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The Long Term Trans-generational
Psychosocial Effects of World War 2
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The Second World War was the worst war in the history of the world, involving 30 countries
and more than 70 million people were killed. It continues to have a devastating impact 75
years after the war ended.

In Europe, researchers have found that many child survivors of the war, now in their
eighties, continue to suffer symptoms of distress such as anxiety and depression as well as
post traumatic stress disorder. Some researchers suggest that the current political instability
in Europe, particularly the re-emergence of extreme right wing groups are a result of
unresolved problems from the Second World War.

Japan together with Germany and Italy formed the Axis that fought against the Allies,
countries led by Britain and the United States, during this war. The long-term impact of the
Second World War on Japan has not been spoken about openly. As an outsider who has
visited Japan 6 times over the past 10 years, and worked closely with many Japanese
psychiatrists and researchers, | have found that there is a general reluctance to talk about the
war. They agree with my observation that this reluctance appears to exist in all levels of
Japanese society; government, institutions and the common people. There are only a small
number of researchers who continued to study the impact of the war on Japan today.

As a psychiatrist working in Melbourne Australia, | have come across many people who
have been affected by this Second World War: this includes not only veterans, but many
civilians such as survivors of the Jewish Holocaust (many migrated to South America and
Australia to get away from Europe after the war) as well as Italians, Germans and even
Japanese. | have been most surprised to discover that many children and grandchildren of
these survivors of the war have also been affected.

There are now considerable researches and reports on how the trauma experienced by
one generation can be transmitted to the next generations. This phenomenon is called the
trans-generation transmission of trauma. There is a story of a woman of grew up being afraid
of having a shower; the turning on of the tap terrified her. She did not discover why until her
mother told her about a family secret 40 years later: that her mother’s whole family was killed
by the gas chambers during the Holocaust. The turning of the tap unconsciously reminded her
of the turning on of the poisonous gas. Somehow, the trauma was transmitted over a
generation.

| have personally treated a young Japanese woman who was living in Australia. She was
suffering from severe anxiety and there was no obvious reason why she would be anxious.
Interestingly, her anxiety settled once she had spoken to her mother about her grandfather’s
role as a soldier during the war. It was a family secret that was rarely spoken about.

It seems that when trauma are kept as secret and not spoken openly, it has a particular power
and can continue to have an impact over several generations.

| have been wondering about the possible long-term trans-generation impact of Second
World War on Japan and the Japanese people. All round the world, we see communities that
are affected by severe trauma in one generation suffer higher rates of suicides and violence in

the subsequent generations. Is this the situation in Japan?
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