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FATHER QUEST AND LINKING OBJECTS: A STORY OF THE AMERICAN
WORLD WAR II ORPHANS NETWORK (AWON) AND PALESTINIAN ORPHANS

Vamık D. Volkan

This chapter describes my 19-year involvement with and observations of nearly 200 persons in the United States who lost their fathers during WWII when these persons were children or in some cases before they were born. These individuals, as children, developed only fantasized father representations. As adults, they became involved in "father quests" and were driven to find “linking objects” or “linking phenomena,” which enabled them to psychologically connect with their fathers’ mental representations. Through such activities they were able to develop more realistic mental representations of their fathers and mourn their losses. I will draw upon my experiences with this group of orphans, as well as written and verbal data I obtained when I asked them to describe their conscious efforts to develop the ability to mourn as adults. I will also describe my work with 52 children at a Palestinian orphanage to further illustrate the adaptive utilization of linking objects and linking phenomena.  
AWON

It is estimated that when World War II ended there were 180,000 children in the United States who had lost their fathers. The United States government officially called them World War II Orphans even though their mothers were still alive, and financial support was provided for them through their teen years. Some states also provided funds for their support. Many of the “orphans” who were accepted to colleges and universities were given stipends for four additional years. In the late 1980s, a group of these orphans began getting together, and in 1990, they founded The American World War II Orphans Network (AWON). At the present time AWON has nearly 900 members.

As children, with the help of persons in their immediate environments, the members of AWON slowly created mostly or totally “fantasized mental representations” of their fathers. These representations responded to the children’s needs, wishes, fears, and identity formation processes. Since their fathers had died or disappeared amidst wartime circumstances that had increased nationalistic pride, most of the time such fantasized mental representations were grand, very rigid and mysterious. Correspondingly, as children, most of the AWON members experienced their own self-representations as “special.” They felt different from other children whose fathers were still alive. 

There was a second loss for these children. Since their mothers (and other important persons providing mothering functions for them) were themselves in mourning, the children lost having mothers who were emotionally well-anchored and ready to enter into responsive engagement. On occasions young widows were shunned by their women friends who thought that the widows might be dangerous objects who would take away their husbands. In other homes, a mother who was re-married would keep the orphan’s father’s image present in her new home, but in split fashion. She might wear two wedding rings or keep all concrete items associated with her dead husband only in the orphan child’s room. If their mothers had remarried and there were stepsiblings, the orphans sensed that they were different from their stepsisters and brothers who had the same last name as the man who was sleeping with their mother. In such homes, their biological fathers’ names were often not mentioned at all except when the orphans were alone with their mothers who might whisper their first husbands’ names. Some orphan children were totally deprived of items that had belonged to their biological father, such as photographs, medals, or books. 

There were further losses. I heard stories about how a father’s death changed the family’s financial fortunes, sometimes causing the family to move to a new location, depriving the child of familiar home and friends. Government officials would also visit the family of an orphan every year or so and investigate how the mother used the government money allotted for the orphan. I learned that mothers would experience anxiety about such visits. Some orphans who felt humiliated and abused by stepfathers or stepsiblings did not remember such official visits, but as adults they wished they had known about them as children. 
Many of the mothers of the World War II orphans who were experiencing complicated mourning could not help their babies or small children in some aspects of their developmental struggles. These mothers often supported their offspring’s specialness. Feeling “special” increased AWON orphans’ narcissism, however, it was often hidden under a sense of shame. Most of the nearly 200 orphans that I got to know, besides feeling “special,” also spoke of feeling “shame” as children, feelings which lasted for years or continued to exist in adulthood. When these orphans were, for example, asked by a teacher to speak or write about their experiences with their fathers, they would not talk about their fantasized images of their fathers because others could not understand them. Such father images and corresponding self-images had to be hidden. Feeling shame functioned as an envelope in which a narcissistic core would be hidden. Furthermore, some of the orphans had identified with their mothers’ feelings of shame, such as when their mothers were shunned by women who had husbands. 

I do not wish to imply that the AWON members are people who are overwhelmed with psychological problems. Many of them are well-educated and highly successful: judges, military officers, psychologists, social workers, and other kinds of professionals. However, in their internal worlds, many were stuck in complicated childhood mourning processes that were never-ending. They later would name this “obligatory” psychological preoccupation their “father quest.” Throughout their lives, they needed to find "him" in their lives, in their spouses, in their professions (Hadler and Mix 1998). This in itself sometimes created psychological difficulties. 

CONCEPTUALIZING ADULT-TYPE AND CHILDHOOD MOURNING

Freud’s (1917) “Mourning and Melancholia” is the first paper that deals with internalized object relations. It refers to the object relations and internal work of an adult mourner. This internal work concerns the images of a lost object and the fate of the mental representation of this object. Here I use the term “representation” to refer to a collection of images. 

Adult-type mourning can be divided into two phases: (1) the grief reaction, and (2) the work of mourning. The grief reaction includes responses such as shock, denial, bargaining to reverse the outcome, pain, and anger, which eventually lead to the beginning of an emotional “knowledge” that the lost object is gone forever. Before grief is completed, the work of mourning begins. This phase of mourning involves a slow process of revisiting, reviewing, and transforming the mourner’s emotional investment in the images of the lost object. The work of mourning refers to an internal encounter between the images of the lost object and the corresponding self-images of the mourner.  

            Since unassimilated mental images of lost objects remain in our psyche even when they are tamed, shrunk, repressed or denied, adult-type mourning, in a sense, never ends until the mourner dies (Volkan and Zintl 1993; Kernberg 2010). What the completion of a “normal” mourning process means, as Veikko Tähkä (1984, 1993) stated, is the mourner’s making the mental representation of the lost person or thing "futureless.” The object representation of the lost item has no future. A young man stops fantasizing that a wife who had been dead for some time will give him sexual pleasure, for example. Or, a woman stops wishing to boss her underlings at a job from which she had been fired years before (Volkan 2007a, b). The mental representation of the lost object may be temporarily activated only during some special occasion, such as when a young woman dreams the night before her wedding day about her dead mother, or a person recalls a lost one during a very specific anniversary of a past event. The normality of adult-type mourning also refers to a mourner’s ability to identify with some positive aspects of the mental representations of the lost object, to assume the ownership of the assimilated images’ ego and superego functions, to “play” with the lost person’s unassimilated internal images without being overtly preoccupied with them, and to turn such “plays” into sublimated expressions. A young man who had been a rather irresponsible person before the loss of his father, for example, can become a serious businessman like the deceased. Adult mourning, when not complicated, includes psychological gains after losses. 

               Very small children do not have a firmly established mental representation of another person. As described long ago by Robert Furman (1973) and Erna Furman (1974), small children cannot mourn as an adult would. A significant loss, to a small child, is experienced as a tearing away. Preoedipal children who lose important figures in their lives sense that something is missing, a sensation not unlike the feeling of being hungry. In order to understand how any given small child is likely to react to a significant loss such as the death of a parent, however, there are a number of considerations: the child’s age, the type of loss, the security of the home environment, the ability of the adults to provide substitutes, and innate resiliency. The more experience a growing child had with the lost person or thing, the more he or she is able to maintain the mental representation, and the closer the child’s mourning will be to an adult’s. Even when children learn what death is on one level, a belief in its reversibility remains, however hidden it may be. As David Dietrich (1989) stated, a lost parent becomes a “lost immortal” figure—a haunting experience. After age nine or ten, children have a more realistic concept of death and its finality. 
             Martha Wolfenstein (1966, 1969) argued that the “normal” adolescent passage (Blos, 1979) provides a model for an adult type of mourning. Youngsters learn how to modify or even let go some childhood images and change, to one extent or another, mental representations of others who were subjects of their childhood attachments and other types of intense relationships. When the AWON members went through their adolescent passage, their lack of actual experiences with biological fathers, and their “need” to protect their own specialness, at that time interfered with taming or loosening the rigidity and specialness of their fantasized father representations or with letting them go. The AWON members whom I got to know could not fully “learn” adult-type mourning. They could not make their fantasized father representations “futureless.” 

As I became more closely involved with the AWON group, I noticed how the members began to utilize their existing, and newly found or created linking objects and linking phenomena (Volkan 1972, 1981) to turn their fathers’ mental representations into more realistic ones, and I also noticed how, as adults, they began adult-type mourning. Before telling some of their stories I will describe linking objects and phenomena and what I learned about childhood mourning in an orphanage. My observations in this orphanage were helpful in my understanding AWON member’s “father quest.”
LINKING OBJECTS AND LINKING PHENOMENA

Decades ago, after studying 55 individuals suffering from complicated mourning processes, I coined the terms "linking object" and "linking phenomenon" (Volkan 1972).  These concepts refer to items or things that contain externalized mental representations of dead individuals or lost things and corresponding mental representations of a mourner.  For example, a young man “chooses” a broken watch owned by his dead father and, psychologically speaking, makes it magical. In this case, the mental representation of the dead father is externalized and meets the son’s mental representation “out there.” Internal adult-type work of mourning becomes replaced by a continuous preoccupation and relationship with the broken watch. The son thinks of fixing it, but never tries to do so. He feels a sense of relief in exerting control over the broken watch.  He locks it in a drawer and thus distances himself from an internal struggle with the mental representation of the dead. Through the utilization of the watch as a linking object, the incomplete mourning process becomes externalized as well. 

The concept of a linking phenomenon can refer to a song, a smell, a gesture, an action, or an affect that functions as a linking object. It was raining on the day a young woman attended her father’s funeral. The song “Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head” came to her mind. Later, she utilized this song as a linking phenomenon whenever she felt internal pressure to mourn. 
Linking objects and phenomena should not be confused with childhood transitional objects and phenomena that are reactivated in adulthood. A transitional object represents the first not-me, but it is never totally not-me. It links not-me with mother-me, and it is a temporary construction toward a sense of reality and security (Winnicott 1953; Greenacre 1969). Linking objects and phenomena must be thought of as tightly packed symbols whose significance is bound up in the conscious and unconscious nuances of the complicated internal relationship that preceded a significant loss. These objects and phenomena are associated with mourning in childhood only after the child has established object constancy and has a mental representation of the other, even though this representation may still not be firmly established or may be primarily fantasized (Volkan 1981; Volkan and Zintl 1993). 
Linking objects and linking phenomena also should not be confused with keepsakes. Like a child’s every teddy bear is not a transitional object  a mourner’s every keepsake is not a linking object. Adults who do not have complicated mourning cherish keepsakes to remember a lost person or thing. A keepsake does not function as a repository where a complicated mourning process is externalized. A typical keepsake provides continuity between the time before the loss and the time after the loss, or generational continuity if the lost person or item belonged to a previous generation. On the other hand,  a  linking object is a psychological “tool” utilized for  dealing with complicated mourning or reactivating “normal” mourning process years after the loss, as I will illustrate below. A dead person’s framed picture on a mantle with which the mourner is not preoccupied is a keepsake. When a mourner, even many years after the loss, is preoccupied with a similar picture by  ritualistically touching it  daily while developing tears, or  locking it in a drawer while experiencing anxiety whenever the drawer is unlocked, or not being able to travel long distance without first  placing the picture in a special location in his or her baggage  we can assume that this picture now is a “magical” tool utilized  to maintain complicated mourning.  If, in the future, the perennial mourner is  able to make the lost person’s representation “futureless” then the picture loses its “magic,” and becomes a “typical” keepsake. Persons with complicated perennial mourning and children who do not have a well-formed mental representation of the lost person or things and who have a fantasized mental representation of the lost object, develop linking objects or linking phenomena.
Initially in my decades-long clinical study on mourning, I focused on the pathological aspects of linking objects and phenomena. Since I was working with psychiatric patients with perennial mourning, I considered the existence of linking objects or phenomena only as a sign of mourners’ externalizing and "freezing" of their mourning process. Even then my colleagues and I thought about utilizing linking objects and phenomena in the therapeutic setting to bring the externalized and locked-up mourning back into the patients’ internal worlds, to be unlocked and restarted (Volkan, Cilluffo, and Sarvay 1975; Volkan and Josephthal 1980; Volkan 1981). 

Later I began noting that some perennial mourners gained useful time through their utilization of linking objects and phenomena. I learned that keeping a sense of belonging to the past as well as a foot in the future (where the lost person or thing will no longer be present) can be a helpful transition for these individuals when circumstances change. In contrast to  perennial mourners who remain in a pathological state the rest of their lives, those who are able to use this gained time to re-internalize the meaning of the linking object or phenomenon may eventually function as more healthy mourners. At this time they usually throw away their linking objects. Some of them turn their linking objects into keepsakes. 
When I started to work with immigrants, refugees or displaced persons I noticed that they often create linking objects or phenomena (Volkan, 1999, 2006a,b). Some become pathologically preoccupied with them to the degree that they do not have much energy left to spend on finding new ways of living. When an immigrant, refugee or displaced person uses a linking object or phenomenon in a creative way, he or she connects the lost persons, things, locations, or culture with efforts to give them up, “bury” them and move on. The adaptive use of a linking object or phenomenon gives such a person time to work on his or her denial of what is lost, to accept changes, and to realize what may be gained.
LINKING OBJECTS AND PALESTINIAN ORPHANS:

Around the time the American World War II Orphans Network (AWON) was established, but before my involvement with its members’ complicated mourning processes, in the spring of 1990, I visited an orphanage in Tunisia and examined Palestinian war orphans residing there. During this visit, besides learning about various aspects of these orphans’ psychological states—such as their identifications with children in Palestine who, at that time, were involved in the Intifada—I observed the importance linking objects and linking phenomena held for them. My one week of intensive work with these orphans would later be helpful in my understanding AWON members’ psychology. 
I visited Beit Atfal al-Sumud, (Volkan, 1990), a home for orphaned Palestinian children. It housed 57 boys and girls ranging from the age of eight months to 18 year. As a member and chair of the American Psychiatric Association’s (APA) Committee on Psychiatry and Foreign Affairs, I was encouraged by Israeli colleagues, with the permission of the PLO, to observe the Palestinian orphans in Tunis and then present my findings in Jerusalem. 

I observed all the orphans for a week, and I conducted 2 to 3 hours of interviews with 15 orphans who spoke English, to acquaint myself with their internal worlds, including affects, fantasies, dreams, repeating dreams, internalized object relationships, identity issues and perceptions of external world events. It soon became clear to me that each child or youngster at the orphanage lived in two worlds—the cheerful surface group life in which Beit Atfal al-Sumud provided such abundance of loving care; and a unique, personal internal world that reflected the traumatic events to which they had been exposed, including losses of parents and siblings. Many of those whom I interviewed had crying spells after going to bed, and almost all of them had nightmares in which aggression usually was symbolized by Israeli soldiers. Some could not differentiate between fantasy and reality. 

I observed the five youngest children who were found as babies in a war zone and never knew their dead parents.  At the orphanage they were playing together in a group. At first they appeared as “normal” children do in play. I observed that they would try to stay together as a “team,” and if one of them were separated from the others, he or she would become agitated. On the fifth day of my visit, I attempted to speak with these children one by one, with the aid of an interpreter. Individually, all of them then became “abnormal”—one hallucinated, and another one literally destroyed the interview room. As soon as they were placed together again, as a “team,” they appeared to be “normal” once more. I concluded that they were having difficulties in their sense of personal identity. Their commitment to “we-ness” supported their “normal” behavior. After a while I noticed variations of this phenomenon in the other 52 orphans, as when the orphans called one another “brother” or “sister” even when biologically most of them were unrelated. 
The orphans who had linking objects, such as photographs, connecting them with dead or disappeared parents appeared more adjusted than those with no linking objects or no memory of their babyhood or childhood caretakers. Those who had linking objects could maintain more individuality than the children and youngsters without such objects. The orphans who possessed linking objects were preoccupied with these magical objects that they protected as if their lives depended on them. 

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to describe my full findings from Beit Atfal al-Sumud in detail, but in order to focus on the role of linking objects and linking phenomena in the lives of these orphans, I will describe the case of one handsome 17-year-old whom I will call Farouk. When I met Farouk he had lived in this orphanage for 11 years. He was the captain of the soccer team and knew perfect English. When Farouk was five years old, he witnessed the killing of his father, his mother, a sister, and a cousin. Farouk and his uncle were the only survivors, and later he was separated from his uncle. He told me the above story in a matter-of-fact way and informed me that he no longer remembered his parents’ faces. He confessed that when alone he often wept. “I know it is a healthy thing to do,” he said. 
While Farouk was talking, he was involved in an unusual activity. He kept rubbing his right shoe. When I became curious about what he was doing, he told me that as a child, while watching his mother and grandmother cook sweets, he accidently stepped in a hot pan and burned his right foot. His father had put ointment on the burn and tried to soothe his pain. This was Farouk’s earliest memory. He still had a scar from this episode, and without my asking him to do so, he removed his right shoe and sock, showed me the scar and demonstrated his tender way of touching it. The scar covered the lower part of his right foot. He confided that when he touched his scar, “I almost recall my parents from within, from inside my body.” He had recently received a scar on his left knee while playing soccer, but he said this was nothing; the old scar was everything. 
Listening to Farouk I realized that his scar stood for his lost parents, family, and home. By touching his scar he could bring lost relatives and home back to his life; by not touching his scar he could say “good-bye” to them. Farouk had an ability to sublimate. He was a star soccer player, scoring more goals than anyone else, using his foot with the special scar, and perhaps discharging feelings of rage and revenge in this way. The other orphans seemed to be aware of the specialness of Farouk’s scarred foot. They would come and touch his right shoe and sometimes his scar, and their self-esteem and sense of well-being would increase.

My experience at Beit Atfal al-Sumud in Tunis informed me that individuals with linking objects or phenomena utilize them in various ways. Five years later I would give my first talk at an AWON bi-annual meeting, informed by my experience. 

AWON’S DEVELOPMENT AND AWON ORPHANS’ MOURNING PROCESSES

In the late 1980s, a World War II orphan, Ann Bennett Mix, became keenly aware that she did not know any other person who had lost a father during that war. She turned to government agencies, but they were of no help to her. She located the organization, No Greater Love, a group that was established in 1971 to provide programs for remembrance and care of families who lost a loved one in the service of the United States or in an act of terrorism. But Ann Bennett Mix wanted to find a place where WWII orphans, like herself, could get together. Utilizing No Greater Love’s brochures and other media, she invited WW II orphans to meet. These meetings became the first steps to forming the American WWII Orphans Network, AWON. It was then that she learned that these individuals also felt “different” from their friends, often knew very little about the real facts concerning their fathers, including how they died, and had never spoken to other orphans before she had gotten in touch with them. 

I was curious about why this group of orphans waited until they reached their forties or fifties to find each other and why they then tried to mourn their childhood losses. Interviewing some of them who had children, I formed an impression that when their children came to the age their fathers were when they lost their lives, these orphans experienced unconscious anxiety about losing a loved one again, this time their child. In a sense, they were reactivating identifications with their childhood mothers in mourning. This stimulated increased psychological motivation to look at their original loss. With the establishment of AWON, they became involved in a meaningful group process.

           In 1995, I attended my first AWON bi-annual meeting and gave a talk entitled, “Fifty Years Later: The Psychology of Losing a Father in Childhood,” and then sat in on some of their small-group discussions. Nobody had designed this 1995 event to be therapeutic. Later, many AWON members told me that this event had functioned as a significant stimulus for many of them to get involved in activities to end their childhood preoccupations with fantasized father images and to search for ways to mourn as adults. 

          I began my 1995 speech with descriptions of how children, at various ages, understand the concept of death, ranging from having a sense that something is missing, to perceiving death as temporary and reversible, to beginning to have a more realistic appreciation of its finality. Using lay terms, I explained what a “mental representation” of the “other” means; I then used the term “mental double.” Although not by design, soon my speech became an interactive dialogue between me and the audience. I asked the AWON members to close their eyes and have a silent conversation with a close relative or friend who was not in the conference room, about an important personal issue. I wanted the image of the absent loved one to appear in their minds. After a few minutes, and after they opened their eyes, I told them that the visual images with whom they had a conversation stood for the “mental double” of the absent person. Using such an approach, the audience could more readily appreciate how internal object relations exist, above and beyond actual interpersonal conversations. Next, I asked the audience members to relate to the mental double of their fathers. This allowed them to appreciate something that they already knew, but they had acted as if they did not know. While their fathers’ mental doubles were mostly or totally fantasized, nevertheless, they were very much “alive” in the minds of these orphans, even though they did not have first-hand pictures of their fathers and could not imagine what their fathers had really looked like.

              We spoke of how, after death, a lost person’s mental double continues to exist in the mourner’s mind. I explained that adult work of mourning involves a process in which the mourner is engaged in a relationship with the lost person’s mental double until issues between them are settled. We discussed the orphans’ difficulty being involved in an adult-type of mourning, since the mental doubles of their fathers were very rigid, and since throughout their lives they had had difficulty loosening up or modifying these mental doubles. The orphans became aware that they needed to find new links to their fathers and make the fathers’ mental doubles more realistic. Such activities would give them an opportunity to relate to these mental doubles in a more flexible manner. 

I explained that adult-type mourning includes feeling anger at the image of the lost person. This feeling is connected with an obligatory narcissistic wound, because we feel rejected or hurt by the death of someone to whom we are emotionally connected. In routine work of adult-type mourning, experiencing such angry feelings helps mourners psychologically acknowledge that a loss has occurred. It is part of reality testing and it is normal. When the death of someone is connected with violence such as murder or suicide, an adult mourner’s normal anger unconsciously becomes connected with exaggerated violence and this creates complications. Since the AWON members’ fathers had died in war, and since the AWON members had rigidified their fathers’ mental representations as special beings, and since social pressure had not allowed them to be upset with heroes, the AWON members, I noted, usually could not openly express their normal anger as part of an adult-type of mourning. Only a few of them were openly angry at their fathers (fathers’ mental representations) for having volunteered for dangerous military duties or for being foolish enough to expose themselves to snipers or enemy fire without taking proper security precautions. Most of the AWON members who were aware of a sense of anger had displaced these feelings from their fathers’ images onto others: “Why didn’t the General move my father’s unit from the location where my father was shot, since the General knew that this unit’s ammunition would be depleted very soon?” I explained to the AWON members that it would also be normal if they sensed anger about being left behind as they made their fathers’ images more realistic.

I wanted to know about special items and things that connected the AWON members with their fathers’ images. I introduced the concepts of “linking objects” and “linking phenomena.”  I explained to them how linking objects and phenomena can be utilized in pathological fashion to externalize and freeze the mourning process. However, after an orphan becomes aware of mixed feelings about the mental double of the lost father,  linking objects  can be used in creative ways, to help the mourner maintain generational continuity, and to support the mourner’s self-esteem. I reminded them of the story of one of the AWON members, to illustrate the adaptive use of a linking object. During the war this man’s father used to send home cartoon drawings from the battlefront. The son used these drawings as linking objects in his childhood and teen years. As an adult, he re-internalized the meaning of the linking objects, in other words, he was able to identify with his father’s cartoon-drawing mental double. Like his father, he used his pen creatively and became a graphic designer (Hadlerand  Mix, 1998). I explained to the AWON members that linking objects may also be used as instruments for restarting a frozen mourning process.

Since 1995, I have attended all AWON bi-annual meetings, except one, and I have presented eight plenary talks to the group. I continued having conversations with AWON members about their fathers, and listening to them as they talked to one another in small groups, at dinners, or in other social settings. The AWON members refer to me as their “perennial speaker.” All knew that their “perennial speaker” is a psychoanalyst who had helped many individuals with histories of losses and who had written books and papers on mourning.  None of them was on my couch. But, I believe that I evolved as a shared transference figure- a caring, alive, father figure who could help them to leave behind their childhood fixation, and have courage to learn how to deal with the mental doubles of their biological fathers. My being a “steady alive object,” I believe, was an important factor among other factors, including their being together and sharing their stories and inner processes openly and with appropriately deep emotions, that put them on the right track toward adult-type mourning.  

Starting in 1995 the AWON members began including the term “linking object” in their vocabulary, examining their own linking objects, and making incredible journeys to find new ones. Now they were on a road to make their fathers’ mental doubles more realistic and to start adult-type mourning
AWON MEMBERS’ INVOLVEMENT IN LINKING OBJECTS AND PHENOMENA

            The AWON members were not directly traumatized during a war or war-like situation themselves, as were most orphans at Beit Atfal al-Sumud, yet they shared certain psychological experiences. For example, similar to my observations at Beit Atfal al-Sumud, those AWON members who had objects such as their fathers’ photographs, letters, medals or graves and utilized them as linking objects, fared better in creating more realistic father images and in adjusting to life in general. 

           After my 1995 talk, the AWON members began seeing their existing linking objects as items connecting them to ambivalently related and confusing father mental representations, and experiencing them as tools to gather more realistic information about their fathers to unfreeze their morning processes. The members started searching for new linking objects as well as new facts about their fathers. Here are some examples of their discoveries: 

            A retired colonel in the United States Army and an AWON member, Jack Forgy devoted his life to finding government files, hospital records, and other documents in order to help others in the organization. 

           Patricia traveled to Papua, New Guinea and found her father’s missing aircraft in an uninhabitable mountain jungle. At the crash site she found her father’s remains, identified through his dental records. She accompanied her father’s remains as they were flown to the United States for burial at Arlington National Cemetery. 

           Sam grew up not knowing where his father was buried. Through AWON he met a man from Luxembourg and learned the existence of a book about the war in that part of the world that was written by a photographer. In this book there is a picture of Sam’s father’s lifeless body. When Sam met the photographer he learned that the man had been a friend of his father, and from him he also found the location of his father’s final resting place in Queens, New York.

           Penny’s tour guide from the Marshal Islands found a wartime video. Watching it, Penny saw her father and his crew lined up in front of their plane—for six seconds. Penny later described this moment: “My soul was filled with joy as this was the first time I had seen my dad move. It made him real and not just a picture on the wall.” 

          Betty went to Livergnano, Italy, near Bologna. There she met a man who had made his garage into a kind of museum of items collected from a nearby World War II American-Nazi battleground. This museum contained a hodgepodge of relics: an American flag, books, papers, communication equipment, helmets, uniforms and a container of ten metal water canteens. The United States Army did not print soldier’s names on the canteens they issued, but Betty’s father, apparently using a bullet, had scratched his name into his canteen. The museum keeper gave this canteen to Betty. For several years Betty  related to her father’s canteen as a magical linking object, ritualistically touching it daily while experiencing deep feelings lasting from some minutes to some hours. It now stands, as a keepsake,  in a special place in her family living room next to her father’s picture. She brings her father’s canteen regularly to AWON meetings.

           Like many of the orphans at Beit Atfal al-Sumud who shared Farouk’s scar as a collective linking object, many AWON members have spoken about Betty’s father’s canteen being a collective linking object for all AWON members. One of these members is Millie. Millie’s mother did not save any physical items from Millie’s father, and when Millie wanted to find something concrete that had belonged to her father, the government could produce only a piece of paper with burnt edges. But, within the AWON family, Millie could share in the excitement when other orphans talked about their existing linking objects and items that belonged to their fathers that were later found. As the orphans at Beit Atfal al-Sumud did, the members of AWON call one another “sisters” or “brothers.” Other members of AWON, like Betty, also regularly bring the newly discovered linking objects to their bi-annual meetings and to many other smaller regional gatherings to share them with the other orphans. Members work on transferring shared or individualized linking objects into normal keepsakes.

              The AWON members communicate often with one another through email, and AWON publishes a quarterly newsletter, The Star. Almost each issue has long descriptions of one orphan or a group of AWON members visiting Normandy, Italy, Belgium, Philippines, Northern Africa and elsewhere, places where fathers died or vanished. It describes ceremonies in graveyards where fathers are buried, finding fathers’ dog tags or pieces of bone, identifying the wreckage of a father’s airplane, or meeting people who actually had known the dead men before they were killed. Books describing AWON members’ stories have also been published (Hadler and Mix 1998; McGuire 1999; Carter 2004; Frederick 2006; Ratliff 2007; Fowler 2008; Klein 2008). Former NBC News anchorperson Tom Brokaw’s The Greatest Generation Speaks: Letters and Reflections (Brokaw 1999) also refers to the AWON members’ stories. One orphan likened what he and other members of AWON had done with the research, reading, and travel-worthy of a Ph.D. 

             On Memorial Day 2004, a most significant event occurred in the AWON members’ lives: the World War II Memorial was officially opened in Washington, D.C. Ann Bennett Mix and other AWON members had played a role in the design of this memorial. Through their efforts there are 4,000 gold stars on the Freedom Wall that surrounds the memorial’s Rainbow Pool. Each star represents one hundred U.S. soldiers lost during World War II. At the opening ceremony 800 AWON members with their spouses and children gathered, cheering, crying and excited. Senator Robert Dole, a World War II veteran, gave a moving speech to the AWON members. My speech followed Senator Dole’s and explained how memorials like the World War II Memorial evolve as “shared linking objects” (Volkan 2006a, 2007b).  Then I joined the AWON members and their families, at the opening of the memorial. Ann Bennett sat with the dignitaries on the ceremonial stage. This event provided an opportunity for immense catharsis and collective mourning. Anna Ornstein (2010), a Holocaust survivor and well-known psychoanalyst, states that such events occurring, “as they do at designated sites and times…offer opportunities for re-experiencing a shared past that requires little or no verbal explanation (p.645). 

            In the ten years following my 1995 speech, during their bi-annual meetings many orphans, who had been AWON members from the group’s inception, started informing others that their “father quest” now had “closure”—with an understanding that mental representations of their fathers, now much more realistic, will always stay with them.

Responses to my 2010 letters, e-mails and interviews describe how the AWON members who reached closure, or came close to it, no longer feel ashamed or have difficulty speaking the name of the dead father out of fear of censure. They also no longer feel alone and different. They report how discovering who their father was, where he died, and when and how, has helped them develop realistic mental doubles. They also report their changing perspectives of their mothers, how they have developed an understanding about their mothers’ complicated mourning process, and the often stressful influence their mother’s complicated mourning had on them as orphans.       

Otto Kernberg (2010) describes how in normal mourning the mourner’s actions after the loss include some that would have been greatly appreciated by the person who is lost. The AWON members did not know their fathers, but I believe that what Kernberg describes to a great extent explains why many AWON members who reached closure or came near to it have developed a deep sense of generosity. They talk about an inner mandate or even an obligation to help new members of AWON to experience “AWON moments.” By doing so, they feel that they honor their fathers’ and mothers’ mental doubles. AWON members have also financially contributed, generously, to the World War II Memorial and museum. During recent years AWON has lost some members’ mothers, as well as members themselves and sometimes members’ children. As far as I could observe, mourning reactions to these sad events have not been complicated.

LAST WORDS

In this chapter I have described my brief connection to 52 Palestinian children at an orphanage in Tunis who lost one or both parents during the Middle East conflict when they were children. In-depth interviews and psychological tests have illustrated that those children who had items such as photographs or songs connecting them to the mental representations of the lost parents even in a confusing,  ambivalent  and “magical”way  (linking objects and linking phenomena) were able to make better psychological adjustments in their lives.

I have also told the stories of some of the approximately 200 members of the American World War II Orphans Network (AWON), who, in their forties and fifties, reactivated mourning processes over the loss of their fathers who died during World War II when they were children or before they were born. The role of linking objects and phenomena helped many of the members of AWON to make better psychological adjustments to life. This was illustrated through the members’ creative utilization of existing linking objects and phenomena, or finding new ones, thus enabling the AWON members to develop more realistic mental representations of their fathers, and establish firmer generational continuity. 

The Palestinian orphans’ and the AWON members’ stories are helpful in designing preventive measures for the wellbeing of children who are losing their fathers and mothers during present wars or war-like situations in various parts of the world. These measures should include warning family members left behind not to get rid of objects capable of connecting the children’s self-representations with their mental representations of lost ones. Family members should also be helped to encourage children not to censure speaking of and inquiring about those who have died.

This chapter describes how I, as a psychoanalyst, without initially planning to do so, stimulated the AWON members’ reactivation of their mourning processes. I wish to be very careful not to exaggerate my role. What I have done, however, may be helpful for psychoanalytically oriented mental health workers as they design community projects dealing with losses in wars and war-like situations, and in their therapeutic efforts with children who have lost parents in a range of circumstances.     
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