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I shall rest, a loved one with him 
whom I have loved, sinless in my 

crime; for I owe a longer allegiance 
to the dead than to the living: in 
that world I shall abide forever. 

—Sophocles, Antigone
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Preface to the reissue

As human beings, we constantly face the loss of loved ones and 
other significant losses. Mourning is a persistent psychological 
condition in our lives. Throughout human history, we have also 

shared collective losses, particularly after wars, war-like situations, and 
forced displacements. Today, we are once again witnessing devastating 
global events, such as the Russia–Ukraine and Hamas–Israel wars. Death, 
destruction, and suffering continue in other regions as well, including 
the ongoing civil war in Sudan, which has persisted since 2023.

Many books have been written on mourning, including this one, 
originally published over forty years ago. It is based on fifteen years of 
research conducted by my colleagues at the University of Virginia and 
me, working with patients struggling to cope with their losses. This 
book introduced new findings, such as the concept of linking objects 
and linking phenomena in individuals experiencing complicated 
mourning. It also provided clinical illustrations of “re-grief therapy,” 
offering valuable insights into the therapeutic process.

In this new preface, I want to share what led me to study the psychology 
of mourning after becoming a psychiatrist.

I was born in 1932 to Turkish parents on the Mediterranean island 
of Cyprus. During my childhood, I was exposed to a diverse mix of 
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large-group identities, including Greeks, Turks, and, in smaller numbers, 
Armenians, Maronites, and those who identified as descendants of the 
Phoenicians. Additionally, the British were a significant presence, with 
all these groups living side by side. After finishing a Turkish high school 
on the island, I went to Turkey for my medical education.

In early 1957, I arrived in the United States of America with my medical 
degree and only fifteen dollars in my pocket. Fortunately, I had secured 
a job at a hospital in Chicago. A few years later, I became an American 
citizen. My move to the USA was part of the broader phenomenon 
known as the “brain drain,” as the country faced a shortage of medical 
doctors and actively recruited professionals from around the world.

My arrival in the USA coincided with a turbulent time for Cypriot 
Greeks, who were engaged in a struggle against British rule in an effort to 
unite Cyprus with Greece. In the process, they began to oppress Cypriot 
Turks and launched attacks against both British forces and civilians.

During my final two and a half years in Turkey—first as a struggling 
medical student and later as a newly graduated physician—I shared a 
small apartment with another Cypriot Turk named Erol Mulla. Like me, 
he had come to Turkey for his medical education, though he was two 
years behind me in school. He affectionately called me “abi,” meaning 
“big brother,” and since I had only sisters, I came to think of him as the 
brother I never had.

Three months after my arrival in the USA, I received a letter from my 
father. Inside the envelope was a newspaper article with a photograph of 
Erol. The article described how he had traveled to Cyprus from Turkey 
to visit his ailing mother. While attempting to buy medicine for her at 
a pharmacy, he was shot seven times by Cypriot Greek terrorists. These 
killers targeted Erol—a bright young man with a promising future—
simply to instill fear in the ethnic group to which he belonged.

When I learned of Erol’s death, I felt numb. I did not cry. Alone in 
Chicago, in an unfamiliar country where I had no close confidants, 
I kept the news of his murder to myself. Even years later, during my 
personal psychoanalytic training, I did not deeply examine my grief 
over losing Erol. My mourning remained hidden, buried beneath the 
demands of my new life.

Looking back, I now realize that studying the mourning process in 
individuals and writing this book became my way of confronting not 
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only Erol’s murder, but also the sorrow of leaving behind my family 
and friends in Cyprus. Later in my career, I spent over three decades 
working in various countries, facilitating unofficial dialogues between 
representatives of opposing groups, engaging with political leaders, 
and spending time in refugee camps. Through these experiences, 
I developed new theories on large-group psychology and introduced 
the concept of “chosen trauma” to describe its impact on tribal, ethnic, 
and national groups.

A chosen trauma is the shared mental representation of a historical 
event in which a large group suffered catastrophic loss, humili-
ation, and helplessness at the hands of its enemies. When members 
of a victimized group are unable to mourn such losses and overcome 
their humiliation and helplessness, they pass on to their offspring the 
images of their injured selves and the psychological tasks that remain 
unresolved. This process, known as the “transgenerational transmission 
of trauma,” ensures that each subsequent generation inherits references 
to the same historical event. Over time, the mental representation of 
this event becomes a defining element of the group’s identity, linking all 
its members across generations.

A chosen trauma reflects the “infection” of a large group’s mourning 
process, and its reactivation serves to unite its members. Political 
leaders can exploit this reactivation to fuel new large-scale societal 
movements, some of which may be destructive and malignant. While 
this book does not focus specifically on the psychology of large tribal, 
ethnic, or national groups, I hope that its detailed descriptions of 
individual mourning processes will also provide deeper insights into 
many world events.

Vamık Volkan
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Foreword 

For several years I have admired greatly the work of Vamık Volkan, 
and I feel, therefore, pleased as well as privileged in writing the 
Foreword to this, his third published book. Among his various 

outstanding qualities, I wish to cite, first, his scholarship. It is unfailingly 
impressive to me how conscientiously this abundantly talented and, 
in the best sense of the phrase, professionally ambitious man cites the 
contributions of other workers in his field and related fields. Dr. Volkan’s 
contributions are all the stronger and deeper by reason of their grounding 
in the related contributions of others. He is respectful of others’ contri-
butions without being self-effacing. Whereas, in my view, his first book 
leaned considerably upon the admittedly brilliant contributions of Otto 
Kernberg, here, in this third volume, Volkan emerges as very much, and 
powerfully, his own man. 

One of the strengths of his work derives not merely from the kind of 
library scholarship that is among his interests, but more than that, from 
the fact that so much of his work itself is done in collaboration with 
colleagues in academic and similar settings. Dr. Volkan writes as one 
whose work has been subjected, ongoingly, to searching discussion with 
colleagues. Work that survives such rigorous scrutiny by fellow experts 
tends to emerge as reliably strong and enduring in value. 


