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INTRODUCTION

I was introduced to the field of cultural trauma through an MPhil module entitled “Communist and 

Post-Communist Film”. Though I came to the M.Phil. Programme with a strong background in the 

arts, it was the first time I watched a film through the lens of a feature-length response to a 

catastrophic event, in this case the Yugoslav Wars of Succession happening while the film was 

being made. I began to grasp the wider importance of film's role in society, especially in societies 

that had experienced cultural trauma. After earning the M.Phil., I commenced the doctoral 

programme to further explore film's larger role in the community. Guided by my supportive 

supervisor, Dr. Clemens Ruthner, I arrived at the dissertation topic, “The function of myth in 

cultural trauma films of Southeastern Europe”.

The topic of cultural trauma led Dr. Ruthner to introduce me to Dr. Jennifer Edmond, a vital staff 

member at the Trinity Long Room Hub, a center for interdisciplinary research in the humanities. Of 

particular interest is Dr. Edmond's role as co-ordinator of the SPECTRESS network. First, Dr. 

Edmond introduced me to the writings from Yale University on constructivist approaches to cultural

trauma. Second, she facilitated my attendance at the SPECTRESS summer workshop held at the 

IUC in Dubrovnik in 2016 and 2017, where I was immersed in the most recent theories of 

illustrious experts in cultural trauma. Third, she arranged for my secondment at Yale University in 

January 2017 where I was sponsored by the insightful and generous Dr. Ron Eyerman. These events

and support set my research on a scholastic course I could not have ever anticipated when all I had 

was a hunch that myth and trauma were expressed in film. 



Currently in my research, I analyse how films express myths, as narratives of collective values, and 

how they were transgressed by cultural trauma. Evidence suggests mythology's presence in society, 

and by extension, in the arts, is just as ubiquitous today as was in ancient Greece. The content of the

myths may have shifted but mythology's function in society has not changed; this is especially 

manifested in film. Within films that address trauma on a community level, characters often employ

mythology to reclaim or rebuild a collective identity and directors seek out precedents in myths to 

incorporate life-changing events into the group's narrative. Audiences of films recounting trauma 

are provided with characters with whom they can empathise, and in whom they may recognise their 

own emotions and decisions regarding events that upend their family and community. The medium 

of film may be new but the exercise of identification with characters is ancient, as Aristotle's 

observations on drama and catharsis imply (Aristotle 1998). It is possible that audiences from 

afflicted cultures could benefit by identifying with film characters who navigate obstacles impacting

the community and who draw on mythology to protect or reinvent their identities. From the 

appraisal of the films in which characters address disruptive actions or events affecting their 

community, it follows that such ‘trauma narrative’ films could be distributed to communities 

seeking therapeutic treatment for trauma. Considering that society is informed by its mythology and

that films employ the symbols found within mythology superficially or more critically, it follows 

that film is an ideal means of integrating trauma into a cultural narrative, and thereby into a culture's

mythology. 

MYTH AND CULTURAL TRAUMA 

To apprehend the larger aim of the function of myth in films addressing cultural trauma, we must 

understand myth's role in cultural trauma. constructivists, such as Alexander et al., consider the arts 

as a means of articulating the trauma to either reconstruct what happened to in order to label it 

traumatic, or to commence reconstituting the collective identity—both involve the actor(s) 

attempting to claim ownership of narrative. Collective identity upon which the constructivists build 



is rooted in the work of Emile Durkheim and elaborated upon by Maurice Halbwachs. Halbwachs 

explains, 'One may say that the individual remembers by placing himself in the perspective of the 

group, but one may also affirm that the memory of the group realises and manifests itself in 

individual memories,' (Halbwachs 1992, 40). In other words, any perception of trauma is based on 

the concept that the individual is operating within the framework of his or her community. Thus, the

psychoanalytic and constructivist approaches differ irreconcilably on the role of myth (as employed 

by collective identity) and manifestation of trauma. Myth is utilised by social constructivists to 

address the pain and needs of a community. As mentioned above, every society is governed by the 

myths in their respective cultural storehouse. It is these myths and their enactments that shape a 

society's framework and initiates or strengthens societal bonds. Constructivists, such as Jeffrey 

Alexander, view collective identity to be as signifier of this framework. Myth provides the 

expectations made of and held by the group and expression articulates how these expectations were 

transgressed in a cultural trauma. Alexander explains: 

Cultural trauma occurs when members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a horrendous event 
that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking their memories forever and changing their
future identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways. (Alexander 2004(a), 1)

The concept of a collectivity originates in Maurice Halbwachs's Les cadres sociaux de la memoire 

(1952), translated as On Collective Memory (1992). Halbwachs expands upon the concept of 

framework initially proposed by Emile Durkheim. Ron Eyerman provides a synopsis of how 

collectivity is founded upon collective memory: 

Here collective memory is defined as recollections of a shared past 'that are retained and passed on either as 
part of an ongoing process of what might be called public commemoration, in which officially sanctioned 
rituals are engaged to establish a shared past, or through discourses more specific to a particular group or 
collective. This socially constructed, historically rooted collective memory functions to create a social 
solidarity in the present. (Eyerman 2004, 65) 

Rachel López also endorses this perspective from a legal perspective when she writes, 'As a result 

of sharing and collective identification, the group engaging in memory work forms important social 

bonds amongst its members' (López 2015, 800).



The myths that reinforce societal bonds are vulnerable to undermining by manipulation and 

traumatic transgression, ultimately resulting in their revision or the invention of new myths. Myths 

that a society relies upon to establish its heritage and manifest its uniqueness are often the ones 

most susceptible to infringement. Let us consider two such types of myths: nationalism and 

character. Starting with nationalism, in the introduction of the anthology The Collective Memory 

Reader, Olick, Vinitsky-Seroussi and Levy point out that '…the key site in the story of thinking 

about social and cultural forms of memory is the rise of nationalism, and the understandings of 

history it depended on,' (2011, 13). The authors highlight the popular practice of trawling through a 

region's history in search of myths and traditions that can be twisted into a sense of superiority, and 

recognise the contribution by Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger on the topic of 'invention of 

tradition' (1983). This artifice in the construction of nationalism is also acknowledged by Anthony 

Smith: 

But in most cases, the mythologies elaborated by nationalists have not been fabrications but recombinations of 
traditional, perhaps unanalysed, motifs and myths taken from epics, chronicles, documents of the period, and 
material artefacts… Such novel recombinations are pre-eminently the work of intellectuals in search of their 
'roots' (2011, 234). 

An illustration of selective deployment of myth is Kosovo in Serbian national narratives. Slobodan 

Milošević first captured the attention of the international community's attention on 24 April, 1987 

with a speech he gave in Kosovo. He declared to the Serb community, 'No one should dare to beat 

you!' (Silber and Little 1997, 37) referring to the oppression the Serbs felt they were experiencing at

the hands of the local, ethnic Albanian majority. Kosovo had been one of two autonomous 

provinces of Serbia in Yugoslavia but Serbia's power over the area diminished and in 1981 ethnic 

Albanians started demanding independence from Serbia with public demonstrations. In the face of a

potentially traumatic shift of Kosovo going from being Serbian to independent, Milošević 

proclaimed, 'This is your land. . . You should stay here for the sake of your ancestors and 

descendants' (Silber and Little 1997, 38) alluding to the 1389 Battle of Kosovo. By playing the card 

of tradition and myth, Milošević renewed up the sense of martyrdom from the defeat in 1389 and 

catalysed nationalist sentiments into mass violence. Broadly speaking, this ultimately caused NATO



to bomb Serbia in 1999 to end the Serbian military attacks on the contested region. Ivana Spacić 

elevates Kosovo from a geographic location to a 'Serbian symbolic referent' and justifies this by 

citing its mythological origins in 'folk epic poetry, religious writings, and early secular works' up to 

how it is handled in university students' written compositions in 2000 (Spacić 2013, 83). She 

indicates that Serbian nationalist politicians saw from afar how meaningful Kosovo was as a 

rallying cry: '…The sorrowful but proud feeling of tragedy, death, and loss engendered by 

remembrance of the Kosovo catastrophe 600 years ago is …part of the very essence of being a Serb'

(Spacić 2013, 81). The enslavement of Kosovo—the mythological symbol—to political motives led

to it being labelled a trauma by cultural commentators. 

So, finally, is there a Kosovo trauma for Serbs? The answer may be 'yes' provided that we understand its proper
location: it does not dwell in Serbs, but in the discursive space between them. And the trauma itself involves a 
whole knowledge of entangled traumas, not necessarily those that bards of trauma strove to inculcate. The 
deceptive simplicity of the noun, Kosovo, might also hide traumas of the Yugoslav wars, including the 'trauma 
of perpetrators' (Giesen 2004); …also, perhaps, the trauma of being forced into a traumatic identity and lacking
the language in which to express one's dissent without being called a traitor. (Spacić 2013, 99)

Smith looks beyond the controversial status of nationalism to argue that such 'recombinations', to 

borrow his word, are drawn from the cultural storehouse of myths which, though historical, have 

shaped societies into their present incarnations. As noted earlier, myths are more than just epics—

and function as the bases for societal institutions which may change over time but always socially 

constructed.

Creating nations is a recurrent activity, which has to be renewed periodically. It is one that involves ceaseless 
re-interpretations, rediscoveries and reconstructions; each generation must re-fashion national institutions and 
stratification systems in the light of the myths, memories, values and symbols of the 'past,' which can best 
minister to the needs and aspirations of its dominant social groups and institutions. . . At the same time, this 
'nation-building' activity operates within a definite tradition; it is not made over entirely anew by each 
generation, but inherits the mythologies and the symbolisms of previous generations. (Smith 2011, 234)

Smith delineates both the popular and the deeper meanings of nationalism and, in doing so, offers 

insight into how artefacts of heritage can be distilled into signifiers and at risk of being watered 

down into propagandistic symbols. The repercussions of nationalist symbols span from wars with 

neighbours based on maps of ancient borders to growing popularity of ultra-right parties and their 

minions, transforming communities into places unrecognisable to long-term residents. However, we



cannot lose sight of the many other tiers that Smith brings to the fore and how nationalism, in the 

holistic sense, shapes the community. 

Typically, myths set out the character of the community its members seek to emulate. When 

emulation of this character causes downfall of the collective this is problematic. Bernhard Giesen (a

constructivist with an appreciation for psychoanalysis) exemplifies the impact of such cultural 

trauma. In the years leading up to the Second World War there was a dire need for a restorative 

myth in Germany to cast off the mantle of shame resulting from the economic ruin and political 

humiliation the country had suffered after the Great War. Giesen reminds us of the more ensconced 

myths, such as Germans as producers of cultural artefacts, yet argues that Germans paid an even 

higher price to rid themselves of the pain of the First World War. 

As horrible as defeat and death in war may be, their atrocity would have been alleviated by the moral triumph 
of a collective project that could have persisted even after a defeat and could even have earned the tacit respect 
of the victors—a heroic war of liberation and independence, for example. But moral justification of the war 
was entirely and radically denied for the Germans. The trauma of 1945 did not only result from ruin and rape, 
death and defeat, but also from the sudden loss of self-respect and moral integrity. The utmost barbarism had 
happened in the nation that had previously grounded its identity on Kultur (culture) and that, at the beginning 
of the century, could claim to have furthered and supported Jewish emancipation more than its European 
neighbours (Diner 1988). (Giesen 2011, 115) 

During the war the minister for propaganda, Joseph Goebbels demonstrated at every juncture the 

myth of the supposedly superior German character over other races. For example, he facilitated the 

making of two films: Leni Riefenstahl's Triumph of the Will (1935) and Olympia (1938), both now 

celebrated as cinematic landmarks (Uí Nuallán 2013). Indeed, any nation deemed criminal and 

barbarous in spite of believing its acts heroic and liberating is thrust into a state of dissonance. Put 

differently, when a collectivity believes it has acted righteously only to be condemned by the 

international community, or its own collectivity, it may lead to a confusing sense of betrayal and 

uncertainty. Indeed, Giesen reports, 'All those who had devoted years of their lives to a movement 

whose members had to consider themselves as collaborators in a mass murder could not repair their 

ruined moral identity even if they had been ready to confess their guilt,' (Giesen 2004, 116). 



With regard to social constructivism, Alexander meticulously distinguishes between cultural trauma

theory and trauma in medical or lay theory: it is not the blow that causes the pain, but the 

subsequent perception or construction of the impact of the blow that is traumatic. To indicate this 

constructivist distinction let us consider the lay trauma theory. 

According to lay theory, traumas are naturally occurring events that shatter an individual or collective actor's 
sense of well-being. In other words, the power to shatter—the 'trauma'—is thought to emerge from the events 
themselves. The reaction to such shattering events—'being traumatised'—is felt and thought to be an 
immediate and unreflexive response. (Alexander 2004(a), 2)

Such a stance implies that there is no psychological or social assessment necessary to declare the 

blow a trauma: the blunt force to the body and the damage it causes suffice. Conversely, 

constructivist theory proposes that objectivity plays no role in the determination of a cultural 

trauma. 'Sometimes, in fact, events that are deeply traumatizing may not actually have occurred at 

all; such imagined events, however, can be as traumatizing as events that have actually occurred' 

(Alexander 2004(a), 8). Alexander claims that the blow itself is not essential; the potential damage 

of the blow is enough to render trauma. He furthers his argument on the collective, subjective 

perception of trauma by declaring, 'Trauma is not the result of a group experiencing pain. It is the 

result of an acute discomfort entering into the core of the collectivity's sense of its own identity' 

(Alexander 2004(a), 10).

Once a conscious decision has been reached by members of the collective, the next step is to 

communicate this decision into the public arena. As such, Ron Eyerman suggests that trauma 

narratives elevate suffering from the individual level to the cultural level (Eyerman 2017). Trauma 

narration is not a natural process, yet it easily avails of existing social constructs that articulate and 

reinforce mythology and memory which comprise identity. To make this 'acute discomfort' public, 

trauma narrators are necessary. Alexander terms these storytellers 'collective actors' (Alexander 

2004(a), 10) and Eyerman calls them 'intellectuals' (Eyerman 2004, 63): both terms refer to 

narrators within the culture who construct the event as a 'fundamental threat to who they are, where 

they came from, and where they want to go' (Alexander 2004(a), 10). Eyerman's notion of the 



intellectual is more Gramscian than Marxist, because of the way it accords power to mediate 

between the societal spheres, relating and elaborating on the ideas of others rather than proprietary 

innovations (Eyerman 2004, 63). Eyerman explains, 'what defines an intellectual is “what they do” 

rather than “who they are”' (Eyerman 2004, 63). Quoting Grace Hale, he continues, 'A traumatic 

tear evokes the need to “narrate new foundations”,' and it is intellectuals—'film directors, singers of 

song, as well as college professors'—who narrate these new foundations and repopulate the cultural 

repository of myth (Eyerman 2004, 63).1 The intellectuals to whom he refers are using media to 

communicate within and with other spheres, rather than simply adding to the echo chamber and 

peddling the consumption of dominant ideology.2 The members of 'intellectual' professions 

mentioned above create the trauma narrative by constructing an artefact of expression (i.e. a film) to

describe the 'tear in the social fabric', to use Eyerman's term. Let us remember that films are a space

in which directors, as carriers/intellectuals, can assert cultural trauma and this will be illustrated in 

general below and specifically the following chapter. This circles back to the use (and exploitation3)

of individual and social charters which encourage community members to iterate their experience to

interpellatively reinforce the communal bond; even the simple act of pointing to a perpetrator 

solidifies group membership and identity by uttering, 'They hurt us.' 

The initial entry of such a statement of cultural trauma, such as a film, may be met with resistance 

from other members of the community, or other societies. This sounds straightforward but, in fact, 

convincing the perpetrator, be it a foreign power or the domestic government, of wrongdoing and 

officially acknowledging its actions, is a process in itself. Speaking from a factual rather than a 

necessarily psychoanalytic standpoint, Dominick LaCapra explains:

Perpetrators are often inclined self-defensively to deny the need for empathy and mourning with respect to 
victims, and whatever affective response they express may be confused with self-pity and nostalgia about an 
earlier state of affairs which was conjoined with acts of oppression. (LaCapra 2014, 214)

1 The process of interrogating core cultural myths by previously unheard groups, as recounted by Doty the cultural 
theorist, can also be conceived of as 'narrating new foundations'. 

2 John Fiske and John Hartley discuss the difference between consumption and communication and the semiotics used
to achieve this in the chapter “The Functions of Television” from Reading Television (2003).

3 See 'Revolutionary Trauma and Representation of the War: The Case of China in Mao's Era' by Rui Gao in 
Narrating Trauma: On the Impact of Collective Suffering (2013).



 

There are numerous reasons why perpetrators react in the way LaCapra describes. For one, in the 

same way that the self-identifying injured party asserts that certain values (derived from myth) have

been transgressed by the perpetrators, so, too, ideologically speaking, does the perpetrating party 

have values that guided its actions. Another motive could be exculpation as a symptom of the 

trauma of betraying the aggressors' own collective values, discussed above with regard to post-war 

Germany and post-Yugoslav Kosovo. 

Often there is a struggle for official recognition for the trauma etched into the group memory at 

large, regardless of whether the perpetrator is native or foreign. A central theme in the contributions 

to Ashplant et. al. is the chasm between official and popular memory. The anthology editors concur 

with the point raised by Hobsbawm in The Invention of Tradition that 'the history which became a 

part of the fund of knowledge or the ideology of the nation, state or movement is not what has 

actually been preserved in popular memory...' (Hobsbawm cited in Ashplant et al. 2000), 11) They 

draw from Eric Hobsbawm's text The Invention of Tradition to support their point: 

Official ideologies of states and movements are not guides to what is in the minds of even the most loyal citizens
or supporters… for most people national identification [is not necessarily]… superior to, the remainder of the 
state of identifications which constitute the social being. (Hobsbawm cited in Ashplantet al. 2000, 11)

Where there is official rejection of traumatic narratives, Ashplant, Dawson and Roper argue that 

collective memory retains the knowledge of events, 'acknowledged and shared in private, never 

acquiring public valency' (Ashplant et al. 2000, 20). This is highly relevant to the cultural traumas 

of the Katyn Massacre where public discussion was censored, and of the Greek Civil War where 

such censorship still prevails. Bartmanski and Eyerman write, 'The story of responsibility for this 

mass murder of Poles is one of dispute, suppression… and protracted marginalisation' (Bartmanski 

and Eyerman 2013, 238). The Katyn Massacre, which occurred in 1940, gained traction as a 

cultural trauma, when the 'tear in the fabric' was recognised after the fall of the communist 

government in 1989.4 Andrzej Wajda was only able to direct and release Katyn in 2007, almost 

4 Bartmanski and Eyerman also point to the roles played by the American and British governments in the suppression 



seventy years after the murders. Similarly, the contemporary film director Stavroula Toska, despite 

being born and educated in Thessaloniki, was not taught about the Greek Civil War. The actress 

Olympia Dukakis gave Toska a little-known anthology of journals kept by Greek women 

imprisoned for refusing to sign declarations of repentance. The anthology forms the foundation of 

Toska's film, Beneath the Olive Tree narrated by Dukakis (Toska 2015). Toska found her own 

mother and maternal grandmother reticent about sharing their personal experiences of the war, 

wishing to forget the abuse they suffered at the hands of their own government. Currently, 'only 

stray monuments commemorate the Greek Civil War of 1944-1949. The issue of how to honour its 

civil war dead has roiled Greece almost to the present,' writes the historian Russell Jacoby (Jacoby 

2011, 46). In other words, this is an instance in which unofficial memory has yet to 'achieve 

centrality' to use the words of the Popular Memory Group (Ashplant et al. 2000, 13). In order to 

gain official recognition and reconstitute collective identity, traumatised communities must interact 

with the arbiters of the official narrative. 

Once intellectuals or members of the carrier group succeed in narrating trauma in the public arena, 

the public can react to it. To achieve recognition and rectification, the community declares its 

collective identity despoiled or sacred value violated. To be clear, there is no means by which a 

culture can return to its identity prior to the disruptive event; even if that were possible it would 

negate the possibility of cultural trauma, which Neil J. Smelser defines as 'laden with negative 

affect', represented as indelible and regarded as threatening a society's existence (Smelser 2004, 44).

One could draw the analogy of a fractured bone that can be set, but never unbroken. Instead, the 

cultural trauma, the pain it caused and how it is overcome or corrected, is entered into the culture's 

mythology. 

 

of information. '...Concerted attempts made by the wartime governments in the United States and Great Britain to 
silence any public discussion in the fear of alienating their Soviet ally, as well as the systemic attempts by the latter 
to cover up the facts. The two western powers were also responsible for the Greek Civil War in their rejection of 
communism. See the documentary series The Untold History of the United States directed by Oliver Stone (2012). 



Considering myth's function in cultural trauma, it should be apparent that a sociological approach is

'purpose-built' making it more beneficial and less prone to the operational shortcomings of the 

psychoanalytic approach to collectivities. The term 'cultural trauma' refers to affected communities, 

rather than individuals in mind. Because psychoanalysis is based on the treatment of the individual, 

one is forced to operate on the logic that there is negligible difference between an individual alone 

and a group of individuals. However, research in the fields of resilience, and triage psychoanalysis 

indicate that this is not the case. Only some of the victims of a mass trauma require assistance in 

psychologically locating the event. This underscores the helpfulness of treating some individuals 

who experience symptoms, and not treating the entire group as one patient. Furthermore, the 

psychoanalytic approach is especially ill-suited to ongoing trauma where the trauma has not 

concluded allowing for the period of latency to begin. Writing on the ongoing traumatic experience 

of the migration of Africans to France, Frantz Fanon bluntly points out, 'Since the racial drama is 

played out in the open, the black man has no time to “make it unconscious” (Fanon 2004, 466). 

Eyerman's study of African-American identity also suggests that there is no opportunity for latency 

only continuous trauma (Eyerman 2004 passim). 

CONCLUSION

In the journey to find the purpose of myth in cultural trauma films we are now equipped with an 

operational definition and a theoretical approach to trauma. Contributions from ancient Greece to 

the present day have informed our understanding of what myth is and how it relates to collective 

memory. The operational usage of myth indicates that evolves with each generation to continue to 

meet the needs of the population it serves. Cultural trauma, as we have seen, shapes a community's 

mythology by drawing on preceding cultural traumas converted into myth as well as initiating the 

creation of new myths to provide future generations with precedents. 

In the discussion of the constructivist approach to cultural trauma, the creation of expressive 



artefacts, such as film, was considered integral both to the declaration of, and recovery from a 

disruptive event. But let us take a moment to consider why film?. Arguably, film is the most 

collective medium in terms of production and audience. On a practical level, it takes a community 

to make the film—from the writers to the directors and actors, to the post-production editors—to the

requisite number of viewers, the cinema audience to make the film financially viable. In other 

words, a film requires more people than any of the other expressive arts. Practically speaking, for a 

film to be made financial backers must be confident that there will be a return on investment. For 

that to happen, they must believe that the film will resonate with enough of the population to 

generate sufficient ticket sales. Additionally, in contrast to live performances, a film can be watched

—its story repeated—again and again. This is significant in two ways with regard to myth. First, as 

with literature, film lends itself structurally to the formation of a narrative. Myth as a narration of a 

trauma can be assimilated into a culture either as a new precedent, or in support of an existing 

precedent. Similarly, textual and filmic narratives demand sequences of events which explain to 

audiences “what happened”. As with myth, artistic narratives order events to grasp what happened 

and why: the causal relationship—no matter how incorrect—being key gaining a sense of 

navigating a path out of the disorder. 

Cinema as a cultural phenomenon typically involves the wide distribution of a narrative across 

many diverse viewpoints?. This facilitates a dialogue in which viewers can discuss the same film 

from their unique positions. In essence, everyone has heard the same story in the film that, unlike 

recited epic poetry or ancient myths, cannot be subtly modified to reflect ever-changing public 

opinion. In this regard, film is a cultural artefact: a snapshot of values and perceptions. The factual 

presence of the film-as-artefact is an essential expression of cultural trauma. A film narrative-

artefact of a perceived injustice can inform those unaware of, or heretofore silent, about their own 

harrowing experience. Fellow survivors may align their own impressions with the collective one 

which also projects or examines cultural values. This identification can be healing for viewers and 



community members alike by through screening and discussing. Like myth, mentioned above, the 

filmic declaration of cultural trauma, once in the public arena, cannot be removed from it unless it 

does not resonate with audiences. With that in mind, film as iteration of cultural trauma offers a 

path for more research to examine the role it can play in addressing its collective impact. 
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