

factor is providing support and resources to those impacted. This could entail delivering therapeutic and 

counselling services, alongside facilitating connections with individuals who have encountered comparable 

circumstances. 

Another crucial factor is establishing a platform for individuals to engage in discussions regarding their 

experiences and exchange their narratives. This can serve to validate the authenticity of their experiences and 

cultivate a sense of inclusion. Furthermore, it can contribute to comprehending the occurrences that unfolded 

and kickstart the process of healing. 

Collective catharsis refers to the communal experience of purging or cleansing emotions, achieved 

through a collective event or encounter. The concept of catharsis originated from ancient Greek philosophy and 

was popularized by philosopher Aristotle in his renowned work "Poetics." 
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In its original context, catharsis denoted the purging or purification of emotions, particularly fear and 

pity, by witnessing tragic dramas. Aristotle believed that through this emotional release, individuals could 

achieve a state of emotional equilibrium and psychological well-being. 

Collective catharsis expands on this notion by involving a group or community. It suggests that when a 

collective of individuals partakes in a profound emotional experience, such as witnessing a tragedy, participating 

in a demonstration, attending a concert or sporting event, they can jointly unleash and process their emotions. 

During collective catharsis, individuals may experience a sense of connection and solidarity with others, as their 

shared emotions create a collective bond. This shared experience can offer comfort, validation, and a sense of 

being part of something greater than oneself. Collective catharsis can take on various forms, depending on the 

context and nature of the collective experience. It can manifest during moments of celebration, mourning, social 

upheaval, or even during religious or spiritual ceremonies. Examples include communal mourning rituals, 

political demonstrations, mass festivities, or even the encounter of a shared tragedy or disaster. 

In contemporary society, collective catharsis often occurs through media and digital platforms. For 

instance, social media movements or viral videos that elicit intense emotional reactions can bring people together, 

fostering a collective cathartic experience. 

Significance of Studying the Lasting Ripples of Cultural Trauma 
The examination of the impact of cultural trauma aids in comprehending the historical circumstances in 

which it occurred. By delving into the incidents, events, and outcomes of previous traumas, we gain insights into 

the complexities and nuances of distinct cultures and societies. This knowledge enables us to grasp the present 

and appreciate the factors that have influenced the collective identity and worldview of a community. 

Cultural trauma often has a lasting impact on the collective recollection of a group. By analysing these 

consequences, we can understand how communities remember and interpret their past. Collective memory 

shapes cultural narratives, the formation of identity, and the intergenerational transmission of trauma. Exploring 

these dynamics helps us understand how communities interpret their history and establish strategies for recovery 

and resilience. 

Cultural traumas are frequently associated with systemic oppression, violence, and marginalization. By 

examining the long-term consequences, we can examine the power dynamics at play and comprehend how power 

structures shape both the trauma itself and its effects. This analysis uncovers unequal distributions of power, 

privilege, and resources within society, leading to a deeper understanding of social injustice and the need for 

transformative change. 

Studying the long-term consequences of cultural trauma informs efforts to foster recovery and resilience 

within affected communities. By understanding the enduring effects of trauma, we can develop interventions and 

support systems that address the specific needs of individuals and communities. This knowledge helps shape 

therapeutic approaches, social policies, and community initiatives that promote post-traumatic growth and 

facilitate the restoration of cultural identities. 

Cultural trauma often leads to divisions, tensions, and conflicts within societies. Examining its long-term 

consequences can contribute to processes of reconciliation and social cohesion by illuminating the sources of 

these divisions and offering insights into potential pathways for healing and reconciliation. Understanding the 

historical context and the experiences of different groups involved can facilitate dialogue, empathy, and mutual 

understanding among diverse communities. 

In general, the study of the long-term consequences of cultural trauma is significant as it enhances our 

understanding of history, collective memory, power dynamics, recovery, and reconciliation. It empowers us to 

confront the legacies of trauma and work towards constructing more equitable, inclusive, and resilient societies. 

Examples of historical and contemporary cultural traumas 
Cultural trauma is the result of significant events or experiences that have profoundly impacted a culture 

or community in the past or present, often having long-lasting effects on its identity, well-being, and social 

dynamics. Cultural traumas can be historical or contemporary, and here are a few examples: 

Historical Cultural Traumas: 

Holocaust: World War II saw the systematic genocide of six million Jews by the Nazis, resulting in 

profound cultural and psychological trauma for Jews around the world. 

Transatlantic Slave Trade: Millions of Africans were abducted and enslaved, leaving them with destroyed 

cultural heritage, separated from their families, and experiencing racial inequality and trauma. 
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Colonialism: Indigenous peoples and their lands were colonized and exploited by European powers, 

resulting in cultural disruption, loss of autonomy, and intergenerational trauma. 

Native American Boarding Schools: Throughout history, the U.S. and Canadian governments have 

imposed forced assimilation policies that have separated Indigenous children from their families, suppressed 

their cultural practices, and caused widespread trauma and cultural disconnection. 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings: In World War II, these Japanese cities were devastated by atomic 

bombs, resulting in loss of lives, physical and psychological trauma, and ongoing nuclear anxieties. 

Contemporary Cultural Traumas: 

September 11 attacks: The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, in the United States, caused 

widespread trauma, fear, and had an enduring effect on American society, particularly on Muslim communities. 

Syrian Civil War and Refugee Crisis: Millions of Syrians and refugees seeking asylum in other countries 

have been displaced, have lost their lives, have destroyed their cultural heritage, and have suffered trauma as a 

result of the ongoing conflict in Syria. 

Genocide in Darfur: The conflict in Sudan's Darfur region, characterized by mass killings, displacements, 

and sexual violence, has caused profound trauma and violations of human rights. 

MeToo Movement: It is a global movement that highlights the prevalence of sexual assault and 

harassment, sheds light on the trauma suffered by survivors, and sparks discussions concerning power dynamics 

and gender inequality. 

COVID-19 Pandemic: Global health crisis brought about by the COVID-19 virus, leading to death, 

economic hardship, disruption of social connections, and psychological distress. 

These examples illustrate how historical and contemporary events can have a profound impact on cultures 

and communities, shaping their identities, collective memories, and future trajectories. 

Conclusion 
To summarize, Cultural trauma pertains to the shared psychological and emotional aftermath experienced 

by a society or cultural community due to a significant distressing incident or an extended period of systemic 

subjugation. These traumas can have substantial and enduring impacts on the affected societies and cultural 

groups, molding their collective sense of self, conduct, and perspective. Cultural trauma can profoundly shape 

the collective recollection of a society or cultural group. Distressing events or periods of oppression frequently 

become integral components of their historical narrative and shape their sense of self. The trauma can be inherited 

across generations, influencing the group's perception of itself and its connections with others. Cultural trauma 

can undermine trust and social unity within a society or cultural group. The experience of trauma can induce 

feelings of apprehension, doubt, and disunity among individuals, making it challenging to rebuild relationships 

and foster trust. This can impede cooperation, collaboration, and societal advancement. Cultural trauma can be 

transmitted across generations through diverse mechanisms, such as storytelling, customs, and cultural traditions. 

The trauma becomes ingrained in the collective memory and is passed down to subsequent generations, shaping 

their worldview and influencing their understanding of the world.  

Cultural trauma can have profound psychological and emotional repercussions on individuals within the 

affected society or cultural group. It can lead to various emotional reactions, including sorrow, resentment, 

anxiety, and despondency. These psychological scars can endure for generations, impacting the mental well-

being and overall health of individuals within the group. Cultural trauma can impact artistic expression, literature, 

music, and other cultural creations. It becomes an inspiration and a means of processing and conveying the 

collective encounter with trauma. Cultural expressions may reflect themes of bereavement, resilience, and the 

quest for healing and fairness. Cultural trauma often spurs social and political activism. Members of the affected 

society or cultural group may rally together to address injustices, advocate for recognition, seek reparations, or 

push for societal transformation. The trauma becomes a catalyst for social movements and can shape the course 

of history. Cultural trauma can influence intergroup relations within a society. It can exacerbate divisions and 

ignite conflicts between distinct cultural groups, as the trauma may be associated with a particular historical 

event or a period of subjugation. These tensions can persist for extended periods, hindering reconciliation and 

fostering ongoing animosity.  

Overall, cultural trauma has extensive ramifications for societies and cultural groups. It affects their 

collective memory, identity, relationships, and aspirations. Recognizing and addressing cultural trauma is crucial 

for healing, reconciliation, and the advancement of social justice and inclusiveness. 
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