   Truth, Memory, and the Journey towards a New Past

Catia Galatariotou

This presentation will focus on some psychological difficulties in truthful relating to the Past, following the conflict-related establishment of a false representation of the Past. I am a psychoanalyst; so I shall be drawing on findings from theoretical and clinical Psychoanalysis.

     This is a very cut down version of a paper which will hopefully be published later. What I have left out is the theoretical framework; in which I suggest that psychoanalytic thinking about individual psychic development can help us conceptualise dynamics of transitional, developmental shifts in psychosocial situations. The general psycho-social context in which such an attempt for a shift occurs is crucial in determining whether revisiting the Past will be a true and creative journey leading to the re-narrating of what will, through the process, effectively emerge as a New, less pathologically bound representation of the Past; or whether it will be a false, facile, barren and potentially even destructive enterprise.  

     It is certainly not easy to shift the disintegrative psychosocial position which is still dominant in Cyprus. There are no short-cuts; one needs to work through painful psychic territory to achieve true integration. Here, I short-listed 6 difficulties encountered in any progressive move from disintegration to integration, with specific reference to difficulties in revisiting the Past. In my view (expanded in the long paper) these apply both to the individual and to society. 

1.     Resistance to change. This is often due to the dread of a perceived loss of psychic equilibrium, the dread being that of an imagined dis-equilibrium with catastrophic consequences. When this dread is dominant, every piece of insight, every piece of new knowledge, every move forward, will be resisted. And because unconscious factors play a dynamic role, rational argumentation does not always lead to a shift in one's (or a group's) perspective, for it does not necessarily address the unconscious fear-filled phantasies that feed the resistance to change; nor does it always succeed in making one group's position comprehensible to the other. The furore over the school Cypriot History books is a case in point. Resistance to even the exploration of the idea of a new History book implies resistance to rethinking and reassessing issues of individual and collective identity, of true and false belief, of responsibility and guilt, of loss, of mourning and letting go - in short of a true revisiting of the Past. And it resists such rethinking because it understands well, albeit subliminally, that such revisiting will challenge and change a psychosocial equilibrium which, whether for better or for worse, was experienced by individuals and groups as the one anchoring, coherent mental system that helped see them through periods of great adversity. The idea of losing what was for long and difficult years taken to be the Known and True Past stirs up visceral dreads of a total loss of equilibrium leading to a psychosocial breakdown.

2.     In parallel, also throwing a spanner in the works, there may appear situations which psychoanalysts refer to as 'core-complex' situations. In these instances, a longed-for closeness to the Other triggers primitive anxieties of engulfment and annihilation by the Other, and propels a violent withdrawal, a retreat from the desired object.

     Both these psychic situations - the core-complex and the dread of a catastrophic loss of equilibrium - go a long way towards explaining why fears of subsumation and annihilation by the Other invariably surface, albeit in a rationalised form, in discussions with those opposing, say, a new modern Cypriot historiography. 

3.     Establishing the truth of external reality - facts, figures, events: this seems simple and straight-forward enough, yet it is not so in Cyprus. From the mid-50s onwards, a by now well-documented and discussed assault led to the hiding, distortion and inaccessibility of external truth regarding inter-communal matters. As a result, important historical events in Cyprus' inter-communal history remain hidden, or muddled and disputed, thus in a profound sense unknown to the collective mind. Merely to fill gaps and correct factual distortions in Cyprus' inter-communal history is a task as arduous as it is urgent. The compilation of primary-source archival material containing external truth at a basic, factual level, as bare and uninterpreted as possible, is a fundamental primary task. Beyond this, a historiography which is explicitly cognizant of the possibilities of its interpretative subjectivity is hugely important.

4.      In this quest for objective truth, can historiography rely on memory and orality alone for the verification of external events? 

     In the first instance, memory lays claim to be a primary and most reliable witness to external events. But this is not necessarily so. We know by now that remembering is the outcome of an unconscious interpretative and reconstructive process, rather than the accessing of an objectively accurate record of an event. Whatever we receive from the external world we always filter, edit, process, hold on to or let go of partially or wholly, without ever having given it one single conscious thought. There is thus no way of knowing for sure whether our remembering and narrating of an external event is an accurate record of it as it really happened, or whether what is reconstructed in the recalling and the telling is the 'psychical object', an outcome of a person's external perception filtered through his feelings and phantasies (fears, illusions, wishful or catastrophic projections and so on). And  the question of degree is ever relevant: one's memory of an event may be, indeed usually is accurate to an extent, distorted or embellished to another. All these considerations apply with particular force in situations of shock and trauma. 

     Here is a recent example from another country. Three months after the July 7 London bombings, 300 students - 150 British and 150 Swedes - were questioned about the Tavistock Square bombing of a bus. None of them had witnessed the event first hand. They were asked what they remembered of three things: TV footage of the aftermath of the bomb; CCTV images of the explosion; and a computer reconstruction of the event. What they were not told was that in fact two of these did not exist: there were no CCTV images and no computer reconstruction. Nonetheless, 4 out of 10 students 'remembered' seeing them; some embellished their accounts with details they could not have possibly witnessed anyway. That the percentage of British students with false memories was very much higher than that of the Swedes (the former at 40% for CCTV images, 28% for the reconstruction; the latter at 16% and 6% respectively) seems to suggest that those with greater emotional investment in the event were much more liable to develop false memories about it. In a similar albeit hugely amplified way, the recollections of a Cypriot witness to an event from the '60s conflicts or the '74 war will certainly be accurate in terms of his / her own psychic reality, but may or may not be so in terms of external realities.  

     At the more personal and more psychoanalytic level, two instances from my analytic practise come to mind. Ms A and Ms B were two adult psychoanalytic patients, both with very traumatic childhood pasts.

     Ms A entered analysis with a firm belief that as a child she had been sexually abused by her father - a belief supported, she thought, by fragments of vague, confused but also highly suggestive memories. By the time analysis had run its course however, Ms A had established that she had never been sexually abused. The 'event' of sexual abuse which Ms A imagined and then 'recalled' represented her attempt to understand, to find a source and a concrete explanation for her psychic suffering. 

     In contrast, Ms B came to analysis without any conscious inkling that she had suffered sexual abuse as a child. Yet in the process of analysis the memory gradually emerged that she had been raped, aged 9, by a 14-year old cousin. She had repressed the event which, once retrieved into consciousness, she now recalled in crystal clear detail. This was an objective fact which had been kept secret from her by her self; repressed because of its traumatic nature and her inability (for many reasons) to work it through in her mind at the time. Yet this 'forgotten' event had had terrible, ongoing and very dynamic repercussions on her subsequent life, and had been 'remembered' over the years of its repression, albeit only through the displaced and disguised form of symptoms, including compulsively repetitive acts of self-destructiveness. 

     These are two of many instances bearing out the observation that Psychoanalysis is often the study of the mind's capacity to deceive itself. From my clinical practise alone, Ms A and Ms B's stories stand next to a number of others like them; while in most other cases what classically happens is that an event  recalled at the beginning of analysis will become, in its course, clarified, understood, interpreted and experienced differently, but its factual accuracy will remain the same because it really did happen in the factual way in which it was always remembered.

     The obvious conclusion to draw from all this is that memory is an unreliable witness of external reality, though an unfailing recorder of psychic reality. I am not for a minute suggesting that oral history is a history of events that never really happened, or that memory and oral transmission are so unreliable as to be useless. I am, rather, putting a plea for a measure of doubt, leaving open the possibility that a thing remembered may or may not have happened, partially or wholly. The task of the psychoanalyst, Ricoeur wrote, is to hold concurrently the willingness to suspect, the willingness to listen. The oral historian would do well to take up the same challenge. 

5.     If we are aiming at a real psychosocial shift, then even a factually correct recollection and knowledge of events is not enough in itself: the quality of remembering is paramount. Because it is possible to recall external reality perfectly accurately and clearly but to have obliterated the psychic reality that was once intertwined with it, thus denuding an event from its emotional significance. In psychic terms, such drastically impoverished remembering counts for next to nothing.

     The Allied Forces discovered this after the end of WWII, when scores of Germans continued to deny the Holocaust even after they were shown footage of concentration camps, and even though the Wehrmacht itself was (wrongly) exonerated from blame.

     Once external and internal realities have been decoupled in this way, one will inevitably suffer a fall into what Freud described as the strange state of mind, where one knows and does not know a thing at the same time. I will try to illustrate with reference, again, to a clinical case. 

     Mr A came to analysis complaining that he felt wooden, dead, not fully alive, not fully actualised. At the opening phase of his analysis Mr A narrated the traumas of his early life: his father had left home when Mr A was 10, and had since disappeared; his mother had been severely alcoholic; she had suffered repeated psychotic breakdowns; at home he had often been the butt of her emotional and physical fury; at school he found himself isolated and severely bullied; and so on. What struck me over the first few months of analysis, while Mr A repeatedly returned to this narrative, was the detached, affectless way in which he delivered it. He might as well have been reading a book referring to a story and a character of little or even of no interest to him. Mr A had not repressed any of this; he did not need analysis to retrieve any of these historical external events from the depths of his memory. But what he had unconsciously done was denude them from emotional significance. Ron Britton writes: If we give significance to people, facts and memories, they accumulate importance; if we withhold significance we neutralise events and recollections: when we cathect we give signification; when we decathect we remove it. Mr A had employed the kind of inattentive de-signification Britton talks about. He knew the facts, but he did not feel them. As a result, the events - the history of his life, in effect - were not really known to him. 

     The repercussions of this aphanisis of emotional signification from the recalled events in Mr A's mind were deep and manifold. The events themselves, frozen in his memory, had become unprocessable psychic material. He was unable to make any meaningful links between the events, their emotional significance, and the endless ways in which they had shaped his subsequent inner life's course: he was unable to link Past and Present; and whole swathes of his emotional life which had associative links to feelings of vulnerability, helplessness, rage, humiliation, annihilation, reparation, became inaccessible to him. As a result he was unable to 'read' many of his own and other people's feelings; his capacity for communication and empathy were seriously impaired; his psychic growth and development, stunted. 

     It seems to me that this state of mind of knowing and not knowing is widespread in Cyprus. People may remember 'what happened'; but they do not always feel the event they refer to in a meaningful empathic way, both when it happened to them and especially when it happened to the Other. This state of mind becomes especially intractable when it is underpinned by strong defenses against feelings of unconscious guilt, shame, and humiliation; and when it is bolstered by false beliefs - themselves an enemy of truth by definition.

6.      Freud posited as primary traits of Psychoanalysis  submission to the truth and rejection of illusions, implying that truth is therapeutic even when disturbing and unwelcome. Yet many of us remain ambivalent about the truth; many, perhaps most people are unsure whether they would be better off knowing it. Even worse, there are those who believe they do know it. And if they believe they know it, it follows that they are outraged at anyone trying to change it and substitute it with what to them will perforce be a false belief. So, what is a 'false belief'?

      Distinguishing sharply between true and false belief, Freud described a belief as 'an illusion' when it is motivated to a large extent by wish-fulfillment. Then the 'reality principle' is suspended and objective verification becomes irrelevant. A false belief  is a belief based on denial, i.e. held in order to keep at bay another unwelcome (true) belief. Furthermore, a belief attached to a phantasy or an idea is treated as fact, and is experienced as natural to such an extent that to question it becomes unthinkable. 

     A small but striking illustration of the creation and tenacity of false belief in Cyprus is provided by a curious phenomenon which puzzled many observers over the years. Namely that, even in the midst of the terrible days of the '74 war, and consistently afterwards, Greek Cypriots maintained that those who committed the worst atrocities against them - those who murdered POWs and civilians of all ages, who raped, and looted - these were not Turkish Cypriots but Turks from Turkey. This belief persisted over the years, and does to this day, despite the fact that published evidence - published in newspapers, no less - so far strongly suggests that (most if not all of) the worst atrocities were committed not by mainland armies but by Cypriots: Turkish Cypriots against Greek Cypriots, Greek Cypriots against Turkish Cypriots. 

     That it was Turks from Turkey who committed the worst atrocities against Greek Cypriots is, then, an illusion, a false belief held in denial of external reality. Anxiety generated by unconscious knowledge of this fact strengthens the tenacity with which the false belief is held. But that tenacity is also due to the manifold psychic purposes which were served by the creation and maintenance of this specific false belief. It seems that in '74, in the midst of a catastrophe which to them was incomprehensible, a sense of long-lost collective identity encompassing all Cypriots emerged in the mind of many Greek Cypriots. In that context they idealised all Cypriots and the recent inter-communal relations between them: it was only after '74 that I first heard that we lived like brothers; only then did I hear Greek Cypriots claiming that they knew the Turkish Cypriots, and they are good people, they are just like us, they would never do such terrible things... Since this illusion demanded that all Cypriots were essentially good, responsibility and guilty for atrocities was split off and projected to outsiders - barbaric invaders from across the sea. 

     For the Cypriots to accept that it was they who did this to each other, neighbor to neighbor, is a difficult and painful truth. When extreme aggression is removed from the mental representation of the Turkish Cypriots in the Greek Cypriot mind, so the fiction of a past brotherly coexistence also removes any motive the Turkish Cypriots might have had for acts of extreme aggression. Conveniently, the absolving of Turkish Cypriots of extreme aggression against Greek Cypriots also absolves Greek Cypriots from their own past aggressive and repressive acts against Turkish Cypriots. It allows them to deny responsibility for their actions or those of members of their group. And denial of responsibility also means denial of guilt.

     Clearly, a lot of psychic work needs to be done before a false belief gives way to truth. Yet such acceptance of truth, based on the willing acquisition of truthful knowledge of the Past as this was experienced by the self but also and especially by the Other, also leads to a true equalisation between the Cypriot Greeks and Turks. That we can be not only as good as each other, but also as bad - as murderous, as opportunistic, as prone to pillaging and raping - as the Other - this acceptance humanises the previously either demonised or idealised Other, and puts heed to both illusions about both Us and Them. Such a shift from illusion to truthfulness,  accompanied by an accumulation of other such apparently small yet hugely important psychic acts, finally begins to make the incomprehensible, comprehensible, by removing mad, impossible to account for contradictions: for if, for instance, we really did live like brothers how come some brothers at least hated us so? Where did their feelings of revenge, narcissistic rage, triumphalism, come from? 

     So, here you are: 6 difficulties in revisiting the Cypriot recent Past: resistance due to fear of loss of psychosocial equilibrium with catastrophic results; core-complex anxieties; the establishment of external truth; the unreliability of memory; the decoupling of affect from otherwise accurate factual remembering; false beliefs.  

     Difficult and painful though it is to make the journey towards a New Past, we do need to undertake it and to see it through, because without it we shall remain like (the pre-analytic) Ms A, tormented by the pathological sequaelae of false memories and false beliefs; like Ms B, forgetful of crucial external and internal truths, and therefore incapable of learning from experience and condemned to the awfulness of remembering the Past through repeating it; or like Mr A, remembering events but in a frozen, emotionally disengaged, psychically meaningless way which, again, can but remain unprocessable in the mind. In all these instances, we condemn ourselves to remaining part-objects, people who have lost parts of their personal and collective selves, and have diminished the Other in their mind in the same way, denuding them both of feelings of concern, responsibility, guilt, gratitude, empathy, truthfulness. We need to cultivate the conditions which will allow a New Past to emerge, in order to become able to experience self and Other as real, whole and equal human beings. Only then will it be possible to effect acts of relatedness and reparation which will be real and true, not facile and sloganistic. 

