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At the core of psychological trauma lies not
merely the objective severity of an event, but
the extent to which that event ruptures the
individual's or community's sense of safety,
control, and meaning.! Since Judith Herman's
landmark work, we have understood that
traumatic experience is organized around the
axes of helplessness, loss of control, and
severed connection.! In the Turkish mental
health literature, Sar and Oztiirk advanced
this understanding further by emphasizing
that trauma is not solely a psychological but a
sociopsychological process—that is, what
shapes its impact is not only the event itself,
but also the manner in which that event is
integrated into  the  meaning-making
structures of individuals and communities.!2
This framework is particularly illuminating

for understanding the capacity of institutional

and political processes to generate trauma.
Examined through these axes, it becomes
apparent that authority figures and
institutions—especially those of a regulatory
nature such as the state and educational
bodies—can serve simultaneously as primary
sources of trauma and as the foundational
ground for recovery.?

International  Perspectives:  Collective
Wounds Woven by Authority

The  systematic  conceptualization  of
collective trauma owes much to Erikson's
1972 study of the Buffalo Creek disaster in
West Virginia.® Erikson identified not the
flood itself, but the institutional negligence
and inadequate governance that followed, as
the primary source of collective injury—
demonstrating that the destruction of a
community's social fabric leaves far deeper

marks than individual loss alone.? This
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foundational insight became a decisive
reference point for understanding authority-
induced collective trauma in subsequent
decades. In our own national context, it laid
important groundwork for studies conducted
in the aftermath of the 1999 earthquake, to
which I shall return later in this article.

Academic institutions rank among the most
historically documented sites of authority-
induced collective During the
McCarthyite 1950s
universities were engulfed by a systematic

wave of suppression.* Schrecker documents in

trauma.

period of America,

meticulous detail that what was injured during
this period was not only the careers of
individual academics, but the very fabric of
institutional trust, the freedom of inquiry, and
intellectual courage.* The
inscribed not merely in dismissals, but in
silencing, self-censorship, and the collective
memory of the academic community.

The Latin American experience is particularly
instructive in this regard. Schrecker has argued
that the systematic repression carried out

damage was

under the military juntas of 1970s Chile and
Argentina provided the conditions under
which Martin-Baré developed his concept of
"social trauma."® Writing in 1994, the
Salvadoran psychologist Martin-
Barocontended that authority-driven violence
and institutional suppression target not the
individual psyche but the social fabric of
society, and that recovery becomes possible
only through the acknowledgment of this
collective injury.> Agger and Jensen, drawing
on the Chilean conducted a
comprehensive examination of how state terror
is refracted through therapeutic processes and
how clinicians ought to engage with what they
term "political pain."

More recently, Alexander and colleagues
introduced the concept of "cultural trauma"
and gave institutional shape to this broader
Cultural

case,

theoretical discussion.” trauma

emerges at those moments when
communities—not only individuals —undergo
an experience together, and when that
experience transforms  their
collective identity.” This conceptualization
provides a powerful analytical instrument for
understanding how sudden and arbitrary
institutional interventions—particularly those
directed at educational institutions—carry the
potential to constitute collective social trauma.
In his seminal work The Body Keeps the Score,
van der Kolk distills the fundamental dynamic

of trauma as follows: trauma arises not from

permanently

threat per se, but from the unpredictability of
that threat and the inability to do anything to
stop it.? This insight powerfully supports the
contention that institutional decisions—even
those devoid of violence, executed within a
legal framework, yet sudden, unexplained, and
reversible in nature—may trigger traumatic
stress responses through the pathways of
pathological anxiety, helplessness, and the
collapse of trust. In Silove's psychosocial
adaptation model, known as the ADAPT
model, justice, identity, and role continuity are
defined as foundational requirements for an
individual's mental health.® When these
domains are disrupted by institutional
decisions, the adaptive failures anticipated by
the model are brought directly into view.?
Boss's concept of "ambiguous loss" also offers
an important conceptual grounding in this
context.’ The loss associated with an institution
whose physical existence persists yet whose
status, future, or meaning has been rendered
uncertain—a university, a profession, a space
of belonging —constitutes a burden for which
there is no concrete grief and which is therefore
extraordinarily difficult to mourn.® This
ambiguity may become lodged not merely as
an acute stress response, but as a source of
grievance and  prolonged
psychological burden.

sustained
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The Turkish Context:
Reading

Recent developments in the field of higher
education in Turkey —the details of which lie
beyond the scope of this editorial and risk
displacing it from its scientific frame—
nonetheless, I submit, place the theoretical
framework outlined above in a strikingly
concrete light. A tableau in which thousands of
students, academics, and their families were
confronted with profound
uncertainty over a brief period, only for the
decision in question to be subsequently

A Contemporary

institutional

reversed, carries psychosocial reverberations
that extend far beyond a mere administrative
event. The fact that the decision ultimately
resolved favorably may have prevented the
continuation of its most destructive course, yet
it does not erase the psychological cost of the
experience itself. Moreover, such reversals can
at times prepare the ground for processes in
which collective injury is rendered invisible
beneath the narrative  that
"everything has been set right."

reassuring

This is neither an unfamiliar nor an uncharted
domain for our country. Epidemiological
studies conducted in Turkey have consistently
demonstrated a relationship between social
and institutional instability and traumatic
stress symptoms.'® A comprehensive review
study by Aker on the 1999 Marmara
earthquakes documented not only the impact
of the natural disaster itself, but also the
adverse effects of institutional uncertainty and
inadequate policy responses on community
mental health—findings that point to
institutional unpredictability as an
independent source of traumatic stress.’® This
cumulative body of evidence clearly indicates
that sudden
directed at institutions of higher education
warrant consideration as a public health
concern.

institutional interventions

We know that young people —and university
students in particular, who stand at a critical
juncture in identity = development—are
vulnerable  to  institutional
instability. Educational institutions are not
merely sites of knowledge transmission; they
constitute spaces of
belonging, and meaning that are indispensable
to psychosocial development. When these
structures are suddenly and unpredictably
placed under threat, traumatic stress responses
may be amplified independently of the
objective gravity of the event.

Toward a Clinical and Research Agenda

The central question we must pose is this: Can
authority function simultaneously as both the
source and the resolution of trauma? When the
answer is affirmative, this dual position offers
a powerful analytical foundation for both
clinicians and researchers. The effects of
institutional decisions—those executed
without violence and within a legal
framework, yet sudden, unexplained, and
reversible—on traumatic stress, even when

especially

secure attachment,

such decisions are ultimately reversed,
represent a research question that remains
insufficiently existing
literature. I would argue that this very lacuna,
which became apparent to me in the course of
recent events, constitutes the motivating
impulse behind this editorial.

As Turkey's leading journal in the field of
traumatic stress, I believe that the Turkish
Journal of Traumatic Stress has both the
responsibility and the capacity to engage more
comprehensively in forthcoming issues with
the intersections of concepts
institutional trauma, cultural trauma, and

ambiguous loss with the dynamics of authority

examined in the

such as

and the individual. We extend a sincere
invitation to our readers and researchers to
contribute to this discussion.

Respectfully,
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