


 

 
     

 

  

 
    

   

 
 

    
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
    

   

 

“Jack Saul shows professionals how to build community programs that employ 
primordial human tactics to forge increased community resilience. This book has that 
rare ability to produce a paradigm shift in how we heal traumatized communities. It’s 
original and intellectually exciting. I bet it becomes a classic.” 

Helen Fisher, PhD, research professor in the department of  anthropology 
at Rutgers University 

“Collective Trauma, Collective Healing is essential reading for all clinical and 
community-based professionals working with survivors of  mass trauma. In contrast 
to the individualistic, symptom-focused approach of  most mental health services, this 
practice framework addresses the widespread impact of  major disasters in families 
and communities and taps their strengths and resources for recovery and resilience. 
In this valuable guide, Dr. Saul, an internationally recognized leader at the forefront 
of  the field, draws on his extensive experience and creative initiatives to inform and 
inspire our response to trauma and tragedy by bringing out the best in families and 
their communities.” 

Froma Walsh, PhD, codirector at the Chicago Center for Family Health, 
Firestone Professor Emerita at the University of  Chicago, 

and author of Strengthening Family Resilience 

“This book is a wonderful collection of  essays about the ways individuals and 
communities around the world, from Kosovo to Liberia, and from Tibet, and Chile, to 
Turkey and to New York after September 11, recover from collective trauma. It is filled 
with practical suggestions for how narratives, theater, and public performances can 
promote resilience and recovery in people and communities that have been devastated 
by wars, natural disasters, and interpersonal violence. It presents a solution-focused 
approach that emphasizes the individual’s or family’s strengths rather than their 
problems or pathology. It is a refreshing break from overly concrete prescriptions that 
ignore cultural and individual differences, and that tend to neglect the healing power of 
community and collective action.”  

Bessel van der Kolk, MD, professor of  psychiatry at Boston University School 
of  Medicine and medical director of  the Trauma Center 

“Jack Saul invites us to join him in his exploration of  territories of  torture, 
helplessness and destruction—a dark continent of  inhumanity—and to experience 
with him the healing capacity of  communities. Looking at scenarios as diverse as 
Kosovo, lower Manhattan on September 11, and the Liberian refugees on Staten 
Island, he describes how a group of  systems thinkers, armed with an extraordinary 
trust in the power of  social connections, joins in partnership with communities in 
search of  justice, reconciliation, and resilience. Written with attention to the small 
details of  survival, an understanding of  the power of  cultures in history, and the 
healing capacity of  art and theater, Saul shows us the effort and endurance necessary 
to reconstruct life and restore sanity in societies that have experienced chaos. It is a 
powerful testimony.” 

Salvador Minuchin, MD, founder of  the Minuchin Family Center 
and author of Families and Family Therapy 

“Jack Saul’s book is terrific and truly compelling for professionals who work with 
traumatized people. With first-hand stories, he artfully describes a range of  out-of-office 



 

    
   

 

 
 

 
     

   

 

    

 

 

 
    

   

  

 
    

 

 

interventions to help families, neighborhoods, and communities in the aftermath of 
disaster. Dr. Saul is never better than when he writes about using the arts to understand 
the complexities of  human trauma and resilience. Yes, even improvisation!” 

Pauline Boss, professor emeritus at the University of  Minnesota, 
and author of Ambiguous Loss  and Loss, 

Trauma, and Resilience 

“With compassion and insight, Jack Saul shares his own journey through the aftermath 
of  September 11th as witness, participant, and healer, chronicling the power of 
collective narrative to transform traumatic experience into communal recovery.” 

Alice Greenwald, director of  the National September 11 Memorial and Museum 

“In Collective Trauma, Collective Healing Jack Saul takes us through a masterful journey 
of  his healing work addressing the ongoing tragedy of  social and political traumas 
around the world. His work is creative, rich, sensitive, and deeply felt. His writing gives 
rare glimpses into how science and wisdom must be coalesced to treat the wounds 
of  torture, loss, and devastation. Psychological science, art, and anthropology are 
so thoughtfully integrated in his work and writing to provide both a history of  his 
intervention work and a guidebook for those brave enough to treat the collective 
wounds that both nature and humans too often cause. With this volume, Dr. Saul 
contributes meaningfully to repairing our world.” 

Stevan E. Hobfoll, PhD, the Judd and Marjorie Weinberg Presidential Professor 
and chair of  the department of  behavioral sciences 

at Rush University Medical Center 

“Jack Saul’s clear and compelling narrative, based on his immersion in several 
catastrophes, offers practical knowledge on community resilience strategies for 
responding to collective trauma that will be highly informative for practitioners across 
many disciplines.” 

Stevan Weine, MD, professor of  psychiatry at the University of  Illinois at Chicago 
and author of Testimony After Catastrophe

 “In Collective Trauma, Collective Healing,  Dr. Saul provides a detailed documentation of 
what it takes to recognize, develop, and sustain a community environment that promotes 
healing from mass disaster. Throughout the multiple examples in the book, including 
personal challenges to his own community in the wake of  September 11, the author 
emphasizes the importance of  going beyond individual approaches to mount a public 
health response after any disaster. Dr. Saul has a deep respect for systems and how they 
work, while never denying the inevitable tensions that occur and the competing agendas 
that can easily sabotage recovery efforts. As man-made and natural disasters increase in 
frequency and intensity, few of  us are prepared by our professional training, to know 
what to do when faced with the kind of  social challenge that Dr. Saul describes. This 
book, with all the lessons learned, becomes a must-read book for public and private 
managers.” 

Sandra L. Bloom, MD, co-director of  the Center for Nonviolence 
and Social Justice at the Drexel University School of  Public Health 

“Jack Saul is a dedicated healer whose deep understanding of  systems therapy has taken 
him to the aid of  injured communities around the globe. Yet it was September 11 that 
literally brought these lessons home, making him an insider to catastrophe. This blend 



 
 

    

 

  
 
 

    
 
 
 
 

 
    

 

 

 
    

 

 
 

    
 

 

 

     
 

of  outsider knowledge and insider wisdom makes this  the book on collective recovery. 
It will transform our practice.” 

Mindy Thompson Fullilove, MD, professor of  clinical psychiatry 
and socio-medical sciences at the New York State Psychiatric Institute 

at Columbia University 

“Most books simply espouse principles or ideal goals, telling us what to aim for, but 
not how to get there, and almost never do they walk us through the messy process of 
working in the wake of  conflict. Saul’s book not only breaks critically important fresh 
ground in setting out the critical role that collective resilience plays in allowing individuals 
and communities to transform themselves after traumatic events. He also takes us with 
him on the journeys he travelled to make the discoveries he can now share. The various 
stories in his book convey the critical message that we cannot know the answer before 
we begin, at the same time as providing us with a toolkit of  indispensible principles and 
resources for action.” 

Danielle Celermajer, PhD, associate professor and director 
of  the Torture Prevention Project at the University of  Sydney 

“Jack Saul’s compelling book is a major achievement in the literature on trauma and 
recovery, nudging the discourse from the individual to the community. This must-read 
book for mental health professionals and creative arts therapists blends psychotherapy 
and expressive therapy, reflection and action, featuring communities of  dialogue front 
and center, capable of  re-building destroyed edifices of  the city and the soul.” 

Robert Landy, PhD, professor and director of  the drama therapy program 
at New York University 

“Jack Saul brings to this book years of  outstanding contribution and experience 
addressing the psychological needs of  those exposed to many different types of 
disaster. As governments at all levels seek better ways to make communities resilient, 
this book offers much needed practical guidance for policy and practice. It is a unique 
contribution to an emerging field that is understanding that early intervention is always 
better, but that it’s never too late to offer help in culturally appropriate ways.” 

Michael Ungar, PhD, professor of  social work at Dalhousie University 
and co-director of  the Resilience Research Centre 

“Collective Trauma, Collective Healing can serve as an introduction to understanding 
the effects of  widespread trauma and responding to its impact at the level of  the 
community and would be suitable for students and novice professionals as well as for 
seasoned professionals. In addition, this book has the potential to help break through 
the limited and limiting lens of  impaired psychological functioning as consisting 
solely of  individual psychopathology responsive only to one-on-one intervention. If 
it contributes to a shift in this perspective, it will have accomplished much more than 
Saul may have intended.” 

Steven N. Gold, Nova Southeastern University, PsycCRITIQUES 
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Collective Trauma, Collective Healing 

Collective Trauma, Collective Healing is a guide for mental health professionals 
working in response to large-scale political violence or natural disaster. It 
provides a framework that practitioners can use to develop their own 
community-based, collective approach to treating trauma and providing 
clinical services that are both culturally and contextually appropriate. The 
classic edition includes a new preface from the author reflecting on changes 
to the field and the world since the book’s initial publication. 

The book draws on experience of  working with survivors, their families, 
and communities in the Holocaust, post-war Kosovo, the Liberian civil wars, 
and post-9/11 Lower Manhattan. It tracks the development of  community 
programs and projects based on a family and community resilience approach, 
including those that enhance the collective capacities for narration and public 
conversation. 

Clinicians and community practitioners will come away from Collective 
Trauma, Collective Healing with a solid understanding of  new roles they may play 
in disasters—roles that encourage them to recognize and enhance the resilience 
and coping skills in families, organizations, and the community at large. 

Jack Saul, PhD, is the founding director of  the International Trauma Studies 
Program (ITSP), a research and training institute based in New York City. 
ITSP is committed to enhancing the natural resilience and coping capacities 
in individuals, families, and communities that have endured and/or are 
threatened by traumatic events. He has served on the faculties of  New York 
University School of  Medicine, Department of  Psychiatry, the New School 
for Social Research, Clinical Psychology Program, and Columbia University, 
Mailman School of  Public Health. As a psychologist and family therapist, he 
has created a number of  clinical and community-based programs in NYC 
and abroad for populations that have endured disaster, war, torture, and 
political violence. He consults with international organizations and has a 
private practice in Manhattan. 
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Preface to the Classic Edition 

It is May 2021. As I write this preface to the second edition of Collective 
Trauma, Collective Healing, I find myself  reflecting on how this book has 
increased in relevance over the past year. The events of  2020 have brought 
the concept of  collective trauma to the forefront—and with it, the need 
to view the individual and collective consequences of  traumatic events or 
chronic traumatic situations in U.S. society such as racism and inequality. The 
COVID-19 pandemic is undeniably a collective trauma that demands not just 
individual approaches but coping at the levels of  individual, family, commu-
nity, nation, and planet. It has led to the realization among many that global 
collective traumas such as pandemics and climate change require us to galva-
nize our collective resilience to meet the challenges we now face. 

Both our collective immunity and collective problem solving depend on 
our capacity to come together to effectively address such challenges and to 
prevent or heal the fragmentation and conflict that reduce our collective 
resilience and lead to greater vulnerability to trauma. The need for social 
distancing has brought home the idea that our greatest protection against 
a collective trauma like the pandemic is social connection and support. Yet 
that very connection in a time of  deadly contagion also becomes one of  our 
greatest threats. Fortunately, social media has given us new tools to remain 
connected, and to provide mutual support, under such circumstances. 

The year 2019, the 400 th  anniversary of  the beginning of  slavery in the 
United States, also brought greater attention to the culture of  inequality that 
impacts not only people of  color but all U.S. citizens. It was apparent soon 
after the pandemic started that COVID was disproportionately taking the 
lives of  people of  color at a higher rate than other groups in our society. 
This is due to vulnerabilities caused by unequal access to health and financial 
resources, having to work in essential jobs with their higher exposure to the 
virus, and poorer health status due to the debilitating stress of  living in com-
munities with low resources and high exposure to violence. The increased 
visibility of  racially motivated police violence in our society reached a crisis 
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Preface to the Classic Edition • xiii 

point in May 2020 with the killing of  George Floyd, mobilizing hundreds 
of  thousands of  people of  all races, in the U.S. and abroad, to take to the 
streets to call for an end to such mistreatment. The history of  racial violence 
has also underlined the debilitating effects of  chronic and multigenerational 
collective trauma. It has unleashed myriad creative re-conceptualizations of 
collective approaches to healing such racialized trauma. 

Both COVID-19 and racial inequality are foundational to—and catalytic 
of—the social rupture that culminated with the storming of  the U.S. Capi-
tol Building on January 6, 2021. The process of  political polarization as a 
symptom of  collective trauma in U.S. society has been steadily increasing 
and has brought our attention to another systemic realm that we must take 
into consideration: the infosphere. This realm of  our ecological system that 
includes the digital transmission of  information and cultural knowledge has 
been vulnerable to manipulation in promoting social and political fragmenta-
tion. The isolation of  different political and special interest groups has given 
rise to informational echo chambers without access to diverse news sources 
that may challenge erroneously held beliefs. We have now reached a crisis 
in which we lack a fact-based consensual reality. In my interview on CNN 
( https://edition.cnn.com/ ) during April 2020, as the pandemic was gaining 
momentum, I highlighted the overarching collective trauma of  social divi-
sion that was severely depleting the psychosocial resources needed to build 
our capacity to fight the pandemic. Itself  a pandemic, this divisiveness was 
undermining our collective immunity to COVID. 

Thanks to the growing attention to shared trauma and the need to pool our 
responses to promote healing, some ideas of  the collective framework have 
caught on in the past ten years. Nationally and globally, our understanding 
of  trauma has begun to expand beyond the dominant narrative that empha-
sizes individualized fear or attachment-based responses. The lessons of  our 
recent national and global trauma have sensitized us to the more encompassing 
dimensions of  trauma such as loss and relational disruption as well as crises of 
identity, meaning, and moral coherence. We have seen an expansion in practices 
and research that accentuates recognizing and enhancing existing strengths in 
individuals and collectives. Accompanying these transformations has been a 
new push for processes that lead to greater social cohesion and cooperation. 

However, despite the progress made in adopting more of  a collective 
approach, the prevailing viewpoint of  the effects of  trauma—and the bulk 
of  the resilient responses—remain individualistic. Most practitioners have 
yet to make a paradigm shift to a multi-systemic perspective. 

In the wake of  the COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, and other press-
ing developments, we need an approach that simultaneously keeps an eye on 

https://edition.cnn.com
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resilient processes in individuals as well as in families, communities, organiza-
tions, cultures, and societies that have their own rules and trajectories. 

Collective Trauma, Collective Healing may be more relevant today in its sec-
ond edition. It lays out in a series of  case studies a basic framework for a 
social-ecological understanding of  collective trauma. And it presents practi-
cal methods for mobilizing groups to recognize and access their collective 
resilience in order to meet new challenges. The book has proven to be useful 
not only for mental health practitioners but for a diverse array of  profession-
als and community members who are engaged in the work of  collective heal-
ing. There is much to be done in this field, and I am honored that Routledge 
has chosen this book to be reissued as a classic edition. 

  Jack Saul, Ph.D . 
  May 5, 2021  



  

 

 

 

 

Preface to the First Edition 

This book is the story of  my professional and personal journey over the last 
15 years working with survivors of  political violence, their families, and com-
munities. I started working as a psychologist in clinics in New York City and 
moved to the streets, schools, churches, theater studios, and community cen-
ters to work as a collaborator with refugees who were rebuilding their lives. 
It was not only a geographical move, but also a conceptual shift in which I 
grew to appreciate the role of  social context and the collective capacities in 
families and communities to recover from massive psychosocial trauma and 
loss. My personal story is inseparable from the story I tell here, for just weeks 
after returning from Kosovo, the September 11 terrorist attacks on the World 
Trade Center took place in my neighborhood, having a tremendous impact 
on me personally as well as on my family, my community, and my country. I 
found myself  in the role of  an insider practitioner after having collaborated 
with many who had played that role in contexts where they themselves had 
endured major catastrophe. I realized I had learned a great deal from these 
and other colleagues about how I could help promote a process of  collective 
recovery in New York City. After working with my own community, I applied 
that experience to a community resilience project with the underserved Libe-
rian refugee community across the Hudson River in Staten Island. 

Today, we often hear the term resilience in the context of  disaster—which 
usually refers to an individual’s capacity to rebound or bounce back follow-
ing adversity. Researchers and practitioners have increasingly come to see 
that the resilience of  an individual does not exist in a vacuum—it is a func-
tion of  one’s social and cultural context. It is commonly referred to today as 
community resilience—we are looking at the collective capacities in families, 
communities, organizations, and society at large that are more than the sum 
of  individual capacities. We have come to recognize today that community 
resilience is a crucial factor in recovering from adversity, and in preventing 
long-term mental health and social difficulties (Norris, Friedman, Watson, 
Byrne, Diaz, & Kaniasty, 2002; Padgett, 2002). 
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xvi • Preface to the First Edition 

This book is for mental health professionals working in the aftermath of 
disaster as well as emergency management professionals. It will be especially 
useful for insider practitioners from affected communities as well as commu-
nity members who have decided to take an active role in promoting a process 
of  collective recovery in their own neighborhoods, communities, or cities. 

I received a great deal of  guidance and support from the community 
research writing group at Columbia University’s Mailman School of  Public 
Health, which urged me to spend a lot of  time first documenting in detail 
the narrative unfolding of  my experience working on these projects. Then, 
with a team of  research assistants, we reviewed and analyzed more than 300 
hours of  videotapes of  interviews, community meetings, and implemented 
projects, in order to better understand how the process of  collective recov-
ery unfolded. During the process, it forced me to relive without avoidance 
some of  the most difficult experiences I lived through with my family in 
the months following 9/11. As a result, it has also more firmly anchored 
my understanding of  collective recovery in my experience carrying out these 
projects. 



   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Foreword to the First Edition 

As series editor of  the Psychosocial Stress Series I would like to welcome  Col-
lective Trauma, Collective Healing: Promoting Community Resilience in the Aftermath 
of  Disaster to the book series. The purpose of  the book series is to provide 
busy professionals with useful and timely information to guide their work 
with those seeking help in facing and overcoming significant adversity. Like 
the first book in this series,  Stress Disorders Among Vietnam Veterans: Theory, 
Research, and Treatment (Brunner-Routledge, 1978), Collective Trauma, Collective 
Healing is an extraordinary contribution to the field of  psychological trauma 
that focuses on ways of  enhancing community resilience following disaster. 

The author, Dr. Jack M. Saul, is a well-known trauma psychologist who 
is the founding and current director of  the International Trauma Studies 
Program, affiliated with Columbia University’s Mailman School of  Public 
Health. Professor Saul’s work in New York and around the world is well 
known by both researchers and practitioners. 

The idea for this book emerged from discussions with Dr. Saul several 
years ago. We talked over coffee at the Mille-Feuille Bakery Café, a popu-
lar spot squeezed between upscale condos and trendy Manhattan boutiques 
close to New York University’s main campus. It was nearly ten years before 
this that Jack and I had first met, along with several dozen of  his colleagues, 
days after the 2001 terrorist attack that changed his city, and the United States, 
forever. He makes reference to this meeting early in his book. 

Over coffee, he talked of  his many humanitarian efforts of  the last 20 
years, why he established the International Trauma Studies Program, and 
a new paradigm for promoting resilience in communities—one that would 
not simply focus on crisis intervention and PTSD-prevention in the wake 
of  disasters. He discussed how 9/11 energized his trauma program and his 
colleagues to move toward this new paradigm of  pragmatism. They began to 
focus on the fundamental principles of  working with collective trauma that 
can lead to collective healing. His writings, lectures, and training emphasized 
the importance of  culture, meaning, and hope. 
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xviii • Foreword to the First Edition 

In this book, Dr. Saul lays out guidelines and practices for psychosocial 
responses to various types of  catastrophes. At the same time, he establishes a 
framework that practitioners can use to develop their own community-based, 
collective approach to treating collective trauma. This approach can also be 
used to provide and time clinical services that meet precise cultural expecta-
tions and requirements. 

This book emerged over the last three years through reviewing more than 
300 hours of  video and other data gathered from more than a decade of 
work around the world and throughout the United States. It is also a distil-
lation of  a two-year disaster-response workshop series and discussion group 
with mental health professionals. Moreover, to grasp the significance of 
collective trauma interventions, Dr. Saul interviewed many dozens of  com-
munity members who participated in community-based recovery work and 
leading professionals worldwide who are currently engaged in family and 
community resilience approaches to massive trauma, which included good 
and bad examples of  effective trauma resilience efforts. 

The book is a beautiful collection of  the wisdom of  human collective 
behavior, the philosophy of  helping, and a blueprint for approaching, fit-
ting in with and assisting the traumatized community of  survivors. Like 
the first book in this series,  Collective Trauma, Collective Healing will quickly 
become a classic and highly referenced text because it challenges the current 
approaches to trauma response and, in doing so, significantly improves our 
chances of  forging significant and sustainable healing. 

Charles R. Figley, PhD
 Series Editor 

New Orleans, January 2013 
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