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Introduction:


The U.N. Convention on Children’s Rights proclaims that children are individuals in their own right – they are a legal entity from the day they are born, and can demand that their best interests be paramount, not just as the attitude of a benevolent society, but as a given right. The Convention details these rights, among others to be protected from the effects of war, terror, etc. It defines both the rights of children and the responsibility of adults, and nations, to take steps to ensure these rights. The child’s evolving capacities are taken into consideration when assessing to what degree he can assert himself and demand full control over his life, but it emphasizes his status as an individual as the basis for any debate. It also takes into account that childhood is a vulnerable stage, as the child is developing, and any insult to his person, physical or emotional, is not only directly harmful but also impedes or harms his capacity to develop – his given right to be an individual who can fulfil his individual potential.  It is the task of society, through the nations who ratified the Convention, to ensure that each and every child’s right to development is ensured. 

Psychoanalytic theory of development also sees the child as an individual who must develop into a mature, independent, secure adult. The child needs his surroundings to enable him to develop according to his evolving capacities, in all fields; and there is a natural sequence of development, which, if disturbed, will halt, damage or delay the child’s optimal development (A. Freud, Mahler, Stern, Klein, to name only a few).

Terror, whether in the literal form of night terrors or the horrific effects of terrorism, attacks development at every stage. And the longer a child grows up in a climate of terror, the more developmental stages and tasks will be affected by it. I will attempt to conceptualise some of these effects, not as a systematic stage-by-stage description, but rather taking major themes. 

Individualisation:

 


Terror, by its very nature, attacks individualisation. Terror, for adults and children, dehumanizes. There is loss of individual identity. People are not terrorized for who they are individually or for what they have done personally but as random figures, either because they belong to a  certain group or because they happened to be in a certain place. For a child, seeking cause and effect, this is highly detrimental. But childhood is also a time when identity is developing, and this is a particularly vulnerable time for any danger to individuality. Becoming an individual in one’s own right is a primary developmental task. Anything that takes over the individual and makes him a cipher, an incidental occurrence, a statistic, unimportant as a person in his own right – will slow down, pervert or destroy the process of individuation (M.Mahler, Separation-Individuation). The terror itself is impersonal, and the crowd reaction is impersonal.


“The Diary of Anna Frank” shows how individuality can be maintained in the worst of circumstances, and it is not surprising that in some ways it has become a symbol of individuality. When we read about horrendous disasters, it is always easier to relate to one person’s story than to the terrifying numbers. 

At the other extreme, in the Harry Potter series, the archenemy, who thrives on terror, is called by most “he who shall not be named”, thus creating a strong sense of nameless dread. Harry’s worst fear is fear itself, another example of the essence of terror: children, as adults, tend to center their fears on a concrete object or situation, thus lessening the scope of their fear; but the most terrifying thing is the fear itself. Once one is faced with the actual cause, or the actual event, one can begin to cope. But as long as we are “only” afraid – the fear takes over, as there is nothing to do against it. Rowling also created the dementors, as the most terrifying creatures imaginable, leaving a cold, icy feeling when you cross their path. 

“Standing in the doorway….. was a cloaked figure that towered to the ceiling. Its face was complete hidden beneath its hood. Harry’s eyes darted downwards, and what he saw made his stomach contract. There was a hand proturding from the cloak and it was glistening, greyish, slimy-looking and scabbed, like something dead that had decayed in water………An intense cold swept over them all. Harry felt his own breath catch in his chest. The cold went deeper than his skin. It was inside his chest, it ws inside his very heart…..” (“Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkanban”, J.K. Rowling). 

This is a graphic description of how terror gets under our skin, inside our bodies, becomes part of us. Easy to imagine that if children are exposed to this regularly, it leaves little space for individual development. But that is not all. The dementors do not kill you physically – they (themselves faceless) suck the soul out of a person, leaving him without identity. One could see these dementors as the personification of terror. The facial expressions of terrified people are all the same; their individual facial characteristics seem to have disappeared. This is frightening for anyone, but for a child this is doubly detrimental: he loses his own identity, before it has been fully established, and he finds himself mirroring the terror in the adults – when mirroring is a vital tool in his development. Parents mirror and reflect back to their children the child’s emotions; the child learns through the parent’s metabolised and modified reaction about himself. But terror erases all this. There is no conscious, cognitive or intuitive understanding and modification of the child’s fears, but an overwhelming sense of disaster that the child ingests as the mirror of the parents. For him, this will become part of his development.

Security:

Children play with their toys, sometimes break them by chance, sometimes deliberately. They expect them to be fixed, to be put right again. When possible, parents do just this. They put things right again. If they can’t – they console the child, help him grieve and help him go on to the future. They will teach him how not to break his toys, so he won’t have to suffer loss and trauma again. And if he still does so – the child will have to learn to accept the consequences of his acts. The discovery that not eveything can be made right is a major developmental task. In order to achieve this task, children must have a secure base, a sense of security in themselves, their parents and the world. There must be some safe place and person to depend upon, to come back to, to gain strength from. With this inner sense of basic trust they can learn to deal with frustration, loss and fear.


But terror is different. By its very definition it destroys the basic feeling of security, blocks the path back to the secure base. Terror thrives on insecurity, the unknown, the unstable, the unexpected. It feeds on being unpredictable. It lurks around every corner, and there are no childish rituals to stave it off, 


“Whenever I walk in a London street,


I’m ever so careful to watch my feet;



And I keep in the squares,



And the masses of bears,


Who wait at the corners all ready to eat


The sillies who tread on the lines of the street,



Go back to their lairs, 



And I say to them “Bears,


Just look how I’m walking in all the squares!”



(Lines and Squares, from A.A. Milne’s  “When We Were Very Young”)


This poem for the very young emphasizes both the fears and the feeling of mastery that helps the child overcome his fears. He creates his own sense of things, he can predict when the bears will come, and then he can avoid this by not walking on the squares.


But in a world of terror the bears are unpredictable. They follow no rules and can appear at any time, any place, and there is no talisman or ritual – or parent or other strong adult – who can protect them from the bears of the world. They will continue to try to make sense of things in their own world, as not having a framework to put things in is also terrifying; and sometimes the adults will go along with this. The adults, living in the same terrifying situation, will have developed some kind of ritual, belief, magical thinking of their own to cope with the situation, and will usually pass this on to the child. Thus, in a life-situation of suicide bombings, some parents will not allow their children on buses, some will forbid going to the mall, others will forbid school outings, etc.There is some kind of rationale to this – usually the most recent bombing – but it is still magical thinking, a way of gaining control over an uncontrollable situation. Another example of this way of gaining a sense of control can be seen in the attitude to the gas mask during the Gulf War of 1991. Before the war started, the gas mask was the ultimate symbol of terror to the Israeli people. It had terrible connotations, from the gas chambers to the horror movies where masks were seen as part of the aliens (in itself, a terrifying term). But as soon as people started using the masks regularly, as part of the ritual of dealing with the siren signifying a missile raid – the mask became the security blanket, the pacifier, the transitional object (to use Winnicott’s term) of the nation. Children painted flowers on the box containing the mask and warned their parents not to forget the mask when they left the house; they treated their masks as an extension of the security their parents could give them. So symbols grow in a cultural context. Some individuals had their personal fears of the mask, and were not influenced by the changed attitude; but the culture has a strong effect on people in general, and on children in particular, so avid to make sense of things. Children will give whatever explanation they can, in their own terms, because no explanation is the most terrifying thing. It is even better when the explanation is in familiar, understandable terms – such as the chidren who could quote the whole story of Saddam Hussein and his missiles, and even draw pictures of the missiles, but when asked what had destroyed their home they said “the thunder and lightning”.

Understanding – making sense of things:

So we see that developmentally, children have a need to understand, to make sense of things, in order to cope and in order to move on. Things they can’t understand are left encapsulated in their inner world, perhaps to be dealt with at a later age, when they will be able to make sense of the experience. In the meantime, this encapsulation takes up emotional space and energy, as the child has to “ignore” it until he can deal with it. If the “encapsulation” takes on a terrifying quality, the energy needed to block it out will be great.


This is true in cases of individual trauma as well as national terror. In child abuse within the family, the most extreme damage can be the psychological, and often it is the inexplicability and the unpredictablility of the situation that is the most terrifying. Children will assume – even prefer to assume – that they have caused the violence rather than live with the feeling that it is senseless. They will assume the identity of the victim rather than no identity at all; they will create a story to explain the violence and terror rather than cope with no explanation at all.


Of themselves, these are necessary and usefull defense mechanisms. We all use dissociation, denial and displacement when faced with an immediate trauma. The psyche splits off, avoids or denies that which it cannot immediately deal with. Over time, when the emergency is over, one can go back to the trauma, digest it, assimilate it, deal with its aftermath. In overwhelming situations, sometimes it is impossible to do this later on, as there is no cognitive imprinting of the situation, only affective memory. (reference). This is difficult enough for adults to deal with, and they repeatedly emphasize that not remembering and/or not understanding can be more terrifying than the most terrifying event. But for children, if they experience this as part of their growing up, this “not knowing”, “not understanding”, becomes part of their being. They can take on the story explaining why this is happening, use the symbols of the adults (the chosen trauma, Volkan). But for them it will become even more part of reality than for their parents. In order to make sense of things, they may confuse past and present, imagination and reality – anything to help them to a coherent story that gives meaning to what they are going through. This creates a sense of control, of mastery – so vital for their development. They will choose their idols and identification figures from society, often because they see their parents as weak (unable to defend themselves or their children from the terror and its results). They might identify with the aggressor (A. Freud, Ferenci, Hirsch M.) or dream of becoming a suicide bomber, a terrorist – as an ego-ideal, a way of saving the world or their own souls. Aggression as a defence against threats to the psychological self, not only the physical being, is especially common when the young child is exposed to unpredictable or hostile parents or other significant adults (Fonagy, Moran and Target, Aggresion and the psychological self). The defences of aggression and avoidance may then become organsing influences in the construction of the self, in the formation of the personality.

Transgenerational effects:

All the above will apply to the children growing up in an atmosphere of terror, of the unpredictable horror. What of children growing up with parents (or a society) that have already been traumatised? When the parent is himself overwhelmed by his experiences, when they have become part of his personality, he will inevitably transmit this to the children, as part of their heritage. 


Much has been written about second and third generations of holocaust victims, who gave their children either a legacy of silence or a legacy of memory – the need to maintain the memory of the terror through the children, as erasing what happened is even more terrifying. One can see similar problems in seemingly different situations, such as the transgenerational transmission of trauma among campensino in El Salvador (The sound of barking dogs: violence and terror among Salvadoran families in the postwar. Dickson-Gomez J.). This is transgenerational transmission from the victims. But there is also the problems of the children of perpretators, or second generation of the losers. In Germany, the difficulties of dealing with the aftermath of Nazi Germany left little room for dealing with the trauma of children who had lived through bombings, loss of parents, total disruption, etc. – all the aftermath of war, with the additional burden of a complex emotional atmosphere where silence – and the need for them not to ask questions – prevailed (Bohleber, personal communication). These children also had a need to make sense of things, to understand what had happened to them, to feel that their parents and community served as a protective shield – at least emotionally. But their parents’ generation was busy dealing with its own trauma, and the children were left in a void.


But there are also problems for the children of traumatised heroes. Much less was written about this in the past, as society has a need to maintain that heroes are heroes, and can do no wrong. But gradually there is recognition of the fact that if the parent is a post-traumatic war hero – he is still post-traumatic. He is overesensitive to noise, and is furious with his children if they open the television; he has a very low frustration threshhold and children, by their very nature, are often frustrating. He is angry at the children for reasons that have nothing to do with them, but they are not allowed to be angry at him – he is a war hero!! They are left in the position of trying to understand the nonunderstandable and trying to placate and please a parent who cannot be pleased. This confusion is enhanced by the attitude of society to the parent – admiration. Child abusers are at least criticised by society, and the child can find some justification for himself. But not when society sees his task as defending and helping the parent!!


Thus we see that when a whole society, or a designated part of the society, has a role to play and a trauma to work through – the children, who are so dependant on them, get left by the wayside, because the role is necessary for society, or the trauma blocks out the ability to deal with the problems of others. Denial and dissociation become major defense mechanisms, both for the adults and for the children – and we are again faced with the fact that for children, this becomes part of their personality.

Living with terror, living with violence:

Most of the above mentioned children are victims of their parents’ past or their society’s trauma. Or they have become memorials for what the parents went through, or are burdened with preserving the parents’ image. They are not allowed normal development, which includes individuation, curiosity, the developmental need to question and deal with answers, the developmental need to feel that the adult world is there for them, rather than they being there to serve the needs of the adult world.


But what of the children who are not dealing with the past, but are growing up in daily terror? Even the most terrible wars have come to an end. But terror, by its definition, is a continuous, insidious process, that penetrates the everyday fabric of the terrorised society. This is true of national terrorism and of inner-city violence. The people begin to recognize that terror and violence have become an everyday reality, and have developed the necessary defense mechanisms to allow them to psychically survive in these situations. The sheer numbers involved are staggering – and part of our denial is not to see the numbers. Whether in inner-city New Haven (Marans and Cohen, 1993), in Rwanda, Israel, Palestinian territories, the countries of former Yugoslavia, different periods in Latin America – children are growing up in an atmosphere of denial or muting of emotional reactions to violence. Mothers in a number of societies that are constantly exposed to violence (Lorion  Saltzman, 1993` Richters & Martinez, 1993` Osofsky et al., 1993) describe “their feelings about their children’s exposure to violence  and the ways I nwhich they tried to handle the problem. As they reiterated numerous examples of violence, a matter-of-fact quality often permeated their reports, likely related to living with so much violence “ (Infant Mental Health, vol. 4: Infants and Violence: Prevention, Intervention  and Treatment, page 166-167). This is similar to the everyday experience living in a country exposed daily to terrorist attacks: in 2000, when the Intifada in Israel resumed, every attack was a shock and people reacted with horror, anger, and grief  - and also with a tightening of family bonds and a clinging of families and communities. But as time went on, it was impossible to continue with these reactions. One could take in only so much tragedy. Now, when a terrorist attack is announced, there is more an internal check if one knows someone in that area, and then there is a resumption of daily activities. Belgrade, during the bombing, underwent similar changes (personal communication, Popovic). Palestinians were exposed to similar continuing fear, and all three situations included varying degrees of helplessness, that only increased the denial, the reversion to “business as usual” – when often the business was identifying with the suicide bombers (as a Palestinian child) or with those who want to eradicate the terrorists by force – on the Israeli side. In any case, human life took on a very different significance than two years earlier; the whole attitude to real, everyday violence (not just television series) changed, and just as with inner city violence – a matter-of-fact tone took over. This is what the children of today are growing up with, and it concurs with news of mass killings in other parts of the world, with dramatic, real pictures of killed, maimed or orphaned children. These are the “best” news stories, and this is what the children digest over dinner, as their daily fare. Their parents can no longer express moral shock and indignation over every single case; can no longer treat each incident as the human, individual tragedy it is; they often just continue their conversation, or quote some political attitude. There is no more faith that the adults can solve these problems; a kind of helplessness and fatalism takes over. There is a sense of living in the present, and avoiding thinking about the future. This can enhance small things in everyday life, but it also denies the child a sense of security in the present in order to hope for good things in his own future.


There is already some research going on relating to the effects on children of growing up in this continued atmosphere of violence. It is assumed that there is much in common between children growing up with inner-city violence and living in war zones. (Bell & Jenkins, 1991; Garbarini et al., 1992; leavitt & Fox, 1993; Osofsky, 1994, Reiss, Richters, Radke-Yarrow & scharff, 1993).  Research has shown an increase in aggressive behavior in children exposed regularly to violence and an increase in anxious or depressive symptoms (Cooley-Quille, Turner & Beidel, 1995; Schwab-Stone et.al., 1995). There is an increase in teenage violence and delinquency (Zingraff, Leiter, Myers & Johnsen, 1993; Sidom, 1989,1991). And there is increasing brain research that shows the actual changes that occur in the brain of traumatised people, including children, and also in neglected children (Perry, 1993; Shore, 1997). These are just a few examples that show that long-term violence and terror do indeed affect the children, at a stage where they are still developing, and thus have great influence in shaping their personalities, behaviors, etc. But beyond these important changes, there is also the cultural change in values, attitudes towards human life, towards others (the terrorists are always “others”, and this easily gets generalised), towards national values. A society constantly fighting terror and violence develops behaviors, as a group, that they would not employ as individuals, just as soldiers do things in the army they would –or should – not do in civilian life. The commandments that apply to our everyday life, and were created biblically because these are the greatest temptations (and the laws of modern nations are created for the same reason) bow down to the necessities of survival. This means that children grow up with either different values or a confusion of values, at an age when values are being incorporated into their personality. “If the child is exposed to violence repeatedly, the effects are likely to be more significant or severe as the child grows older. He or she will come to expect violence in everyday life and, over time, may become immune and unfeeling about such exposure” (Infant Mental Health  Vol. 4, Infants and Violence: Prevention, Internetion and Treatment, page 177). Fonagy, Moran and Target (1992) have shown that children can use aggression to protect their psychological self – that inner sense of who they are – when there is constant hostility in their outside world. If their parents do not, or cannot, serve as a buffer between them and this hostility – and we are dealing with cases where the parents cannot, because they are jointly threatened – then we have begun a cycle of using violence and aggression not only as a practical solution to problems but also as an inherent part of their personality.

Conclusion: 


Terror is indeed a terrifying thing. All children have some experience of terror, but within the normal confines of normal childhood. If they are afraid of wolves at night or of ghosts in the nursery (Fraiberg) this is part of learning about the world, about their inner fears and feelings they are beginning to learn about and cannot control or master as in a game. So they use images and games and children’s stories and children’s poems to help them overcome and deal with these fears. And there is an adult world out there to contain, console and strengthen them in this endeavor. 


But when these protective shields are breached, the child has to develop in adverse circumstances, without the full support of the family and community, as they are also threatened; and they acquire adult defenses as part of their everyday life. 


In this sense, terror achieves its aim – and for the children of the world, it must be combatted.

