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The survivor is called upon to articulate the values and beliefs 

that she once held and that the trauma destroyed.  She stands 

mute before the emptiness of evil, feeling the insufficiency of any 

known system of explanation.

Judith Herman, 1992

It is mercy I desire and not sacrifice.

Matthew 9:1
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Outline of todayôs 

presentation:

1. What is trauma?

2. Trauma of incarceration

3. Trauma as spiritual crisis

4. Responding to trauma 

among the incarcerated
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Information for this presentation comes primarily from my experiences 

over about 15 years of working with traumatized populations as well 

as the works of Judith Herman, MD, Robert Grant, PhD, Bessel van 

der Kolk, MD, and Bryan Stevenson, JD.
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1.  What is trauma? (slide 1)

Å An experience that overwhelms our capacity to cope and 

brings us face-to-face, to an intolerable degree, with our 

human vulnerability



1. What is trauma? (slide 2)

Å The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) first 

defined a trauma-related disorder in 1980 called post traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD)

Å Currently, the DSM defines an experience as a trauma if it involved:

ÅDeath or threatened death or

Å Actual or threatened serious injury or sexual violence



2.  What is trauma? (slide 3)

ÅReactions to a trauma are classified by the DSM as a psychiatric disorder if 

patient exhibits a certain number of the following symptoms:

Å Intrusive symptoms (unwanted upsetting memories, nightmares, 

flashbacks, emotional distress and/or physical reactivity after exposure to 

traumatic reminders)

Å Avoidance of trauma-related thoughts, feelings and/or external reminders

Å Negative alterations in cognitions or mood including inability to recall key 

features of the trauma, overly negative thoughts about oneself and the 

world, exaggerated blame of self or others for causing trauma, negative 

affect, decreased interest in activities, feeling isolated and difficulty 

feeling positive affect

Å Alterations in arousal and reactivity (irritability or aggression, risky or 

destructive behavior, hypervigilance, heightened startle reaction, difficulty 

concentrating and difficulty sleeping)



1. What is trauma? (slide 4)

Å Judith Herman proposed an additional diagnosis, not at this time included in 

the DSM, called Complex PTSD, to capture the effects she was seeing in 

patients of prolonged, repeated trauma experienced in a context of captivity or 

totalitarian control (Herman, 1992).

Å She identified symptoms including dissociation, amnesia, somatization, 

traumatic attachments, alterations in perception of the self and others, 

impaired capacity to regulate affect as well as alterations in awareness, identity 

structures, self perception, emotional regulation, relationships and world view
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2. Trauma of incarceration (slide 1)

Å Loss of

Å home

Å relationships and community

Å expectation of safety

Å expectation of basic civility

Å privacy

Å identity

Å physical integrity

Å Environment defined by captivity and totalitarian control ïas well

as danger, poverty and boredom

Å meaninglessness

Å paranoia

Å hopelessness

Å loneliness
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2. Trauma of incarceration (slide 2)

ÅMass incarceration and the legacy of racial injustice

Å Racial bias in sentencing and in disciplinary measures in 

prisons

Å Continued use of implements of US slavery (chains, cells, loss 

of name, separation of families, unpaid work)



US Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2014 (graph source: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Incarceration_in_the_United_States#cite_note-cpusa2010-1) 

2.  Trauma of incarceration (slide 3)



2.  Trauma of incarceration (slide 4)


