
ROUNDTABLE: MORAL INJURY, TRAUMA, AND WAR

Moral Injury and the Lived
Experience of Political Violence
Daniel Rothenberg*

Moral injury is one of the most significant ideas of the last several

decades for assessing and addressing the impact of war. The concept

references a type of psychological harm associated with how the lived

experience of armed conflict damages an individual’s ethical foundations, often

with serious consequences. The term was coined in the s by Jonathan

Shay, based on his clinical work with combat veterans, many of whom experienced

profound, even debilitating, responses to what they had done and witnessed in war.

The potential for moral injury to clarify the impact of political violence lies in

its focus on how traumatic experiences can affect an individual’s ethical ground-

ing, their sense of connection to the good. Shay describes moral injury as “a

betrayal of ‘what’s right,’” and journalist David Wood conceives of it as a “bruise

on the soul.” Just as physical injuries have complex, long-term consequences,

moral injuries produce “harm,” often experienced as guilt, shame, fear, and self-

anger. And, like many forms of physical incapacity and suffering, moral injury

cannot necessarily be cured, but requires a process of adjustment to a new sta-

tus—learning to live with trauma.

The powerful ethical and emotional impact of war has long been recognized.

Many cultures have terms to address war’s spiritual damage, and some create rit-

uals to assist those impacted by the lived experience of conflict in reintegrating

into society. In many ways, moral injury’s value lies in its ability to focus
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contemporary Western discourse on aspects of trauma that are inadequately cov-

ered by accepted terms, particularly post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Moral

injury focuses on the domain of ethics to name the complex, deeply rooted ways

that violence transforms an individual’s sense of self, purpose, identity, and spirit.

Because it is a relatively new concept, the broader implications of moral injury

are still being explored. This is especially true with regard to the term’s value for

critically confronting the outcomes of war and political violence at a social, rather

than individual, level. That is, even as moral injury is increasingly accepted as an

important idea for understanding war’s psychological impact on soldiers and civil-

ians, its use for engaging societal trauma is still developing. While the lived expe-

rience of conflict is subjective, war is always a complex social practice involving,

implicating, and transforming institutions and societies. Can a society experience

moral injury? And, if so, what might be the explanatory value and usefulness of

applying the term to the collective experience of war and other forms of political

violence?

One way to address these questions is to explore links between moral injury and

international human rights discourse and practice, particularly efforts to docu-

ment and analyze the meaning and impact of state terror, authoritarian rule,

and the systematic commission of atrocities. Like moral injury, specific human

rights violations, such as torture, extrajudicial killing, or rape, are experienced

by individuals and impact victims in distinct ways, often creating long-term phys-

ical and psychological harm. Yet, while the clinical use of moral injury focuses on

the individual impact of trauma, human rights research engages the social and

political significance of violence.

This essay explores the value of moral injury for understanding the lived expe-

rience of intense systematic political violence. By taking the lessons learned from

using the concept of moral injury to address veterans’ trauma and applying them

to human rights work, we can see how a more expansive use of the term may assist

our understanding of individual and societal healing in ways that highlight the sig-

nificance of ethics for addressing key global challenges.

Moral Injury as a Concept

The concept of moral injury was developed in response to the significant, some-

times devastating, psychological impact of the lived experience of war. The term

names a harm that was previously inadequately recognized, linking the clinical
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and popular understanding of trauma with an acceptance of ethics as an essential

element of an individual’s sense of self. While the concept engages classic philo-

sophical questions, moral injury is a practical, goal-oriented term. As Shay

explains, “Moral injury is something we can do something about.” In this way,

the term’s value and efficacy is based on the idea that identifying the ethical

harm that causes suffering is necessary for assisting individuals in confronting

their pain.

Specifically, moral injury arose out of the clinical limitations of PTSD in

addressing the experiences of veterans. PTSD was recognized as a formal psychi-

atric diagnosis in , and since then it has become a significant element of

trauma therapy. Its widespread use has contributed to growing sensitivity and

interest among clinicians and within the broader culture in identifying and treat-

ing the complex, long-term impact of traumatic experiences. However, clinicians

serving veterans recognized that PTSD’s focus on trauma resulting from actual or

threatened physical harm did not adequately describe the experiences of those

whose suffering was bound to violations of their core values. Clinicians discov-

ered notable differences in how these distinct forms of trauma manifested them-

selves in patients, with PTSD presenting as “fear, horror, helplessness,” and moral

injury being associated with “guilt, shame, anger,” and a profound loss of trust.

As such, treating moral injury required a distinct therapeutic approach tailored to

the needs of those confronting harm to their ethical foundations.

The link between agency, experience, and trauma is key to how moral injury

functions. That is, individuals experience moral injury because of how what

they have done, failed to do, or witnessed challenges the solidity of their sense

of self as ethical actors. This represents a significant difference from other

forms of trauma, such as PTSD, which are associated with psychologically impact-

ful experiences—whether combat, accidents, or violent crime—that do not neces-

sarily involve a link between a suffering individual’s action or inaction and their

foundational moral beliefs.

While anyone volunteering to participate in the military is aware of, at least

abstractly, the potential ravages of war, moral injury often arises out of a clash

between the reality of the lived experience of conflict and the core ideas that sup-

port a coherent sense of self and purpose. In this way, the analytic value of moral

injury lies in how it reveals the impact of one of the essential challenges of armed

conflict, which is the way it upends accepted ethical standards and norms. As

Nancy Sherman explains, “War justifies—more importantly, demands—what, in
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peacetime, would be unjustifiable, the destruction of the lives and happiness of

others.” Because the context of war is distinct, those living through armed conflict

commonly face multiple complex moral dilemmas arising from a clash between

their values and expectations and a practice that, by its very nature, involves

destruction, damage, and the purposeful infliction of harm on others.

Within the discourse of moral injury, there is a difference between trauma aris-

ing from acts committed by the affected individual and trauma resulting from “a

betrayal of what’s right” by those in authority. The first case relates to the moral

impact of something one has done and the second to the ethical harm of being

part of an institution or social environment in which those in power commit

and/or condone acts experienced as ethically damaging, thereby implicating the

individual. To date, the discourse of moral injury recognizes these two situations

but does not address the implications of this difference for understanding the full

scope of the ethical impact of political violence. This is particularly true as regards

the potential value of the term for naming collective experiences, whether based

on membership in an organization or common exposure to the devastation of

war and large-scale repression.

Furthermore, although moral injury is generally used to reference the individual

psychological harm of armed conflict, war is fundamentally collective. So, while

individual combatants’ ethical suffering varies widely, one of the key values of

the concept of moral injury is found in its explanatory capacity for naming

what is experienced by groups of soldiers, or even a generation. In this way, the

harm of moral injury can never be understood solely on an individual level

since ethical claims are, by their very nature, collective and socially grounded.

So, while the debilitating consequences of suffering moral injury are, like all

forms of pain, radically subjective, the substance and resonance of the core values

that are damaged are linked to a broader social order.

Human Rights, Testimony, and Trauma

From the s to the present, international human rights discourse and practice

has relied extensively on documenting the lived experience of those who have suf-

fered violations, whether as direct or indirect victims. In fact, much of what we

know about violations around the world is based on information gathered through

field research and first-person interviews with victims and others. This approach

to understanding the nature of violations is often necessary because of efforts by
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states and other empowered actors to deny, obfuscate, or hide evidence of wide-

spread abuse. In this way, human rights work often involves difficult and even

dangerous efforts at truth telling through the rigorous documentation of violations

based, to a large degree, on victim and witness testimony.

First-person narratives reveal the immediacy of the lived experience of human

rights violations. While they are not the only significant source of information

about systematic repression and require corroboration, they connect claims

about political violence with a sense of the intimacy and meaning of suffering.

Testimonies highlight the importance of human rights work for protecting people

from atrocities, while ensuring that claims about legal violations are grounded in

an acknowledgment of their profound personal and psychological impact.

Furthermore, the process of presenting testimonies about violations that have

long been denied or suppressed often serves to strengthen community identity

and assist individuals and groups address the many ways in which political vio-

lence produces long-term harm.

While human rights research relies heavily on individual experience, it tends to

use these accounts to focus attention on issues of accountability and the systematic

use of violence as a strategy of repression. In this way, human rights work can also

provide a lens for understanding political violence both as a violation of interna-

tional law and as a breach of foundational norms essential to the proper function-

ing of society. Like war, systematic violations of human rights create social

contexts that challenge and violate basic values, making profound ethical demands

on individuals, communities, and societies. And like war, there are specific types

of ethical injuries that emerge from these violations, as I will argue below.

Systematic human rights violations traumatize entire societies, which helps

explain why they are committed. Perpetrators of politically motivated extrajudicial

killing, torture, and rape do not seek only to harm the direct victims of these

crimes but also to instill terror in broad populations. They do this as a mode of

control and an expression of power and dominance—a willingness to deploy vio-

lence and breach ethical norms by engaging in brutal repression. As such, efforts

to document and analyze human rights violations are formal processes of gather-

ing evidence of atrocities as well as inquiries into acts and policies designed to

inflict physical harm and create moral injury. Applying the innovative focus of

the term’s insights on how political violence creates trauma can substantially

deepen the value and contributions of human rights work.
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Among the most compelling examples of human rights research are truth com-

missions and other large-scale research projects that document and analyze viola-

tions as part of broader societal reflections on the devastating social impact and

long-lasting legacies of systematic political violence. These efforts are premised

on the idea that uncovering the truth of violations is essential to social healing

and to the possibility of establishing a more peaceful and respectful social

order. Such efforts are generally “victim centered,” privileging the lived experi-

ences of those who have suffered violations. This approach builds on the idea

that speaking one’s truth is a powerful expression of agency, especially within

social contexts defined by severe repression and systematic silencing. In this

way, highlighting the voices of victims enables a deeper understanding of past vio-

lations while assisting a society in confronting its history and, ideally, seeking

reconciliation.

Because of its commitment to the lived experience of victims and others,

human rights work has long acknowledged the profound psychological impact

of violations. With this has come an openness to engaging critical approaches

to trauma. In some cases, these efforts involve linking field research with the

work of psychologists and other experts to assist victims with processing their

experiences. In other cases, the findings of human rights projects are used to direct

resources and programs to affected individuals and communities. In this way,

human rights projects, especially large-scale efforts such as truth commissions,

document and analyze political violence through victims’ lived experience in a

manner that confronts trauma and supports processes of individual, communal,

and societal healing.

Interestingly, human rights work, including efforts to assess the social impact of

authoritarian rule and civil war, generally does not specify the way political vio-

lence produces ethical harm. While human rights discourse is premised on a con-

ception of fundamental rights as foundational moral and legal claims, its

conception of trauma has not embraced the key insights of moral injury. This

is likely a reflection of the fact that moral injury is a new term that has largely

been developed in a clinical setting with a focus on combatants rather than civil-

ians. The analytic lens of moral injury may well provide a useful way of linking a

victim-centered approach to addressing violations with a more nuanced way of

understanding the psychological harm suffered by those who have experienced

political violence. That is, the language of moral harm may well deepen human

rights practice in a manner similar to how it has improved clinical efforts to
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address veterans’ suffering. Key to this process is openly engaging how ethics

operates as a connecting thread between individual lived experience and collective

suffering.

Case Study: Iraqi Human Rights Researchers

When states commit human rights violations in a systematic manner, societies are

transformed, not only politically but ethically as well. In these situations, popula-

tions are forced to endure life within a context of routine state-sanctioned killing,

torture, rape, and other crimes. Alongside institutionalized impunity comes an

ideology of denial, as the truth of these crimes is hidden. Those living under

regimes of this type must adapt to a social environment whose ethical foundations

are overturned, as the state becomes predatory, an instrument of terror.

Populations are forced to survive in contexts that make constant demands upon

them to deny the reality of state crimes, avoiding criticism of—and even support-

ing—agents of repression, both overtly through required acts and tacitly through

inaction and silence.

This environment profoundly challenges people’s moral sensibilities and places

them in a situation analogous to that of a soldier operating in a context where

those in authority enact ethically damaging policies. Life under state terror forces

members of society to be complicit in systematic repression or, at least, to accept

its practice. Living within social contexts of severe repression impacts the ethical

framework of individuals, families, communities, and entire societies. This leaves a

legacy of trauma that, while it is experienced differently by distinct individuals,

represents a type of broad societal harm. Because governing systems that rely

on human rights violations systematically deny the occurrence of these unjust

practices, human rights research projects that gather information on the lived

experience of victims provide an especially useful means of revealing the truth

of what has been denied and directly confronting the social impact of repression.

To illustrate this, it is useful to review a study of the experiences of Iraqi human

rights field researchers, who worked on a large-scale documentation project that

gathered thousands of first-person accounts of human rights violations and related

abuses committed in Iraq, both under the regime of Saddam Hussein and follow-

ing the U.S.-led invasion. After the project was completed, a team of Iraqi and

American social scientists, physicians, and psychologists used qualitative and

quantitative measures to better understand the experiences of a group of Iraqi
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researchers who had worked on the project. The study looked at the psycholog-

ical impact on the researchers resulting from their work documenting the suffer-

ing of fellow Iraqis.

Local human rights researchers, like this group of Iraqis, commonly share the

experience of having been victims of political violence while working profession-

ally to document and analyze atrocities suffered by others. In addition, as mem-

bers of societies profoundly impacted by violence, they often personally know

both victims and victimizers. In fact, over half of the interviewers in the study

were direct victims of human rights violations, and nearly six in ten had family

members who were victims.

As one member of the Iraqi team explained: “Once I interviewed a man in

Kirkuk . . . . He was arrested by the Mukhabarat and very severely and systemati-

cally tortured, including with electricity. He mentioned his cellmates and how they

had been tortured too. After I conducted the interview and wrapped up the

papers, I told him that one of his cellmates was my father. When he heard that

he stood up and held me and started crying. I couldn’t control my emotions. I

started crying with him. We spent a long time together. I went back home and

told my mother the story. I burst into tears again.” Another Iraqi interviewer

explained how he had worked on the testimony of a family killed by a U.S. air-

strike while he was recovering from a car bomb that exploded nearby. “I had

some shrapnel in my hand, but I am alright now,” he said. This overlay of multiple

experiences highlights the complex psychological impact of political violence on

local populations and the special challenges faced by local human rights

researchers.

The study revealed that the experience of conducting interviews with other

Iraqis affected the researchers emotionally and psychologically: “I became angry

and was upset easily, even at home with my husband”; “I lost the desire to eat.

I was very anxious and worried about everything”; “I used to be startled by night-

mares, remembering victims’ stories such as rape and torture. It was as if I was

being tortured myself.” In addition, they reported that the work caused them to

reflect intensely on the anger and outrage they felt at living in a society—during

and after the Saddam era—in which cruelty and violence were commonplace: a

world fundamentally lacking in values, characterized by the routine denial and

obfuscation of violations as well as near complete impunity for the perpetrators.

However, the study also found that the Iraqi researchers were deeply satisfied by

their work. Many expressed a sense of accomplishment, a feeling that their
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participation in a large-scale human rights research project focused on Iraqi soci-

ety provided them with a means of acting positively in the face of so much suffer-

ing. As one team member explained: “I am so proud that I have done these

interviews.” Many of the researchers viewed their work documenting the suffering

of others as assisting themselves in both confronting their pain and feeling more

connected to their fellow Iraqis: “I was kidnapped before, and I have gone through

a lot of bad things. However, the interviews helped me shoulder some of my own

miseries. When I talked to people and listened to their own horrible ordeals, I kind

of settled down with my own”; “I became more emotional after these interviews.

And I started feeling others’ problems and emotions around me.”

The concept of moral injury as applied to human rights research may provide

an answer to why the Iraqi interviewers found their work documenting atrocities

to be so profoundly enriching. The Iraqi interviewers had long internalized the

psychological impact of daily life in which systematic political violence was a cons-

tant. Like those they interviewed, they commonly suffered feelings of shame and

anger from what they witnessed and experienced, coupled with an inability to con-

front a social order overdetermined by brutality and cruelty.

However, by working intimately with other Iraqis, most of whom had never

told their stories to anyone, the investigators offered members of their own society

a rare opportunity to speak and to be heard. As the Iraqi interviewers explained,

the human rights documentation they conducted was a form of ethical action that

connected the harm they experienced, in its pain and isolation, with the lives of

others. This process served as a means of rediscovering their agency, of confront-

ing the silencing of terror by recognizing the suffering of others. This finding sup-

ports the idea that truth telling is a form of individual and societal reparation, and

that providing victims with an opportunity to tell their stories is an essential

mechanism of empowerment.

While these insights may not inform moral injury’s clinical use for treating

individual trauma, they suggest that this relatively new term may help us under-

stand aspects of the value of victim-centered human rights work that deserve more

attention. That is, a key reason why societies should engage victims and provide

opportunities for people to voice their stories is that doing so provides a connect-

ing thread between the harm suffered by individuals and the moral damage to the

larger social order. The impact of systematic political violence on a society cannot

be fully understood without a reflection on its ethical dimensions, on how the

lived experience of repression and cruelty harms foundational ideas and norms.
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Engaging the Moral Injury of Political Violence

In much the same way that moral injury has deepened our understanding of the

clinical and social impact of war on soldiers and others, the term may help guide

our engagement with what it means to live within societal contexts of systematic

and violent repression. Through the lens of moral injury, the psychological impact

of participating in war presents similarities to the effects of surviving other expe-

riences of sustained political violence, especially as these harm one’s ethical sense

of self as well as the solidity of one’s individual and communal identity. Those liv-

ing under brutal authoritarian rule or widespread political violence confront mul-

tiple challenges to their sense of what is right. Direct and indirect victims of severe

repression commonly suffer various forms of trauma and are forced to confront a

world of constant risk in which their core moral beliefs are routinely challenged.

At the same time, the discourse and practice of international human rights, par-

ticularly its focus on the essential role of truth telling and the need for a victim-

centered approach, provides a useful conceptual bridge between the use of moral

injury to address combatants’ experiences and a broader process of deepening the

global inquiry into the meaning and impact of systematic political violence. This is

because those who have suffered moral injury have been forced to live in a world

of profound ethical illegitimacy, whether as combatants, civilians, victims, wit-

nesses, or survivors.

Through its focus on the essential ethical qualities of violent repression and

conflict, moral injury provides guidance on the value of openly engaging with

the nature of brutality and seeking to uncover and recognize particular forms of

harm and suffering by restoring a sense of purpose following the chaos and uncer-

tainty of individual and societal trauma. The concept suggests ways in which the

value of testimony and truth telling serve to reaffirm identity, enable healing, and

support one of the core goals of engaging with violations, which is to make good

on the promise of “never again.” In this way, moral injury provides insight into the

lived experience of political violence, highlighting the central role of ethics for

addressing key challenges within international affairs.
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Abstract: Moral injury names how the lived experience of armed conflict can damage an individ-
ual’s ethical foundations, often with serious consequences. While the term has gained increasing
acceptance for the clinical treatment of veterans and as a means of better understanding the impact
of war, it is generally applied to individualized trauma. As part of the roundtable, “Moral Injury,
Trauma, and War,” this essay argues that moral injury is also a useful means of addressing political
violence at a societal level. It explores the term’s value within international human rights discourse
and practice, particularly in efforts to document and analyze the systematic commission of atroc-
ities to achieve accountability and reconciliation. The essay presents field research among Iraqi
human rights investigators as a means of reflecting on the value of rediscovering agency in the
aftermath of societal trauma. In this way, moral injury provides guidance on the essential ethical
qualities of the lived experience of violent repression, an issue central to a more complete under-
standing of international affairs.
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