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Ferenc ERŐS: From War Neurosis to Holocaust Trauma 
 

In this presentation a historical and critical survey of the contribution of psychoanalysis, and other “psycho-
sciences”, to our contemporary understanding of the trauma of the Holocaust will be outlined. The theme of 
mass traumatization effects goes back to the use of psychiatric knowledge and procedures during the First 
World War. As part of the war machine, psychiatry had special functions in the mobilization of the masses 
as well as in the treatment of soldiers who suffered shell shock, traumatic neurosis or war neurosis. The 
main task of psychiatrists at this time was to cure these soldiers as quickly and as effectively as possible – 
in order to send them back to the same circumstances, which originally caused their symptoms. The treat-
ments often utilized brutal, punitive methods such as electric shocks. Based on archival sources, and on 
the correspondence between Sigmund Freud and Sándor Ferenczi, the application of these methods will 
be illustrated using the example of a Hungarian military doctor. 

The majority of army doctors regarded war neurosis as a character defi-
ciency, a sign of a “feminine” character. It was believed that this kind of 
male hysteria may also infect “healthy” soldiers, destroying their will, de-
termination, patriotism and heroism. On the other hand, the psychoanalytic 
approach to war neurosis by Ferenczi and others can be regarded as a 
humanizing alternative to the dominant, torturous procedures. Psychoana-
lysts emphasized the importance of understanding the patient’s symptoms, 
and their unconscious motives rather than external, physical causes.  

The psychoanalytic approach to war neurosis anticipated later debates on 
the nature of individual and collective psychic traumata. The existence of a 
Holocaust trauma as a separate group of symptoms was, for a long time, 
not acknowledged, even though there were important initiatives immediate-
ly after the war to deal with psychosocial problems of survivors. After the 
Second World War the main focus of psychoanalysis was on the psycho-
logical traits of perpetrators and supporters. The focus from perpetrators to 

victims shifted only in the 1970s. However, the fight for the acknowledgment of Holocaust trauma as a spe-
cial case of PTSD led to the dominance of medical conceptualization according to which Holocaust survi-
vors were ‘ill”, even if not being aware of their sickness. The medicalization of the life problems of the survi-
vors (and, even their offspring) was a dominant trend until the 1980s when the medical paradigm gradually 
transformed into broader social and cultural approaches. 
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