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ment, numerous social rituals contain and support the moutner through
this process. By contrast, no custom of common ritual recognizes the
mourning that follows traumatic life events. In the absence of such
support, the potential for pathological grief and severe, persistent depres-

sion is extremely high.

THE ROLE OF THE COMMUNITY

Sharing the traumatic experience with others is a precondition for the
restitution of a sense of a meaningful world. In this process, the survivor
seeks assistance not only from those closest to her but also from the
wider community. The response of the community has a powetful influ-
ence on the ultimate resolution of the trauma. Restoration of the breach
between the traumatized person and the community depends, first, upon
public acknowledgment of the traumatic event and, second, upon some
form of community action. Once it is publicly recognized that a person
has been harmed, the community must take action to assign responsibility
for the harm and to repair the injury. These two responses—tecognition
and restitution—are necessary to rebuild the survivor’s sense of order and
justice.
Returning soldiers have always been exquisitely sensitive to the degree
of support they encounter at home. Returning soldiers look for tangible
evidence of public recognition. After every wat, soldiers have expressed
resentment at the general lack of public awareness, interest, and attention;
they fear their sacrifices will be quickly forgotten.” After the First World
War, veterans bitterly referred to their war as the “Great Unmention-
able.””” When veterans’ groups organize, their first efforts are to ensure
that their ordeals will not disappear from public memory. Hence the
insistence on medals, monuments, parades, holidays, and public ceremo-
nies of memorial, as well as individual compensation for injuries. Even
congratulatory public ceremonies, however, rarely satisfy the combat
veteran’s longing for recognition, because of the sentimental distortion of
the truth of combat. A Vietnam veteran addresses this universal tendency
to deny the horror of war: “If at the end of a war story you feel uplifted,
ot if you feel that some small bit of rectitude has been salvaged from the
larger waste, then you have been made the victim of a very old and tet-
rible lie.”®
Beyond recognition, soldiers seek the meaning of their encounter with
killing and death in the moral stance of civilian community. They need to
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