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To date, most research on the emotions central to posttraumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) has focused on fear. Complimenting and extending this literature, the current
project draws on betrayal trauma theory to introduce betrayal as a factor in understanding
posttraumatic symptoms, including PTSD. Betrayal trauma theory proposes that there is
a social utility in remaining unaware of interpersonal traumas when they are perpetrated
by a caregiver on whom the victim is dependent. Betrayal trauma theory and recent
empirical work implicate dissociation as an important process in facilitating knowledge
isolation of trauma-related information. The current project extends betrayal trauma
theory beyond examinations of knowledge isolation to consider the contribution of
betrayal to PTSD and dissociative experiences.

The relationships between fear, betrayal, PTSD and dissociative symptoms were
examined in a community sample of 75 individuals who self-reported one or more

traumatic event(s). The hypothesis that betrayal would significantly predict PTSD
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withdrawal and dissociative symptoms above and beyond fear was tested. In addition,
the prediction that fear would significantly predict PTSD arousal symptoms above and
beyond betrayal was tested. Several measures of betrayal and fear were examined,
including coding of narrative accounts of fear and betrayal, self-reported betrayal/fear,
and implicit betrayal/fear scores. Implicit betrayal/fear scores were computed based on
the context of the traumatic events reported (i.e., number of times caregiver abuse was
reported, presence of injury/threat). Several measures of dissociative symptoms were
included. Results provided support for the hypothesized relationship between betrayal
and posttraumatic responses. Consistent with predictions, self-reported betrayal
significantly predicted multiple measures of dissociation and PTSD withdrawal above
and beyond fear. Contrary to predictions, self-reported fear and implicit fear did not
significantly predict PTSD arousal and anxiety. The role of betrayal in understanding
posttraumatic responses, the relationship between PTSD and dissociation, and several

methodological issues central to trauma research are considered.
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CHAPTERI
INTRODUCTION

Recent research using a random sampling of individuals across the United States
found that 72% of respondents reported having experienced at least one traumatic event,
ranging from childhood trauma to car accidents to murder of a loved one (Eliiott, 1997).
This study is in line with other research indicating that a significant portion of the
population has experienced trauma, and that a substantial number of those individuals
exposed to trauma go on to experience psychological distress related to the trauma (for
reviews, see van der Kolk & McFarlane, 1996; McFarlane & DeGirolamo, 1996). Given
the high prevalence of trauma, researchers and clinicians have begun to examine a broad
range of symptoms associated with trauma, including posttraumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) and dissociative responses (e.g., van der Kolk & McFarlane, 1996; Herman,
1992; Putnam, 1997; Meadows & Foa, 1998; Wagner & Linehan, 1998; Cloitre,
Scarvalone & Difede, 1997; Cloitre, 1998).

Much of the literature on posttraumatic responses has focused on PTSD and in
turn, when considering emotions, has focused primarily on the fear associated with
trauma. The focus on fear has allowed the field to make significant progress in
understanding particular dimensions of trauma and posttraumatic responses. Recent
theoretical work by a number of researchers, though, suggests that fear is only one of

many emotions and cognitions important to understanding the context of traumatic events



and the breadth of posttraumatic responses. Betrayal trauma theory (Freyd, 1996), for
example, emphasizes the role that social betrayal plays in understanding how humans
process traumatic events. This dissertation examines underlying assumptions in the
current conceptualization and categorization of PTSD that have led researchers to focus
on fear as the primary emotion associated with traumatic events and posttraumatic
responses. An alternative view of trauma that considers the role of social betrayal in

evaluating traumatic events and understanding posttraumatic responses will be proposed.

A Brief Historical Perspective on the Study of PTSD and Dissociation

Hysteria, soldier’s heart, shell shock and posttraumatic stress disorder are among
the many terms that bookmark psychiatry’s history of grappling with human responses to
trauma. The roots of traumatic stress studies lay as early as the 19" century, when
psychiatrist Pierre Janet was among the first to draw a connection between childhood
traumatic experience and what was termed “hysteria” in women (van der Kolk, Weisaeth,
& van der Hart, 1996). At that time, Janet articulated the basic principles of dissociative
phenomenon based on his observation of alterations in consciousness in hysterical
patients (Putnam, 1989). Janet also expanded on the adaptive nature of dissociation for
dealing with acute and/or chronic trauma (Putnam, 1989). In recent history, dissociation
has been defined as a failure to integrate thoughts, emotions and experiences in a

normally expected fashion (see Putnam, 1997). Putnam (1997) describes dissociation as



*“characterized by alterations of certain types of memories, skills, and knowledge, and by
alterations in core aspects of sense of self and identity (p. 14).”

Though Janet and his colleagues pursued discussion of dissociation and trauma at
the turn of the century, a period of disinterest ensued during which time little was written
on the topic. Trauma and dissociation surfaced as areas of study only briefly after World
Wars I and II (see van der Kolk, Weisaeth, et al., 1996; Herman, 1992; Hilgard, 1986).
Following the Vietnam war, a renewed interest in trauma arose as veterans returned with
reports of hyperarousal, intrusive recollections, and other stress-related symptoms
(Herman, 1992). During the same time period, traumatic responses to childhood abuse
and sexual violence were documented, including writings on a proposed “rape trauma
syndrome” (Herman, 1992). On the heels of political pressure from Vietnam veterans
and participants in the women’s movement of the 1970s, posttraumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) entered the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders - 3™ Edition
(DSM-I1I) in 1980 (Herman, 1992).

While PTSD entered the diagnostic system in 1980, symptoms of traumatic
syndromes have long been represented in the various revisions of the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders (DSM). DSM I conceptualized trauma
symptoms as neurotic neuroses, while DSM II discussed transient situational disturbances
or gross stress reactions (Keane, 1993). PTSD was formally included in the third revision
of the DSM and classified as an anxiety disorder. The placement of PTSD as an anxiety

disorder was consistent with views in the field at that time, particularly the beliefs that a















































































































































































































































































































