
















NORA NEWCOMBE AND JEFFREY C. LERNER 

to explain the observations of war neuroses 
in terms of the biological models wruch 
underlay the prewar sexual theory of the 
neuroses was judged a failure by most 
Freudians (Jones, 1957, p. 266). 

Freud's prewar idea of infantile trauma 
as a necessary predisposing factor in adult 
neuroses was taken up with reference to 
adult depression and problems linked to 
mourning by Melanie Klein. Klein came 
from Germany to live in London in 1926 at 
the invitation of Jones, and quickly made 
a favorable impression on many British 
Freudians (e.g., Rickman 1927; Stephen 
1933). She had received early training in 
Hungary from Ferenczi, who had written 
on the mother-infant relationsrup even be­
fore the war. She did for pathological 
mourning what Freud had done for other 
neurotic illnesses. That is, she presented a 
theory connecting pathological grief in 
adult life to childhood trauma and not sim­
ply to the way a person with a "pathological 
disposition" reacted to the death of loved 
ones. Klein's theory was a vital link leading 
to the widespread recognition by psycrua­
trists that grief could lead to neurosis in 
persons who had not hitherto shown prob­
lems, and to the recognition that mourning 
was, for most people, a difficult and dan­
gerous period. 

Klein believed that a normal child's ex­
periences of separating himself from his 
mother, beginning with weaning from the 
breast or bottle, have parallels with the 
separation experience an adult undergoes 
in losing a loved person. The similar psy­
chological mechanism involved in the ex­
periences of adult mourning and infant sep­
aration from the mother was a painful bit­
by-bit withdrawal of mental energy from 
the lost "object" (i.e., person). The goal of 
this process of "reality testing" was to ar­
rive at a state in which the mental image of 
the lost object was incorporated within the 
baby's or mourner's mind. The way the 
child responds to the early separation ex­
periences was said to condition the way he 
would handle adult losses-that is, either 
normally or pathologically. Klein (1940) 
reasoned that "the person who fails in the 
work of mourning ... [has] been una ble in 
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early childhood ... to feel secure in [his or 
her] inner world" (p. 153). Bowlby acknowl­
edged decades later that, "A major contri­
bution of Melanie Klein's (1935, 1940) is to ' 
have made that connection [between child­
hood mourning and pathological mourning 
in adults 1 .... my approach not only resem­
bles hers but has been influenced by it" 
(1980, p. 36). Bowlby's theory also differs 
from Klein's, as he has emphasized. Two 
features especially stand out in this regard: 
the age ranges at which separation anxiety 
is thought to affect the developing person­
ality, and Bowlby's insistence on concen­
trating on real, rather than fantasized, sep­
aration. Nevertheless, the essential idea of 
a link between childhood and adult reac­
tions to loss is clearly present in the 
thoughts of both. 

BEREAVEMENT IN THE POSTWAR PERIOD 

By the 1930s, both the major strains in 
British psychiatry, the eclectic and the psy­
choanalytic, were stressing the importance 
of "object reactions" -that is, relationships 
with other people-and had developed the­
ories linking adult problems, especially de­
pression, to early separation anxiety or 
mental processes analogous to mourning. 
The theories were related to observations 
not only of war neurosis but also of the 
widespread bereavement in the general 
British population. Roughly three· quarters 
of a million British men clied in the First 
World War, out of a total population of 38 
million, and these deaths were concen­
trated in a single age cohort of young men 
(Taylor 1970) . About a third of the dead 
were married. leaving about 248,000 widows 
and 381,000 children (Dearie 1940). The 
others left parents, grandparents and sib­
lings. As one historian of the postwar years 
has noted, "the sense of loss and waste was 
still strong. Hardly a family had but lost 
one or more of its sons, often in the first 
promise of youth. Widows struggling to 
bring lip fatherless children, women in their 
twenties, their sweethearts killed, facing 
long years of spinsterhood. . . There was 
restlessness and unease abollt the future" 
(Mowat, 1961 , p. 203) . A more personal 
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account of this sense of loss was recorded 
by Brittain, whose fiance, brother, and two 
close friends died in the war. At Armistice, 
she felt 

that the war had condemned me to live to the 
end of my days in a world without confidence or 
security, a world in which every dear personal 
relationsltip would be fearfully cherished under 
the shadow of apprehension; in which love would 
seem threatened perpetually by death. and hap­
piness appear a house without duration, built 
upon the shifting sands of change. [1933, pp. 
469-70] 

Bereavement was not only a common 
state in the 1920's but also a problematic 
one, more difficult to cope with than before 
the war. Elaborate and universally re­
spected funeral and mourning customs had 
been practiced prior to 1914. For instance, 
the bereaved wore distinctive black cloth­
ing, used black-bordered letter paper, re­
stricted their social activity, and resumed 
activity only in carefully graded stages as­
sociated with corresponding changes in 
dress, called "slighting" one's mourning. 
The need for massive civilian employment 
in war-related industries and tasks (as well 
as other factors) prevented indulgence in 
these time-consuming and impractical tra­
ditional observances during 1914 to 1918. 
In addition the huge death toll helped forge 
a patriotic stoicism militating against "mor­
bid" practices. 

The funeral and mourning customs 
which had been sharply curtailed during 
the war were not extensively revived after 
it. This eliminated the cultural support for 
the psychological work of mourning pro­
vided by prescription of what the grief­
stricken should do to honor the dead. These 
customs umarked" mourners as persons in 
a special state of mind with respect to those 
with whom they came into contact. Aside 
from Western European cultures since the 
First World War. such customs are, and 
have always been, cross-culturally nearly 
universal, and do seem to aid the mourner 
in successful resolution of feelings (Bryer 
1979; Rosenblatt, Walsh, and Jackson 1976; 
Steele 1977). 

The war also accelerated the decline of 
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adherence to the Protestant churches. con­
sequently depriving mournerS not only of 
sympathy from clergymen and solace from 
prayer but also of the comforts of tradi­
tional belief in immortality, divine purpose 
to death, and eventual reunion with loved 
ones. A third cultural trend making mourn­
ing problematic in the 1920s was that the 
dominant, stoical mood of war time, which 
had fostered suppression of grief, was trans­
formed after the conflict into a revulsion at 
the horrors of the war and a desire to forget 
it all and emphasize the gayer aspects of 
life. These attitudes involved repression of 
emotion-exactly what Freud had sug­
gested in "Mourning and Melancholia" was 
likely to lead to pathological mourning and 
depression. (For a much fuller account of 
these complex trends, see Lerner 1975, 
1981.) 

Thus, pathological mourning or grief-re­
lated mental problems may have been com­
mon following the war. Unfortunately. ex­
act figures regarding the number of such 
cases seen by psychiatrists and psycholo­
gists in the interwar years are unobtainable. 
Literary evidence, journal articles, and case 
notes, however, all suggest that they were 
common. For instance, Somerville (1923) , 
writing on the continuation of war neurosis 
in peacetime, presented the history of a 
veteran afflicted by fita precipitated by hal­
lucinations of a scene in which he had wit­
nessed his closest friend "blown to pieces." 
The episodes occurred during " larks" with 
his present friends which reminded him of 
former ones with his dead comrade. Ma­
pother and Martin (1922) described a civil­
ian case, involving a domestic servant, 
"Mary," admitted to the hospital in 1920. 
She had been " prostrated for a time, and 
then confused and depressed" after the 
death of her older brother in the war in 
1916. Following his death, Mary left domes­
tic service for the munitions factory. After 
the war Mary broke down, suffering from 
the delusions that she had had regular in­
tercourse with her brother prior to his 
death. Davies-Jones (1922) described minor 
neurotic manifestations of bereavement, 
while Graves (1929) and Brittain (1933) 
wrote personal accounts of the neurotic 
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forms of war-related grief which plagued 
their postwar years_ 

Cases involving grief unrelated to the 
fighting occurred as well. Before the war 
the relationship of emotional problems to 
mourning would often not be noted, or 
would be minimized, as in Freud's account 
of Anna O. By contrast, postwar discussions 
referred extensively and respectfully to be­
reavement. For instance the Tavistock Re­
port for 1920-27' gave the history of a 32-
year-old woman whose insomnia, lassitude 
and muscle cramps were related to her fa­
ther's long illness, her refusal of a marriage 
proposal in order to nurse him, and his 
eventual death. 

When Bowlby began to do therapy at the 
Maudsley in 1933-34, he did thorough psy­
chosocial case histories and, as a conse­
quence, became aware of bereavement as a 
factor in psychosis and considered under­
taking an MD thesis which would have 
included a discussion of this linl<. This the­
sis was never completed, but a work on 
classification of mental illness was accepted 
for the MD degree in 1939 and was pub­
lished as Personality and Mental Illness 
(1942). Patients discussed in this book had 
been seen in 1933-34 at the Maudsley or 
University College Hospital. Bowlby linked 
the illnesses of many to losses (pp. 61, 82, 
96, 146, 147, 153, 162) and described anni­
versary reactions (exacerbations of illness 
on the anniversary of a death). He com­
mented on Freud's cases of women who had 
developed psychological symptoms while 
nursing sick relatives saying, "Investigation 
has shown that the illness or death of a 
near relative is an exceedingly cornman pre­
cipitating factor in both psycho-neuroses 
and functional psychoses" (p. 146). 

A most interesting feature of the 1942 
book was the discussion of Case No. 29, 
who had seven schizoid traits on Bowlby's 
checklist. He considered the patient prob­
ably depressive rather than schizophrenic, 
however, and commented on a special and 
puzzling type of emotional unresponsivity. 
The mother had died when the patient was 

I Tavislock .Square Clinic for Functional Nervous 
Disorders . Report for 19:20-27. Copy in Royal Society 
of Medicine Library, London. 
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two, and foster parents had raised the child. 
Bowlby proposed that sudden loss of a par­
ent or sibling, or care in a succession of 
foster homes "may be disastrous for devel­
oping personality" (p. 194). 

This theme was strongly taken up by 
Bowlby (1944) in his analysis of a series of 
44 cases of juvenile thieves (ages 5 to 16) 
seen at the London Child Guidance Clinic 
in 1936 and 1937; work on the paper had 
been "more or less completed on the out­
break of [the Second World] War. '" The 
paper emphatically emphasized the role of 
early separation and loss in leading to thiev­
ery, and especially in producing a type of 
thief called "affectionless" -children who 
were "distinguished from the remainder by 
their remarkable lack of affection or 
warmth of feeling for anyone" (Bowlby, 
1940, p. 38). Of 14 children in this category, 
12 had suffered early separation, defined as 
bereavement or prolonged separation from 
mother or mother-substitute during the 
first five years. Bowlby further commented 
that very early separation, before six or 
perhaps twelve months, did not seem to 
have this kind of pathogenic effect. 

Thus, many of the hypotheses concern­
ing the deleterious effects of mother-infant 
separation during a critical period in child 
development, which Bowlby has spent the 
last four decades investigating and formal­
izing, had been developed by the late 1930s. 
Their roots went back further; Bowlby 
commented that he was "alerted to those 
ideas while I was at the school [for malad­
justed children] in 1929'" and that conse­
quently "when I met these children in 1936 
and 1937, I was much struck by the types 
of experience they had had." 

CONCLUSION 

Bereavement was a widespread problem 
during and after the First World War, pre­
cipitating cases of shell shock Jnd civilian 
illness. Treatment of these problems led to 
a widespread recogn;tion in British psy­
chiatry of the importance of neurotic as 
well as psychotic illness, of the role of en-

~ Interview by Senn (see note 1) , p. 16. 
;, Interview by Senn. p. 6. 
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vironmental events in etiology, and of t.he 
importance of considering patients' Tela· 
t ionships to other people as well as their 
individual pyschology. The recognition that 
infantile sexual trauma was not a necessary 
prerequisite to neurosis led to perturbation 
among Freudians; one resultant hypothesis 
was Melanie Klein's identification of infan­
tile interactions with mother as another 
possible source of trauma. Another was 
Suttie's demotion of the importance of sex­
ual inst inct and his postulation of an innate 
need-far-companionship, with any separa­
tion or threat of separation leading to anger 
or depression and increased vulnerability 
to psychological problems. 

Beginning in the late 1950s, Bowlby's 
work involved a conscious and explicit link­
age of adult mourning and childhood sepa­
ration anxiety. However, a possibility sug­
gested by the material discussed in this 
paper is that his attention was originally 
drawn to separation in the 1920s and 1930s, 
largely because of the extensive experience 
of both lay people and professionals with 
adult mourning reactions in postwar Brit­
ain. This concern with problems linked to 
mourning may have combined with a deep 
commitment to tracing the early roots of 
adult disorders and an assumption of a 
strong form of developmental continuity, 
producing the interest manifested by Klein, 
Suttie , and finally Bowlby in investigation 
of the infant's social ties and the effect of 
loss and separation on the developing per­
sonality. 

There are several possible interpreta­
tions of the historical argument presented 
here. Bowlby's theory of attachment could 
be considered specific to the context in 
which it was developed, and as overem-

phasizing the role of early separation and 
loss because of a preoccupation with the 
problems of adjusting to the traumata of 
the deaths of the First World War. One 
could also argue, however, that human be­
havior in response to separation and loss is 
always an extremely salient issue , although 
during war losses are especially common 
and thus more likely to be observed and 
thought about. This would suggest that 
Bowlby and the workers who preceded him 
were more sensitive to loss because they 
lived in a time of widespread separation 
and death, but that their observations could 
be equally valid for other contexts, includ­
ing our present society, in which premature 
death is rare. The crucial issue is clearly 
whether Bowlby was simply "reading 
back," in looking for a solution to the riddle 
of adult mourning (and associated neu­
roses) in a sensitivity to loss established 
during early childhood and maintained 
through an assumed developmental conti­
nuity, or whether he has truly achieved his 
goal of a prospective view of pathogens in 
development. Current controversy concern­
ing whether parental death increases the 
risk of adult depression (Crook and Eliot 
1980) suggests that this is still an unre­
solved question . The his torical analysis 
here points up the issues in such contro­
versy, alerting us to the possibility that the 
theory may be limited in generality or cul­
ture-bound. Related empirical recommen­
dations include the need for observations of 
the relationship of early separation or loss 
to adult neurosis in a variety of cultural 
contexts, and the importance of carefully 
studying the long-term effects of childhood 
separations less extended and drastic than 
those caused by death. 
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