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Traditional Cambodian approaches to help people who are suffering from traumatic events.
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Religious beliefs to bring peace into the hearts of  Cambodians
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The way that victims of  trauma are treated in a society is an indication of  that society’s attitude 
towards and appreciation of  its citizens in general.38 Along with other developing countries, Cam-
bodia in particular still has to learn the basics about the impact, and especially the long-term 
results, of  trauma, as well as the ability of  victims to regulate their physical and psychological ho-
meostasis.  This requires the realization and acknowledgement that even years after a traumatizing 
event – for example, thirty years after the Khmer Rouge atrocities – the memory of  such an event 
continues to dominate the mind and the behavior of  those who experienced it.  Consequentially, 
those responsible for Cambodian society have to learn how to support these victims and to help 
them regain power and ownership over their lives.

If  this doesn’t happen in an appropriate time frame, often described as the KAIROS 39 , it will 
inhibit the healthy and humanistic development of  the whole country.  But what is the appropri-
ate time frame? Certainly, foreign specialists must be careful in defi ning the right moment, and 
not push development.  But Cambodians, too, should have an understanding of  the KAIROS and 
realize that there is a need for a nationwide healing process in order to heal the hearts of  many 
Cambodians.  Without this consciousness, a sustainable process of  reconciliation is not possible. 

The process of  healing and gaining peace in one’s heart most likely entails the same “problems” 
as attaining spiritual enlightenment:

Once a man came up to Buddha and asked him: “You know, I have heard you many times, and every time 
you tell us that enlightenment is possible for all of  us. But I haven’t seen anybody here get enlightened.” Buddha 
replied, “Do me a favor. In the evening, today, go to every house in this village – to the men of  the house – and 
ask him what is it that he desires.” The man went around in the evening, to every house in the village, and the 
following morning, he was back with Buddha. Buddha asked him to read the list of  desires. The man started 
reading: “House number one, his desires are to acquire land, to marry his daughter into a rich family, to pass on 
land and money to his sons. House number two, the man’s desires are so and so. Not in any of  these houses has 
anyone said that he desires enlightenment.” Buddha then  told him, “I have told you that enlightenment is possible 
for all of  us, and it is. But how many of  us really desire it?” 40 

Fortunately, trauma issues are now receiving attention by young psychologists, social workers and 
others who feel deeply concerned about the mental health situation in Cambodia.  In the near 
future these compassionate citizens will surely pass this knowledge on to the rest of  society be-
cause of  their commitment to progress in the science of  trauma.  For example, there is increased 
awareness among these individuals that being exposed to traumatic events may have severe and 
long-term impacts such as changes of  the regulation of  stress hormones, or permanent changes 
within the endocrine system as well as in the function and structure of  certain areas of  the brain.  
Recognizing this and other phenomenon is a necessary precondition to understanding the severe 
impact of  such widespread unhealed trauma on the “peace of  the hearts” of  individuals and on 
the process of  reconciliation in Cambodia. 

Epilogue

38  Van der Kolk, B. et al. ( 2000): Traumatic Stress, Paderborn: Junfermann, p.18.
39  KAIROS: Philosophical technical term from Greek language: It means the absolute right moment, the “time-window” when a particular  
 developmental step is possible to be done
40 Malkani, V. (2002): Enlightenment made simple. Understanding man’s quest for divinity. India: New Dawn Press, p.144.



135

Now that we have highlighted the basic psychological concepts about trauma in Cambodia in the 
present publication, we will focus on incorporating more practical applications how to support 
Cambodians who suffer from trauma in our second handbook. Readers will fi nd information 
related to issues such as:

• When is it necessary to seek professional help?
• What can therapists do to help different target groups of  traumatized people in Cambodia?
• What can people do to support their family and friends who suffer from trauma?

One of  the major messages of  the second publication will be: Nobody needs to feel ashamed, 
guilty or weak for asking for help.  Everybody has the right to seek help if  s/he need it.  
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Complex Trauma or Complex PTSD (See also: PTSD): Is best understood as a condition that 
results from prolonged exposure to prolonged social and/or interpersonal trauma  (e.g., physi-
cal and/or emotional abuse, chronic early maltreatment in a care-giving  relationship, domestic 
violence, torture civil war). Some of  the core characteristics of  Complex PTSD  are the loss of  a 
sense of  safety, trust, and self-worth, as well as the tendency to be victimized, and, most impor-
tantly, the loss of  a coherent sense of  self.

Coping skills: Are behavioral tools used by individuals to deal with stressful situations. Focus-
ing on coping skills may help a person face a situation, take action, and be fl exible in solving 
problems. For example one kind of  coping skills are coping mechanisms, defi ned as the skills to 
reduce stress, anger or interpersonal confl icts (stress- and anger-management, confl ict-resolution 
techniques). 

Depersonalization: The feeling that one is detached from their body or the world.  The person 
will feel that they have lost their sense of  reality and will often claim that life “feels like a movie,” 
or that things seem unreal.

Derealization: Is a state of  dissociation (See below). For some people it is an automatic reaction 
in cases of  external or internal stress.  They respond with a kind of  tunnel vision (See below), 
whereby they lose awareness of  all elements of  the event that they normally perceive. People re-
port feeling like there is an invisible wall between them and the world, that they feel like they are 
always day-dreaming, or that their ears and eyes don’t function as well as before.

Dissociation (See also: Fragmenting, Freezing): A perceived detachment of  the mind from the 
emotional state or even from the body. If  someone dissociates, s/h get the feeling of  being alien-
ated, and that the situation isn’t real. The threatening experience is split away from the conscious-
ness. 

Dissociative Identity Disorder: A very serious psychiatric disease, formerly called “Multiple 
Personality Disorder.”  A person who experiences multiple traumas can cause a person to dissoci-
ate completely, forming different personalities, each of  which have their own autonomous life. A 
person with this disorder does not even realize they are behaving like many different people.

Distress: The “bad” type of  stress, which occurs when a person has excessive demands placed 
on them.  When the demands are too great, they can lead to physical and mental damage (disease-
producing stress).

Fight/Flight Response: An automatic response to an experience that is perceived to be a life 
threat.  The part of  the brain that regulates autonomic and metabolic functions prepares the 
muscles to either fi ght or fl ee.  A person experiencing repetitive traumatic experiences where there 
is no opportunity to fi ght or fl ee can remain in a chronic state of  physiological arousal, which is 
very stressful to the body.

Flashbacks (Intrusive Recall):  An altered state of  consciousness, during which the individual 
believes they are experiencing a traumatic event all over again. Flashbacks are memories of  past 

Psychological Glossary Related to Trauma Issues
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traumas. They may take the form of  pictures, sounds, smells, body sensations, feelings or the 
lack of  them (numbness). Flashbacks are sudden abreactions experienced often by victims of  
trauma. 

Fragmenting (See also: Freezing, Dissociation): Just as freezing a kind of  alienation from a trau-
matic event within the process of  dissociation. It is a kind of  protective reaction to deal with a 
terrifi c situation, in which fl ight or fi ght is not possible. In the moment of  the peak of  traumatic 
stress, the threatening experience will splinter into many pieces, which will be suppressed in such 
a way, that the external event can no longer be remembered cohesively without a very focused ef-
fort (e.g. within therapy). The benefi t of  this strategy is, that through the remaining fragments or 
splinters it is not any more perceptible what happened, only that something happened (as well as 
that we are not any more able to recognize a face in the splinters of  a broken mirror). The frag-
ments are like little parts and single pictures of  the trauma experience. Therefore the suffering 
will be less painful. 

Freezing (See also: Fragmenting, Dissociation): Just as fragmentation a psychological defense 
mechanism within the process of  dissociation to mentally escape from fear and pain. It is a kind 
of  paralysis where the brain (the frontal lobe is turned off) defends the person against threats by 
internally dissociating from the trauma. Endogenic morphines helps to “disappear mentally”. 

Hyper-vigilance: A symptom of  PTSD where the person is overly sensitive to sounds and sights, 
scans their surroundings for expected danger, and feels edgy and nervous.  A hypervigilant person 
have an exaggerated startle response. 

Intrusive Thoughts: Unwelcome, involuntary thoughts, images, or unpleasant ideas that can 
become obsessions; they are associated with depression or PTSD.  They are upsetting and can be 
hard to manage and eliminate because they are persistent, paralyzing and anxiety-producing.  

Post-Traumatic Growth: When a person experiences positive life change because of  a trauma or 
life crisis. Although trauma is often negatively perceived, it also has positive aspects. Many people 
who have overcome trauma move on to be inspirational fi gures.  This growth involves a change in 
self-esteem, relationships with others, and profound spiritual or philosophical changes.

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder: An anxiety disorder concerning a person’s response to trauma. 
The DSM-IV lists these criteria as required for PTSD: (1) The person has experienced trauma 
involving an actual or perceived threat of  death or serious bodily injury to oneself  or others, and 
their response was intense fear, helplessness, or horror; (2) The trauma is re-experienced in cer-
tain ways, such as recurrent and intrusive memories or dreams; (3) Persistent avoidance of  stimuli 
associated with the trauma, or general unresponsiveness; (4) Persistent symptoms of  increased 
arousal, like hyper-vigilance or irritability; (5) The disturbance lasts longer than one month; (6) 
The disturbance causes clinically signifi cant distress or impaired functioning.41 

Resilience: The ability to recover from (or to resist being affected by) some shock, disturbance 
or trauma.

Startle response: Traumatized people tend to be more easily startled by “normal” environmental 
stimuli (e.g. loud voices, bangs, sudden fast movements).

Trauma: The medical term refers to a wound or injury, but the psychological term refers to an 
emotionally painful, distressful, or shocking experience, often resulting in lasting mental or physi-
cal effects. 

41 DSM-IV, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of  Mental Disorders, 4th Edition, published by the American 
Psychiatric Association, USA (2000).                                                                                                      



142

People who experienced terrifi c situations during many years  and who have overcome  trauma  moved on to be 
inspirational fi gures and role models: They become powerful human right activists, peaceful leaders in civil soci-
ety, compassionate grandmothers, engaged dancing teachers at orphanages, writers, musicians etc.

Post-traumatic 
growth

Traumatic Dreams: Particularly intense dreams that disturb the sleeper, either because of  illness 
or high fever, or psychological trauma or stress.  

Trigger: An event, object or person that sets a series of  thoughts in motion or reminds a person 
of  their traumatic past.

Tunnel Vision: When a person loses peripheral vision but retains central vision, resulting in a 
constricted view. It can be caused by eye disease, alcohol consumption, or stressful and traumatic 
situations.  
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We believe in a Life Span Development approach. In other words, 
Cambodians at all stages of  life can become more consciously 
aware and learn to help one another to integrate their traumatic 
past.

42  www.prayerguide.org.uk   Last visited on 31 March 2008   Translation into Khmer by CSD
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The illustrator, SAM Sarath, at work



The book is dedicated to our parents. Having experienced the traumas of  war fi rsthand either in 
Germany or Cambodia,  they have taught us to develop compassion for people who suffer from 
atrocities and mental health issues.

Matthias Witzel,  Author, Graphic  Designer and Photographer   
Psychologist and Psychotherapist, member of  the German De-
velopment Service (DED) and the Civil Peace Service (ZFD), 
delivering the Trauma Book to former Khmer Rouge soldiers in 
Otdar Meanchey Province.

OM Chariya, Translator 
An Emotional Support Group member using the Trauma Book 
to help explain trauma and its effects to indigenous people in 
Ratanakiri Province. 

YIM Sotheary, Translator, Graphic Designer 
Working with the “Emotional Support Group” at CSD to intro-
duce  the Trauma Book  in  Ratanakiri  Province.



“In one sense one could describe compassion as the feeling of  unbearableness at the sight of  other speople’s suf-
fering, other sentient beings’ suffering.  And in order to generate that feeling one must fi rst have an appreciation 
of  the seriousness or intensity of  another’s suffering.  
So, I think that the more fully one understands suffering, and the various kinds of  suffering that we are subject to, 
the deeper will be one’s level of  compassion.” Dalai Lama 46    

Prayer For Peace 45

The suffering of  Cambodia has been deep.
From this suffering comes great compassion.
Great compassion makes a peaceful heart.
A peaceful heart makes a peaceful person.
A peaceful person makes a peaceful community.
A peaceful community makes a peaceful nation.
And a peaceful nation makes a peaceful world.
May all beings live in happiness and peace.
 
Maha Ghosananda

“Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.  I do not give to you as the 
world gives.  Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.”  
Jesus Christ (John 14: 27)

45 www.buddhanetz.org/projekte/mahaghos.htm  Last visited on 26 March 2008. Translation into Khmer: CSD.
46 H.C.Cutler&HH Dalai Lama, The Art of  Happiness. A Handbook for Living. London: Hodder&Stoughton, p.94.
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43  The New Testament in Today´s Khmer Version, United Bible Societies, Paris/Hong Kong 1993.



How You Can Help
Our goal is to make this book available to all Cambodians. Whether you appreciate 
its contents or are merely in a giving spirit, please make a fi nancial contribution to-
wards having this book reprinted. Each book costs approximately 7 USD to print. 
If  you or your organization would like to play a more prominent role in alleviating 
trauma in Cambodia, an entire edition of  1000 or more books will be published 
acknowledging your contribution either by name and/or logo.






